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PRELUDE
Laheran
Every man is like the company he is wont to keep.

--Euripides

"You haveto find him," sad Savers Guildmaster Yryn. "Y ou haveto stcop him."

Y ryn looked old, and stoop-shouldered. His neck seemed to have trouble holding up his massive head,
and his eyeswere more of adull gray than the sharp, piercing date-gray that Laheran remembered from
his gpprenticeship in the guild.

Asthey walked through the garden, Y ryn fondled the piece of sun-bleached leather, his nail-bitten
fingersstroking it asif it were amagica talisman, which it wasnt.

There waslittle enough in the world to be sure of, Laheran thought, but the leather wasn't magicd. It had
been carefully examined by acompetent wizard, amaster in Pandathaway's Wizards Guild, and while
the wizards couldn't ways be relied on--they were notorious cowards, for one thing--they could be
trusted to know if something was magical.

Theinner courtyard of Savers Guildhall was aquiet place, onefor reflection. Marble benches
surrounded alawn that was aways ankle-height, the garden guarded by cornered hedges, the precision
of it dl maintained each night by scissor-widding daves working under smoky torchlight.

Except for the flowers. A gardener, fedty-bound to the guild, had the responsibility for their care.
Flowerswere different, Laheran thought, as he bent to sniff the rich fragrance of ablood-red rose. They
required loving attention, not just fearful care.

Laheran liked the garden. It was the one quiet place in the city, the only place he could get completely
away from the noise and the bustle and the smdlls of Pandathaway.

"Y ou haveto stop Karl Cullinane," the guildmaster said, asthough Laheran hadn't heard him.

"You sadthat." Laheran held up an admonishing finger, hoping that Y ryn would dap him down for his
insolence, slently begging the guildmaster to assert hisauthority.

But the older man just nodded.

Laheran could have cried. The guildmaster waslosing his grip on himself. Could hisgrip on the guild be
far behind?



It was abad timeto be leaving Pandathaway. Perhaps Laheran oughtn't have any delusions about having
achance at the guildmastership--there had never been aguildmaster in histwenties, and damned few in
their thirties-but as the youngest full master in the guild, it wasn't at dl impossible that he could have
some impact on the outcome of the contention.

If there was to be a contention. Perhaps what the guild needed now was stability, even if that meant that
somebody would have to be the power behind the throne.

Laheran held out his hand to accept the piece of leather. It was about two handbreadths across, not of
terribly high quality, probably cut from aleather food sack of some sort.

There was writing on the rough surface; Laheran recognized it as dried blood. He couldn't make out
most of the writing, athough he suspected it wasin that Englitsthat Karl Cullinane and hisfriendswere
turning into acommon trade language throughout the Eren regions and beyond.

But below the scratchings that he couldn't decipher, there were the words he could:

Thewarrior lives,they said. Beneath were three crude drawings: asword, an ax, and aknife--athrest
that Cullinane would kill them with whatever was handly.

It was the third such piece of |leather Laheran had seen. Thefirst he himself had brought back from
Melawei; it had been pinned to the corpse of abrother daver, aman who had been split with an ax from
hisbrow amost to hiswais.

The second had been discovered in Ehvenor, tied to the hilt of asword that had been struck through
three bodies; the killers had either discovered the daversin adark dley or drawn theminto it, leaving
them behind dead, dead, and dead.

Thisthird one had been found in Lundeyll, in arented room a an inn there, again pinned to the corpse of
adaver, thistime by aknife that projected from the dead man's open mouth like abloodied metal
tongue. Nimyn was his name; Laheran knew him dightly. He was ajourneyman on aroutine trading
mission, traveling down the coast toward Ehvenor with a string of a dozen well-tamed mae daves, most
of whom were born into servitude. There were two other davers with Nimyn, but they were left done.

The guildmagter findly put it asaquestion. "Will you find him? Stop him?"*

"Yes" Laheran said, stooping to pick arose, twisting the stem loose from the bush with deft fingers that
managed to avoid the thorns. He fixed it to the collar of his cloak with along silver pin.

He wished he had amirror with him; he was pleased with the way he looked. He knew what he would
have seen: atdl, dim, eegant young man in blue and gray, hishair the color of autumn flax, his short,
neetly trimmed beard only afew shades darker. A light, crimson cloak--more of acape, redly--fastened
with abraided silver rope, hung elegantly from hisright shoulder, the cut of histunic and mid-calf
breeches more elegant, more careful than was usua among guildsmen.

He rested his pam for amoment on the hilt of his sword, striking a pose. He knew he looked somewhat
younger than his twenty-five years, and knew that his age and his foppishness tempted othersto either
underrate or overrate him. That suited him.

"l believethat | will," hesad findly. "What resourcesdo | have?'



"Comewith me" the guildmaster sad.
The two of them passed into the dark cool of the marble halls.

The walls were spotless and the floors only barely dirtied by the day'straffic, but there was a strange
smédll in the halls--beyond the usua stink of human swest, of pain and fear--that never could be scrubbed
out of thetiles. Whip adave to desth--although with the economics of davery these days, that wasthe
luxury of abygone era--and he would leave his smdll not only on the rough stone walls where you
chained him, but throughout the rest of the hall.

But there was something else. Asthe two davers passed by an open door, the scribesworking at their
desksin the room looked up, aquick flash of panic passing across their faces.

Thiswas Savers Guildhal; there should have been no trace of fear on the face of aguildsman.
But there was: the place dso stank of daver'sfear.
It somehow smelled different than the fear of adave.

They dl feared that Karl Cullinane would come for them, and not just outside, somewherein thefield.

That would have been different. That was frightening, but acceptable. Y ou had to learn to look over your
shoulder when you were away. Raiding or trading, you had to deep lightly, listening for the quiet patter of
unshod feet on deck, the muffled whisper of a sword leaving its scabbard, the snick of a cocked hammer.

No, it wasn't only an assault in the field they feared now, but one in the guildnal itsdlf.

Laheran followed Y ryn upgtairs into the master's meeting room, where ten men sat around the wide oak
table.

None of them were master davers, but they were al reliable journeymen, most of them well scarred:
tough and blooded, men who made their business asraiders and tamers, not just as sdllers.

The guildmaster introduced him around the table; Laheran exchanged guild gripswith each manin turn.
And each man in turn gripped Laheran's hand just a bit too hard, as though grabbing for reassurance, not
smply confirming Laheran's guild membership, or returning his courtesy.

"I can have ahundred more men for you in two tendays,”" the guildmaster said.

Laheran shook hishead. "No. The guild hastried that before. A smdl group thistime, with asmall, fast
ship. Well go quietly from Pandathaway, not loudly announcing who we are. Wetake histrail, find him,
and kill him." Therewas no great rush. If it was possible to catch Cullinane--and it had to be possible to
catch Cullinane--then Cullinane was headed north.

Possibly by way of Pandathaway and the guildhal? No, that was unlikely. There were too many
defenses, both physical and magicad, at Savers Guildhal. Cullinane wouldn't be ableto get in here.

But, concelvably, he would stop off in Pandathaway and kill adaver or two, hunt them down outside the
guildhall. And that could work to Laheran's advantage: the larger the mongter, the larger the reward for
killingit.



Laheran eyed them dl levelly. "Wewill find Karl Cullinane, and wewill kill him."

Thewarrior lives,indeed. Perhaps Laheran was younger than al previous guildmasters, but perhaps
that wouldn't matter if Laheran killed Karl Cullinane.

He smiled a Guildmaster Yryn.

"Leaveitdl inmy hands," hesaid.

PART ONEHoltun-Bieme

CHAPTER 1

It ain't over till it's over--and maybe not then, either.

--Walter Sovotsky

Wearing only afaded pair of Home denim jeans, Jason Cullinane bent over the washbow! benegth the
mirror, scrubbing gingerly at hisface. The early morning water was even icier than it should have been.

Ashedried hisface on afresh-amelling towel--roydty hath its privileges, it occurred to him for not the
first time--hefdt at hischin. It was abit stubbly, athough he had shaved the day before. He tossed the
towel aside and reached for the bone handle of the straight razor sitting on the sideboard, but as he eyed

himsdf in the mottled mirror he decided that the faint stubbling made him look older. Helet hisfingers
dropto hisside.

A digtant laugh sounded in his head.
*Take on afew respongbilities and your beard starts growing, eh?*
Hedidnt smile.

*Y our father would have laughed at that.*

"Perhaps he would have." But he wasn't hisfather. Helooked into the mirror. Through the mottled
glass-Empire glassmaking wasn't even up to Home standards, and Home standards weren't high to
begin with--under a shock of dark brown hair, two dark brown eyes |ooked back at him. Just the other

day, U'len had told him that he was looking more and more like the Emperor. In particular, there was
something about his eyes, she said.

| can't seeit,hethought. They were just brown. He shook his head as he stared at himsdlf inthe mirror.



Hecouldn't seeit at al. He wasn't the giant that Karl Cullinane had been; Jason'sjaw didn't even seem to
have the firm resolve that hisfather's had had; there wasn't that I-can-handle-anything-that-comes-aong
look.

He shrugged. Maybe he didn't ook so different, but everything else did. Things seemed so changed
snce hisreturn to Biemestren. Hisroom on the third floor of the residence tower felt smadler. Hell, even
the castle seemed to have shrunk in his absence, although he couldn't quite figure out how or where.

Hisfingersreached up to his neck, the familiar fed of the leather thong and the smdl crystal amulet
comforting. It wasn't that it prevented him from being magically located; he didn't haveto hidein

Biemestren, and if trouble came looking for Jason here, it would have the House Guard to dedl with. The
comfort came from itsfamiliarity. The leather and crystal hadn't changed.

*They'rewaiting for you. Hurry down.*

Give me a second.

He took afresh soft cotton tunic from where Elarrah had laid it out on top of his bureau late the night
before and pulled it over his head, then padded barefoot across the rug to where held |eft his boots by
the door. He considered the rising scratch marks in the age-darkened oak of the door jamb, from the
cluster of six or so that were about chest-high, to the one that was on the same level ashiseye, and the
two close together a bit above.

He turned about and worked his hedls closer to thewall, then set his hand on top of his head, resting his
fingers againgt the doorjamb, before turning about to see that there indeed was a difference; hisfingers
were agood half-inch above the previous high mark.

He reached down to his belt, drew his knife and marked the spot.

Jason a seventeen, although just barely. He drew himself up straighter.

*Let'stry for at least eighteen. Y ou had better moveit: breakfast is being held for you, and you've got a
workout with Tennetty in an hour.*

"A workout? Today?" He sat down and pulled his boots on. He wasleaving for Home and Endell ina
few days; if he wasn't good enough with pistol and swords by now, he surely wasn't going to be alot
better by then.

*Nonsense. Y ou grow alittle each day, Jason; you'd better learn alittle each day.*

True enough. He was nowhere as good with asword as his father had been--

*--and that wasn't good enough, at least once. Remember. Y ou've got to outthink problems; you can't
count on outfighting them. Even if you were as good as Karl was, which you aren't.*

Again, true enough.

Hewent downgtairs.



Breakfast in the castle had been an informal, catch-as-catch-can thing in the old days, despite Mother's
claim that breakfast was the most important med of the day, and U'len'sinsstence that he 5t and eat a
full meal instead of bolting down a sketchy breakfast. U'len tended to take what Mother said, as Father
used to put it, likeit came out of aburning bush.

Whatever the hell that meant. Another question held never be able to ask hisfather.

But it wasn't the old days. Too much had changed since Jason's return to Biemestren with the news that
Karl Cullinane was dead. Mother and Bren Adahan had tried to minimize things with ceremony, trying to
hide in some sort of formal arrangement of their lives the fact that the core of it dl was gone.

Dead.

Thedining hal fell sllent as Jason entered. He gave a brief bow to the two dozen people in the room,
then quickly walked to the head of the table, seating himsdlf inhis chair as though he -belonged there.

"Please, be seated, dl," he said. Mother still wasn't down, but they could be comfortable while waiting.

Doria Perlstein was dready ditting; she didn't take to court manners. From her chair halfway down the
table, she amiled agood morning.

He returned her smile. Strange, though. He knew she was as old as Father and Mother, but when sheld
shed her Hand persona, she'd also shed al of what the years had done to her body, but not quite all that
they had doneto her face: her eyes weren't those of atwentyish girl. They seemed much older.

"Morning, Jason," Tennetty said as shetook her seet at hisright. Turning her chair to let her sngleeye
sweep the room, the skinny woman scanned the assembl age with reflexive suspicion before deciding
there wasn't anybody to kill, not quite yet; sherelaxed into her chair.

With a"Good morning,” asmile and the clack of heds gtriking the floor, Jason's sster Aelastalked
across the room and dropped lightly into her own chair by the foot of the table, rubbing at her deepy
eyes, then gathering her long hair behind her head and tying it into an improvised ponytail. Shewas
dressed in apair of tight leather trousers and aloose, ruffled blouse that was dmaost impossibly white.
"Going riding thismorning?" he asked.

She nodded as she reached for aroll, then dipped it in ahoney tub and took ahuge bite. "I'm going to

get dl theridingin | can here." Back Home, what with teaching at the local school, Aeiahad little time for
riding, something she had grown to like.

Tell her she'd better watch the eating, Jason thought.| think she's starting to put on weight.

*No, you don't.*

Ellegon must have relayed the exchange; she chuckled and turned to Bren Adahan, who had taken his
usua segt by thefoot of the table, next to her. "My little brother seemsto think I'm getting old and fat.
Y ouwilling to disagree with the Heir?"

Bren Adahan nodded dowly. "On this matter, | am.”

"Fair enough, Bren--but Sit over here. We've got some stuff to talk about before the council.” Jason



beckoned to him, and waved at a seat next to his own.

The Holtish baron'sthin mouth twitched in irritation, but then Bren Adahan studioudy blanked hisface
for amoment before displaying an easy smile that |ooked genuine enough. He nodded briskly, then
leaned over to whisper afew words to Jason's adopted sister before taking the seat Jason had indicated.
He stroked idly a asmdll cut at the point of his square jaw. Adahan had cut off his beard atenday
before, and had taken to shaving twice aday.

Jason tried to concedl thefact that he didn't like Adahan. Maybe it was that Bren Adahan was more
than ten years older than Jason, and carried his extra age as though it conferred both wisdom and

respect.

*Not fair. He doesn't get enough time with Aelaasitis*

I have to talk to him about some things. We might aswell get it all settled during breakfast, Jason
thought back, knowing that he waslying to himself. That was al true, but it wasn't the reason. Jason
didn't like the way Bren looked at his sster, like he wanted to--

*Hedoes want to. Humans are like that. It'sal perfectly naturd, as Elarrah could have told you two
nights ago. Y our sister is more than ten years older than you are, and knowswhat she'sdoing. And sheis

going to let him, eventudly, on her terms. So leave wdll enough aone*

Jason reddened. Elarrah? Thefact that the upstairs maid was sneaking into his bedroom at night was
supposed to be secret. He didn't want it noised about.

*Relax; I'm reasonably discreet. But it's silly to leave her donejust because I'm around. | have been

reading your mind, such asit is, snce before you were born. The next time you want some privacy, just
ask meto tuneyou out. Like your father used to.*

| don't want to talk about it.

Therewas adistant chuckle. He couldn't tell whether he heard it in hisears or hismind.

Bren Adahan reached out and touched Jason'sarm. "Are you dl right, Jason?"

"No." He shook hishead to clear it. "I mean, yes. I'mfine; | wasjust talking to Ellegon.”

Bren Adahan nodded, and looked down the table at the two empty chairs near the foot. Onewas
Danagar's, who was freshly returned from histravels through Nyphien, trying to find out who was behind
the Kernat daughter. While Danagar had only negativesto report, histrip had been much longer and far
more -exacting than Karl Cullinane had planned for him; he looked to be shy about twenty pounds.

At Thomen Furnadl's urging, Jason had installed Danagar in aroom in the residence tower, with orders
that he deep late--

* And fatten himsdf up.*

Although there was something strange about Thomen of late. Jason was tempted to ask Ellegon to peep
him, but . . .

*But that's not right. Y our father used to tell me not to peep family and friends, and I'm beginning to



understand how right hisingtincts were, at least on that. Either brace Thomen and insst he discusswhat's
wrong with him, or wait until he bringsit up.*

Jason nodded. That could be put off for awhile; for now, they had a problem in the other conspicuousy
empty chair: Mother's.

Bren caught hisstare. "It's getting late. Y ou redly should send for her."

Jason shook his head. "No. Well start without her." Heraised hisvoice. "U'len, you can start serving
breakfast."

Half waddling, the fat woman brought the first tray out hersdlf, setting it down between Jason and Bren
Adahan before lifting ahuge stack of oatcakes onto Jason's plate, following that with afist-gzed cube of
ham.

Heheld back asmile. "I can't eat that much," he said.

Shewaved afinger a him. "Eat it you will, either for breakfast or asyour dinner. You're leaving
tomorrow, and I'm not going to have you going out and getting yoursdlf killed with only the remembrance
of road food on your mind. When you get your stupid head blown off, it's not going to be because you
were too hungry to think straight. It'snot going to be my fault,”" she said. She picked up the honey tub and
poured the thick honey on his oatcakes asif she were pouring weater on afire.

"Just go away and leave me aone,”" he grumbled.

"Shut up and eat.”

He loved the peevish old woman--shed been watching out for him for aslong as he could
remember--not that either of them would ever admit it out loud. U'len wouldn't like that.

"l leave when you gtart eating," she said, crossing her arms over her massive bosom. " So edt.”
He picked up hisfork and set to work.

Everybody el sefollowed his example; the room wasfilled with the familiar clatter of platesand
tableware, and the sounds of low voicestalking between mouthfuls.

I'm starting to get a bit concerned about Mother. Relay, please: everybody's down for breakfast
except you.

*| don't want to. It'snot fun being in her mind. . . . Oh, very well.* The menta voicefdl slent.
What isit?

*| don't want to tell you.*

"Whatis it?"

Tennetty kicked back from the table and had aflintlock pistol hafway out of her holster before Doria
laid agentle hand on her free arm, stopping her.



Everybody was|ooking a him.

Jason shrugged apro forma apology. "Sorry. | wastaking to Ellegon.” Please. Deep inside, he knew
what the dragon was -going to say.

*She's not in her room. She'sin her workshop, bent over her bench, crying. Again. Shewon't answer
m*

He started to push himself away from the table, but noticed that, once again, al the eyeswere on him.
Therewas along silence until Bren Adahan turned to him. "Please forgive me; | should have mentioned
that | spoke to your mother late last evening; she said that she was going to be involved in some sort of
work last night, and would probably deep through breakfast, or get up early and go to her workshop.”

*He says, "That'sthe lie you should have told. Now attend to your responsibilities. We have an
agreement on that score, Jason Cullinane."*

"Sowedo," hewhispered.
*So keep it.*
"Inthat case," Jason Cullinane said, "everybody please be seated, and let us finish our med.”

Unembarrassed, Tennetty seated her pistol firmly inits holster and herself in her chair, then picked up a
bacon roll and began to eat as though nothing had happened.

Jason was grateful. He had to try to hold things together, but sometimes he wasn't sure that he could,
even for thelittle things: they atein slence, the hall empty of Karl Cullinane€'s booming voice,

CHAPTER 2
Andrea Cullinane

Walk wide o' the Widow atWindsor,

For half of creation she owns:
We have bought 'er the same with the sword an' the flame,

An' we've salted it down with our bones.

(Poor beggars--it's blue with our bones!)

Hands off o' the sons o' the Widow,

Hands off o' the goods in 'er shop,

For the Kings must come down an' the Emperors frown



When the Widow atWindsor says"Sop!

(Poor beggars! --we're sent to say Stop!)

--Rudyard Kipling

One of the differences between Karl and me--and it'sa major one--isthat I'm far too considerate
to ever leave my wife a widow. Guess I'll just have to live forever.

--Walter Sovotsky

Squinting in the bright morning sunlight, Jason Cullinane walked past the sdutes of the two guardsand
out into the day. It was a pretty day, the sky above was--

Huh?

Heturned. "Kethol? Durine?* What were they doing on guard duty?

Bringing hisflintlock carbine back up to port, redheaded Kethol split hisweetherbesaten faceinagrin.
"Good morning, Sr."

Tossing hishead to clear ashock of hair from his eyes, -massive Durine nodded agood morning,
bringing one huge paw up to scratch a where his rough grown beard redlly didn't end, and his bull neck

redly didn't begin. The man was built like abear.
"Morning, dr," Durine echoed.

"What are the two of you doing on front door duty?"

Kethol shrugged. "Got into abit of trouble last night with the general.” A tall, rawboned man, he gripped
hisriflewith knuckleslike wanuts.

"Doing whet?'

"It was mainly my fault, gir." It was Durinésturn to shrug. "'l had too much beer last night. Got into alittle
barracksfight."

Jason |ooked them over more carefully. There was anasty bruise over Kethol's left eye, and the

knuckles on Durings|left hand were almost raw.

"Over what?'

Durine shrugged again.
"One of thewhoresin town," Kethol said. "Pirgjil's taken afancy to her. Loryal's been bothering him



about it."
"Loryd?'

"One of the new troops, from Tyrnadl. Him and histhree brothersjoined up just before the Emperor and
ustook off for Ehvenor. When Piro punched Loryd, two of the brothers jumped him, then Lorya and
another brother jumpedme when | tried to come between them and settle things down." He broke into a
toothy smile. "'Course, | was calling them poxy sons of amotherless cur whilel wastrying to calm them
down. All Durine did was pull two of them off, while Piro and | settled things, two-on-two."

"Injuries?’

"Just afew." Durine shrugged, again. "Pirgjil lost two teeth, and the Spider says some of Piro'sribsare
cracked. Hetook anasty bitein the ear; Lorya beat him kind of bad. Kethol's dance-partner islucky the
cleric got to him pretty quick, or held be singing lead tenor. My two got their heads cracked, just alittle.
All resting in the -infirmary. The Spider put Piro's teeth back together, but left therest. They dl start their
punishment tours when they're up and about.”

Jason nodded. Vaeran had given him long lectures about barracks discipline. What Garavar had done
was sound economics, and even sounder discipline: use the minimum magic necessary to hed the
combatants beyond danger or permanent damage, but |et them ache for awhile--the more, the better.

But to every rule there were exceptions. Durine, Kethol and Pirgjil had been his father's companions on
hislast ride to Ehvenor. "I'll see Garavar--"

*Asyouwere , Jason.* Ellegon's voice wasfirm. * Even when you're wearing the crown, you'd better
have a better reason than that for overruling Garavar.*

Hetried to cover the interruption with a cough, and wasn't at al sure he was successful.But --
*But nothing. Now |et's go see your mother.*
"I'll seeyou later, then," Jason said, knowing that he hadn't covered his gaffe well.

*Actudly, you didn't cover it a al. They know you were -going to meddle in Garavar's domain. But
they probably won't say anything about it.*

Jason | eft the path for the grass. It was shaping up to be apretty day. A light, gentle wind blew infrom
the west, accompanied by only the fluffiest of cloudsin the blue sky overhead.

The grasswas up to his calves, trimmed that morning by sweeping scythesinto arippled seaof lush
green. Jason breathed in the rich smell of the new-mown grass, enjoyingit.

That was the thing about peace, he used to say; it gave people time and inclination to care about
something astrifling asthe height of grass on alawn. There were limitsto even an Emperor's powers, it
was smpleto forbid everybody except the caretakers to walk on the grass, but during wartime it was
hard to find somebody to carefor it.

Hewalked around to the side of the main residence tower, stepping from the softness of the lawn to the
stones of the -parade ground.-



A huge, vaguely triangular heed lifted from the warmth of the stones and stared at him.

"Morning, Ellegon,” Jason said as he walked over to the massive beast. Father used to say that Ellegon
was the size of a Greyhound bus, which Jason had never quite understood. Now, a bus was akind of
cart, but wasn't agreyhound akind of dog, a smal mastiff or something?

Ellegon was huge; Jason couldn't imagine adog atwentieth that Size.

*Good morning, Jason,* the dragon answered. With adeep grunt, he got first hisforelegs and then his
rear legs underneath himsdf, then raised himsdf to hisfeet, hismassive, leathery wings curling and
uncurling amost spasmodicaly, while smoke and steam issued from nodtrilsthe size of dinner plates.

The dragon's mouth sagged open to reveal rows and rows of teeth the length of aforearm ... and an
incredible miasmaof dragon halitoss, painfully bad breeth that reeked of decaying flesh and rotting fish.
Ellegon wasn't fastidious about what he ate.

Jason gagged. "Turn your head away,please. "

*Sorry.* Scales creaking in the morning air, Ellegon turned his massive head away, clearing the air with
aquick shot of flame.

It never redly made sense to Jason, the way that others had to restrain afear of Ellegon. It waslike,
well, like being afraid of Tennetty's swords. The universe was divided into two kinds of people, and only
one kind was endangered by either.

*They're not just afraid of being eaten. Humans don't like me because | know too much.*

Way too much. It was one thing for Ellegon to save Jason from making afool of himsdf in front of
Kethol and Durine; it was another for the dragon to probeinto . . . private matters.

*| won't mention it again,* the dragon said, although Jason could have sworn he heard a distant menta
mumble Just like his father. Spends too much time thinking with what's between his legs rather
than what's between his ears.

"And you eat too much, too.--Let's go see her."

It was only afew hundred meters across the parade ground to the northwest corner--too short for
Ellegon to bother with -flying.

Jason walked quickly, the dragon lumbering aong behind.

Norma humanslike to steer well clear of working wizards; it'sonly prudent. Andrea Cullinane's
workshop was far away from anything e se within the walls of the castle. If it hadn't been for security
congderations, everybody involved would have been more comfortable with putting it outsde the inner
curtain wal, or perhapsin Biemestren township itself.

But security considerations had been involved; Mother's Bie-mestren workshop had, as far back as
Jason could remember, been in alow stone building in the northwest corner of the inner ward.



Jason knocked on the door. There was no answer. "Mother, it's me. Jason.”
Nothing.

*She'sin there. Do you want meto try >

No. I'd better do this myself.

His hand trembled &t the door latch.

One of the things held been taught early was not to interrupt Mother when she was working. It was one
of the few lessonsthat involved switching; Mother hated hitting him amaost as much as he hated it. She
sad that "don't disturb the wizard" was the This Side equivalent of "don't touch the driver," whatever that
meant.

That was the trouble with dealing with the Other Siders, like his parents, and Walter Sovotsky, and
Doria Perlstein--they kept talking in terms that nobody could understand. It wasn't just al this stuff about
cars and planes and microwaves (and whatwas amicrowave, anyway? Wasit how an Other Side dwarf
said goodbye?) it wasthat their frame of reference was, so often, so completdly different from normal
peoplée's.

But while he couldn't understand the referent, the lesson had long since been driven home, and learned
below theleve of conscious decison. Heknew that she waan't redly working anything dangerous.
Ellegon would have warned him.

*Y ou got that right.*

Stll, hishand shook. Damning histraitor fingers for trembling, Jason lifted the latch and swung the heavy
oak door dowly -inward, dipped insgde, and closed the door behind him.,

"Mother?'

He sniffed involuntarily. The insde of the stone building was dark and dank, the thick air heavy with
smdls strange and familiar. Therewas adistant odor he couldn't quite place, dthough he could make out
the rich, musky fragrance of marrhymh and the sharp tang of burning peppercorns. Mainly the smell
reminded him of stale swest.

Theonly light in the room oozed out of acrack at the junction of wall and ceiling; al that it revealed was
the narrow entryway where Jason stood, and the dark hall beyond. Rows of black gauze curtains
obscured everything beyond that.

"Mother?'

He pushed through alayer of curtains, and another, and then another. The curtainswere dry to his
fingers, but they seemed to cling wetly to hisface; shuddering, he pushed inward.

"Mother?'

He could barely make out the light of alamp through the last set of curtains. He pushed through to see
theform of hismother, huddled over her workbench, making jerking, dmost random jottingswith her
quill pen, while an oil lamp flickered above her. To her right, acrystal globelay supported in the coilsof a



brass snake, its head impaled on the north pole, staring languidly at the world. At her left was arough
clay statue of aman standing with hisarms crossed over his chest. Where hisleft hand lay on hisarm
there were only two full fingers; the other three were sumps.

The statue was till visbly wet; beyond it lay aclump of clay and ahdf dozen small knives, short sticks
bearing wireloops, and other clayworking tools he couldn't readily identify.

"Mother," hesad, "put it away."

Shedidn't answer, but continued to scribble.

"Mother," hesad. "Put it away."

Nothing.

"I'm going to count to ten, and then take it away from you."

She shook her head, flinging stringy black hair back and forth. "No. | got closer last time. Maybe |
Ca,]__ll

The crysta glowed brighter.

"That doesn't mean anything, not unless you can seehim. Which you can't, because he's dead.”
"You didn't seethe body." The crystal grew yet brighter, and brighter still--

Thelight died, leaving the interior of the room lit only by the flicker of the ail lamp.

"No!" She pounded afist on the table, then turned to face him.

He forced himsdlf to repress ashudder. Her eyes were red, the lids swollen with tears and lack of deep,
and deep hollows had taken up residence in her cheeks.

"Mom. . .." Hetook her handsin his, momentarily shocked at how feebly she pulled away. "Please.
We--all of us--saw the -explosion. Walter and Ahira stayed behind. He couldn't have survived the blast,
but if he had survived the two of them would have brought him here by now.”

Walter Slovotsky and the dwarf were still an open question. There wasn't any sign, not any word from
them. While it would have been abit soon for them to get themselves back to Holtun-Bieme, they should

have reached Ehvenor by now, even if they were traveling by Md dugout; or gotten over the mountains,
if they weretrying the overland route.

Where were they? That wasthe liveissue. Father was dead.
"I'm gill going to try. Until | can locate the body or until 1 see him."
But he was blown to bits, he thought. He couldn't say it, not to his mother, not to hisfather'swidow.

"Y our spdll isn't going to recognize. . . what's left of him. Put it down, Mother, then go change your
clothes and wash up. We have council tonight, and you're going to haveto . . ." Helet the wordstrail off.



You're going to have to look alive. That was what he meant, but he couldn't bring himself to say it.
Sometimesyou haveto live on the slences.

"Mother . . . you know he's dead. There's one proof, beyond what we al saw."
"Yes?' Her voice, usualy awarm contralto, squeaked and cracked at the edges.
"Father loved you. If hewas il dive, thereé's nothing that'd keep him away from you.”
Her lower lip trembled. "He didn't even send alast message back to me.”

"He didn't need to; he told Tennetty that." Jason's eyesfilled with tears. "What could he have had ustell
you? That heloved you? Mother, didn't youknow that?'

Sheturned away, and her shoulders shook silently.
*Please. Jason isright. We haveto carry on, Andrea. All of us*

Slowly, her crying stopped and her breathing dowed. She took in adeep, ragged breath, then turned
dowly, wiping her face on her deeve. "Just let metry abit more. Please?

"No. There are thingsto be done, and you've got to make yoursdlf . . ."

For amoment, her old smile peeked through. "Presentable? Less like an old hag?' She shrugged. "Easy
enough.”

She pushed him back afew inches, and held her hands out in front of her, muttering words that could
only be heard and then forgotten.

She changed.

The hollowsin her tear-dampened cheeks dried and filled out, the flesh growing firmer in front of his
eyes. Her stringy hair seemed to shed its oil, and gained body as she straightened -hersdlf, her chest
lifting, her body straightening, and just for amoment she was clear of eye and firm of step, the way she
had away's been.

"Ithought that was what you've been doing.” Doria Perlstein’'s calm voice cut through the dark; she
pushed the curtains aside and stood next to Jason. " Send the seeming away.”

For once, Doriadidn't look younger than Mother did. She held herself like amuch ol der
woman--unbent by the years, but perhaps more weighted down with knowledge.

"Send it away, Andrea." Doriaswalowed. "Or | will."

When Doriahad shed her clerica persona, sheld lost the ability to gain more spells; dl she had left--all
she ever would have--were the few in her head. Exactly what they were and how many there werewas a
secret, but each was irreplacesble.

"Why doesit matter?' Andred's voice was rich and me odic, something out of Jason's childhood. "This
will serve, aswell as anything else, and better than most.”



"Nonsense. It doesn't make you hedlthy. It just makes youlook healthy, whether you are or not. That's
al. It'slike putting nitrites on sal ad--remember nitrites?'

"l don't missnitrites. | used to be horribly dlergic to them.”

Doriareturned her smile. "Even if you weren't, it was abad ideato use them on food. They don't
preserve the quality of it, just the color.” Shetook Andreals arm. "Send it away, now. Y ou can take on a
seeming, if you have to, to make yourself look worse; never cover up what's really happening to you.
Jason, take her other arm.”

Hedid, and it fdt firm and supplein his hand, until his mother murmured a harsh word that melted in the
ar...

... and the arm seemed to shrink.

"Y ou've been fooling yoursdlf, and the rest of us." Doriatsk ed once. "Y ou're just wasting away. We're
going to build you up, okay?'

Andreas grin was week. "Y ou know alot about that?* Her voice creaked.

Doriasgrin was strong. "I used to be a home ec mgjor, remember? Training for my MRS, Walter used
to say, when he wasn't accusing me of taking mommy lessons. Well, you need amommy now. Thereis
nothing redlly wrong with you--nothing that alot of food, exercise, and rest can't help. Y ou keep out of
here, -understood?’

"No." Andreaflared. "I've got to try, at least. I've got to locate him, if he's till dive, if he--"

Doriasighed, "He's dead, Andrea. Please try to accept it. Let's go get you some breakfast. Then we're
going to seeif | can walk you off your feet. Then some deep, and then more food and exercise.” Her
smilereturned. "Until you redly do look as good as the seeming made you look."

"Y ou'reforgetting." Jason shook his head. "Weve got a council tonight.”

Doriaglared a him. "Y ou and Thomen are going to have to run it, then. Y our mother has adate with a
feather bed. Understood?”

*| have two messages. One from your maother: "I'll make it down for the council; don't worry." She
meansit. The other'sfrom Doria; she says. "Like hell shewill. Act like you give adamn about somebody
besdesyoursdf." But sheredly only meansit alittle*

And what do you say?

*|'m with Doriaon thisone. If you and Thomen can't handle things tonight, it's about time we found out,
intit?

CHAPTER 3

Beforethe Council of Barons



Our swords shall play the orator for us.

--Christopher Marlowe

I've always figured that talking beats fighting. And talking is only about my third favorite thing.

--Wadter Sovotsky

Jason Cullinane sat lonein the great hall of Castle Biemestren, looking at the place asif he had never
seen it before.

In asense, he hadn't. Not from this perspective. Hed had to sit in Father's place at table--but there
hadn't been any forma dinners since Jason's return.

He walked over to the long oak table and sat in his own place, hisold place, to the left of Father's seet,
then ran hisfingers across the dark surface that had been much battered from years of use, and abuse.
He rubbed histhumb across adight depression, dl that remained of alittle notch. He'd carved the notch
in the table himsalf, during one long, boring forma dinner, until Father noticed what Jason was doing.
Father, his huge hands gentle as dways, had taken the knife from Jason's hands and sighed in deep
disappointment. Other fathers hit their sons, but Karl Cullinane had dways said that was wrong.

A man whose profession is violence must never use violence on his own,he'd said.

Karl Cullinane had just sighed, and looked disappointed, and maybe older than he should have, and then
dismissed everybody e se from the hall. The two of them had gone down to the carpenter's shop to fetch
afile, asandcloth, brushes and varnish. He and Jason had smoothed out the notch, and then varnished
over it, then cleaned and replaced the tools. All the while, Karl Cullinane had looked worn around the
edges, abit defeated.

Jason would have preferred it if Father had hit him.

Mikyn'sfather had hit Mikyn alot.

At that, he shook his head. That was something till Ieft -undone. HEd have to face Mikyn and the rest
of Daherrin'steam. He could take that. Jason Cullinane might have run like a coward, but he'd hunted
down and killed Ahrmin, just as hisfather had killed Ahrmin'sfather.

Therewas alot left undone--like this damned Baronia Council.

| don't know how to run one of these things. | have to learn, | guess.But it wasn't right that he should
haveto learn on the job.

*Thatis dreadful. It'sso incredibly unfair. | find it hard to think of agreater injustice in the hitory of the
universe*



Fireflared outsde the far window; Jason walked over to it, pulled the shutters back and threw one hip
over thesill. Below, Ellegon stood in the courtyard, hiswingsfurling and unfurling; above, the night
winked down, distant faerie lights pulsing in odd chords of color.

Jason forced achuckle. Y ou wouldn't happen to be suggesting that I'm fedling allittle sorry for myself,
would you?'

* Suggesting, no. Assarting, declaring, announcing, maintaining, stating, affirming and averring, yes* The
dragon dipped its mouth to take a man-sized bite out of what was | eft of an ox.

"| guessthat's what we keep you around for. It isn't because we've got alot of cattle we need eaten.”

There was avague draconic chuckle, but then Ellegon's menta voice sobered. *I'll be back shortly; I'd
best do my evening patrol before this council sarts.*

He'd been donefor only afew moments when he heard a sound behind him.

He turned to see Thomen Furnael walking across the blood-red carpet toward him, hiseyes missing
nothing. He was about Jason's height, but his extra five years had filled him out: his chest and shoulder
muscles were corded from frequent workouts. A trim black beard was full on hisface, dthoughiit, like his
short-cropped black hair, was speckled with slver. Furnagl men turned gray young.

Asusual, Thomen Furnadl was dressed eegantly, befitting his status as baron and regent. His scarlet
tunic was cut loose across the shoulders and tight at the waist. Trimmed with black lesther dong the
seams and hem, it was laced up the front with asnaking of silver chain. A short black cape hung eegantly
over hisleft shoulder, half-concedling hisleft arm. His black trousers were buttoned up the front with
nacrestones,; his square-toed boots were of finely tooled black leather.

Incongruoudly, it was a broad, plain weapons belt that held histunic tightly around hiships, a

cord-handled smalsword sheathed on the left Side, rigged to stay within easy cross-belly reach of his
right hand; an unadorned flintlock pistol stuck butt-first out of aplain holster on hisright sde.

"Jason, what are you doing here?!

"Just waiting. Figured I'd get herefirg.”

Thomen shook his head. "No, you get herelast. Y ou make everybody sit around waiting for you, until
it'stime to make your entrance. Then you make them stand up while you walk in dowly and take your
seat." He chuckled. "Hepsto remind them who'sin charge.”

"And whois in charge?'

"You are. Or will be, if you keep reminding them of that." He pointed down, at one of the woven grass
runners that protected the rug. "Ignore those, too--let everybody else stay off the rug.”

Jason had never known Thomen's father, but Father had always spoken highly of him, and of Rahff, and
once had declared that the three Furnagl men held known were a counterargument to Tom Painésclam
that the trouble with hereditary aristocracy wasthat virtue wasn't hereditary.



"You're sure?' Jason said.

"Now, don't go Cullinane on me. Trust me. Or, if you don't, get yoursalf another regent, send me back
to my courtroom--better, to my barony." Histone was light, but there was a serious undercurrent.
Thomen's mouth twisted. "No, | don't really mean that. Right now, there's nobody €l se really competent
to take over. Everybody's got his private agenda, except maybe Bren and Garavar, and old Gar figures
that the best way to handle any threst iswith volleyed fire. Bren wouldn't be bad, but the rest of the
Biemish baronswouldn't stand for aHoltish regent.”

"Y ouwould?'

Thomen nodded. "If it was Bren, yes. He admired your father dmost asmuch as| did--as| do." He
beckoned to Jason. "Come on. Let's get out of here before they start wandering in. Weve abit of timeto
kill; whet do you fed like doing?'

"] want to talk about whatever it isthat's been bothering you for the past few days.”

Wheat could it be? Mother had been distant ever since Jason returned from Meawel, and the return of
Danagar was cause for relief, not concern. But the duties of regent seemed to be weighing unusualy hard

on Thomen's shoulders.

"Well, thereisaproblem.” Thomen Furnad bit hislip. "Can | think about it awhile longer?It's. . . abit
complicated, and | want to work out how to handleit.”

Jason shrugged. "Fair enough. Tomorrow?"

"Sooner, maybe. It'll come up at the council.”

"Shouldn't we talk about it before?!

"Not redlly." Thomen shook his head. "Now: what do you want to do until then?"

Jason smiled. Maybe he couldn't figure out the politics aswell as Thomen could, but there was one thing
he could do better, usudly. "Two-swords. Best three points of five?”

Thomen Furnael nodded. "Might be agood ideato work off abit of that energy that you aways have
too much of "

"Father used to say that when you're speaking English, you're not supposed to end a sentence with a
prepostion.”

"Walter Sovotsky always used to say something like, 'Okay, let'swork off abit of that energy that you
aways have too much of, asshole""

They got the engineer on duty to open the armory, and while Thomen stripped off histunic and boots
and pulled out the practice swords and masks, Jason took ataper and went around the room, lighting
lamp after lamp after lamp, until the low-ceilinged stone room was passably illuminated by the flickering
ydlow light. Hopping first on one foot and then the other, he pulled off hisboots, tossed them aside, then



accepted asted mesh mask and two weagpons from Thomen. The mask was basically a mesh bucket
suspended from the headband inside. The first wegpon was avery giff fail, itstip protected by a

wel ded-on cap twice the size of Jason's thumbnail; the second was a short wooden stick, about the
length of hisforearm, asubgtitute for the dagger that was the secondary weapon when fighting
two-swords style.

Setting his weapons down so that he could hang his tunic on apeg on thewall, Jason worked his
shoulders, trying to loosen them. He set the mask on his head, then picked up the wegponsand tried a
few practice lunges, dill feding the strain in histhighs from his earlier workout with Tennetty. But that was

something old Vaeran had taught Jason: the lessons that counted most were the ones that you got when
you pushed yourself hard.

Thomen dipped on his mask, then quickly saluted and took up afighting stance, hisfoil held out in his
right hand, his practice dagger carried low in hisleft, by hisside. " Start off with foil touches on saber
targets, then switch to saber rules?’

"Sure. Saber rules dways with the dagger, though.”

"Of course"

Jason took adow breath, let it out dowly, then repeated the processtwice. It helped to settle the mind.
Hewas ready. Saluting, Jason took up the same stance that Thomen had been holding, then moved in
dowly, first holding his place, stepping back as Thomen whistled thetip of hisfoil through theair and
lunged in aclassc high-line attack.

Jason brought hisfoil quickly acrossfrom left to right, stedl ringing on sted as he brushed Thomen'sfail
asde; while the baron tried to retreat, Jason riposted, lightly touching Thomen on the chest.

"My point,” Jason said. "Oneto nothing. Bad habit, Thomen; break out of it before it breaks you."

"What do you mean?' Thomen said, parrying, then retresting when Jason tried alunging, low-line attack.
Thefoils clashed, and when they broke Thomen scored a solid touch on Jason'sright arm.

"One-one," Jason said. "And you know full well what I mean: you dways make the first attack resl
smple, and let your opponent get in the first point while you're seeing how quickly he can move.”

"You dont likethat, en?'

"Vaeran would have bladed you for it. It's-"

Jason lunged, but Thomen riposted easily, stopping Jason's cut-over as Jason pulled back.

"--agame technique. Y ou don't want to get pinked in ared fight just to seeif the other man's any good.”
"But thisisjust agame." Thomen smiled. "I don't haveto fight for redl; I'm amember of the effete ruling
class, remember? All | have to do islook pretty sitting on ajudge's bench or abaron'sthrone. Or |

can--

They engaged again; thistime Jason tried aquick cutover, and it was Thomen'sturn to parry and riposte.
Jason brought hisleft hand up to parry that, but Thomen disengaged, retreated two steps, then lunged



agan.
Jason could barely keep up asthe foilswhistled through the air.
Parry high, bind, riposte, then stop-thrust, never forgetting that the left hand carried aknife, too.

Thomen's high-line marching attack met Jason'slunge. Each tried for aparry, but their momentum was
too great. Asthey came together, Jason kicked out at Thomen's knee--but it wasn't there. He was off
balance for only amoment, but that was long enough for Thomen to score two quick touches on his
chest.

"Only counts as one. Two-one. Saber rules?' Thomen asked.

"Sure.”" Jason beat Thomen's blade aside, hard, and flipped his sword at Thomen's head, but Thomen
retreated a step, catching the foible of Jason's weapon with hisforte, loosening Jason's grip as he beat
Jason's sword completely aside and leaving him exposed from face to ankles, without enough time to
bring up his-dagger.

Thomen dashed once, agtinging blow that would have opened Jason from |ft shoulder to thewai s,
then stepped back and sauted. "Threeto one. Mine."

Jason returned his salute. "Another best of three?”

Thomen shook his head as he walked to the washbasin in the corner. "No. By the time we duice
oursalves off and dress, they should dl be waiting upgtairs.”

Hewastrying to hold it in, but Thomen Furnagl wasindecently pleased with himself. Jason could
practicaly read his mind: Maybe the father had once kicked Thomen in the balls, but damned if he
couldn't out-fence the son.

Jason would have felt pleased with himself, too, if only hed ddliberately let Thomen win.

Damn it, Thomen wasgood.

CHAPTER 4
The Council of Barons

The fundamental purpose of the Baronial Council isto force the Biemish barons to put
themselves under my sword; whether they walk out with or without their headsis up to me, and
depends on their behavior.

The Holts are a different case. They haven't been called in for Council, yet, not because they don't
"deserve"it or some such nonsense, but because they're already under Imperial control. Hell, the
Holtish barons military governors can hang themfirst, and explain it to me later.

As we start to return Holtun to civilian rule, though, the Holtish barons will have to attend
council, too. It'll just about double the council size. Which will at least quadruple the amount of
time spent in meetings.



| wish | knew British history better. Is this the way Parliament started?

--Karl Cullinane

Guy | used to know once said, "That government isn't best which governs least--it's the best
gover nment thatneedstogovern least. "I'd swipe it as one of Sovotsky's Laws, but it'sjust a bit too
serious, and maybe a smidgen too true.

--Walter Sovotsky

Jason stood outside the great hall, waiting, until he decided held had enough of waiting.

At the door he stopped next to the ceremonid guard--a short, loud-voiced corporal named
Nartham--wondering how he was going to be announced, redlizing that he'd forgotten to arrange it.
Nartham had presented Thomen with aloud "Thomen, Baron Furnadl, the regent”--Thomen was here as
both regent and noble, not as ajudge--but what was right for Jason?

He rapped the butt of his halberd on stone three times to get everyone's atention. "Ladiesand
gentlemen, theHair."

Jason walked across the carpet, trying to make it look dow and graceful, feding more awkward than
he'd ever ft before. Thomen had primed him for the council, but it just didn't fed right.

He paused for amoment at the foot of the table. Mother's chair. Standing next to it, Doriagavehim a
dight nod, then put her hands together and tilted her head, miming deep.

Good. Aeias eyestwinkled as she stood by her chair, her back just abit too ramrod-straight, as though
to say,| used to change your diapers, Jason: I'm not about to take you seriously asaruler.

"Good evening," he said, keeping hisvoice level, ashetook his seat-- hisseat! --at the head of the table.
"Be seated, al. We have afull agenda.”

The Biemish barons, each with asingle adviser, seated themsalves dong the left Sde of the table, while
Holtish barons, each save one with the military governor of hisbarony, took seats on theright.

Vilmar, Baron Nerahan, was congpicuoudy alone, as though to remind everyone present that hiswasthe
single Holtish barony released from direct Imperid government. Thetrim, compact man settled siffly into
his chair, then smoothed the pleated front of hisimmaculate white tunic before folding his hands gentedly
in hislagp and turning avagudly interested but generally blank -expression on the world, the eyes under
the heavy brows missing nothing.

Still standing was Tennetty, who moved back and leaned againgt the near wall. Clad asusud ina
mannish leather tunic and worn leggings, she hitched a her combo belt as though to remind everyone
present that she was carrying a blooded saber, a Nehera-made bowie and two loaded pistols, instead of



aformd smdlsword.

Thomen leaned over and whispered in hisear. "l asked the dragon to be around in time for this, but he
isn't back, yet. We'd best handle the smple itemsfirst. But you'll have to start with the matter of your
mother." Thomen beckoned to the court -secretary, aburly engineer who looked incongruous Sitting at
the writing desk next to the long table of the great hall. The red-bearded man looked like held be much
happier taking ashift in the gunworks.

Thomen gaveadight nod.

"Very well," Jason said, risng. Thomen had been explicit: he must start on hisfeet. Tower over them,
dominate the meeting, makeit clear that he wasin charge. Even if hewasn't. Particularly if he wasn't.

"Welcome, dl, to the council. There's much to discuss tonight, so I'll skip any long speech about how
much we al missmy late father, and let us get down to work. First item: the absence of my mother. She's
been working far too hard lately, and has been ordered to rest herself for the next few days, until | leave.”
Therewasaquiet rush of muttering at that.

Thomen spoke up. "We know that you'll al wish to pay your respectsin person to the empress, so I've
arranged for your quartering for the next few days."

Bren Adahan shook his head. "Maybe the rest can stay, but Ranellaand | ought to get back to Adahan,
by way of Furnagl and Little Pittsburgh. Production's dipping, and we've got to find out what's behind
it--from the reports, it sounds like there's supply problemsin Adahan, but--"

An emperor, even an emperor-to-be, hasto be obeyed. "Ranella can handleit. You'll do asyou'retold,”
Jason said.

The room was suddenly cold. Bren Adahan had spoken casually; he hadn't been ready for Jason to bite
hishead off.

"Y our pardon, sire," Bren Adahan said. "Y ou are quite correct; | shall do precisely as| amtold. It wasa
figure of speech; | meant to inform you and the regent that there are urgent matters requiring attention in
both my barony and in barony Furnael, and to suggest that Governor Randllaand | ought to handle
them." Heinclined his head perhaps amite too deeply, then straightened, his expression stony.

Thomen momentarily rolled his eyes heavenward, while the others around the table tirred.

Hameflared in the windows.

*Good evening, dl,* Ellegon said, announcing himsdf as he thumped to the ground in the courtyard
outsde. Leathery wings flapped in the breeze as the dragon settled himsdlf in.

* And good evening to you,* Ellegon said, hismenta voice taking on the timbre that told Jason the
dragon was talking to him aone, * shit-for-brains. Lookslike | got heretoo late.*

What are you talking about? And what kept you?

*Nothing important. | just picked up asmal party traveling later than seemed sensible, so | had to duck
behind the next hill and wait until they pulled around the bend close enough that | could read them. They



were clean.*

The dragon's caution made sense. Ever since Ellegon had been shot during the Holtun-Bieme War,
Ellegon had been careful of approaching humans. Much better for Ellegon to have some cover between
himself and some unknownsthan to try to fly low enough to deeply read them, and risk being taken by an
assassin's dragonbane-tipped crossbow bolt.

Everybody waslooking at Jason, waiting.

"Wel," hesad, "where were we?'

*Y ou're about to apologize to Bren Adahan. That'swhere we are. Now, Jason.*

But--

*Don't argue, just repeet after me: My apologies, Baron Adahan . . .*

"My apologies, Baron Adahan--"

* ...youll haveto excuseme. . .*

" ...youll havetoexcuseme. . ."

* ... but asyou all know, I'm new to thisruling business, and I'm afraid it's set my temper abit on
edge--and you'd damn well better smileingratiatingly here, asshole.*

"I'm. . . redly new to thisruling business, and | think it must have set my temper on edge.”

Hetried to smileingratiatingly, but wasn't sureif it came off. Jason Cullinane couldn't ever remember
trying to smileingra-tiatingly before. He was one of the people others smiled ingratia-tinglyat.

It had worked, he decided, when Bren Adahan sat back in his chair, clearly mallified.

*No, it didn't. What worked isthat | just relayed privately, on your behdf: "Sorry I'm such ajerk; I'll
gpologize later--would you and Aeiameet mefor adrink after the council?'*

"The next item,"” Thomen said, "isthe matter of the Heir's planned absence.”

"If I may?" Ariken, the white-haired baron from Krathadl, leaned forward, and continued at Thomen's
consenting nod. ™Y ou have brought up an . . . important matter. This. . . leaving of yours we have been
hearing about . . ." he said, in voice cresking with age. "I . . . respectfully, yes, dways

respectfully . . . counsd againgt it, and ask why you seemto find it necessary to leave at such

a. .. difficult time. Until you've assumed the crown--and your full duties--it would seem, dmost, perhaps
irresponsible to leave the Empire, even for ashort . . . period of time." He sat back hard in hischair,
panting, hislined face ashen. "And it . . . does me good to see you, from timeto time."

Isn't there anything that can be done for him?
*Have you acurefor old age? There was nothing that could be done, either for the baron or the

stuation. Barony Krathadl had been overrun by the Holts during the Holtun-Bieme war; the baron was
fiercely devoted to Karl Cullinane, hisrescuer, and to hisheir. Aslong as he could run the barony



adequately, it would both be and seem an act of rank ingratitude to force him to abdicate in favor of his
son.

Arrifezh, the rapier-dim baron from Arondael, shook his head. "If heis going to spend time away, best
todosonow. Atleast . . ."

"At least he isn't dbandoning the Empirelike hisfather did? Isthat your charge, Baron Arondagl?* Baron
Nerahan put in. He was a crudl-looking man, his two shifty brown eyes staring out at the world from
under heavy brows. His sharp nose and bristly mustache always reminded Jason of arat's whiskers.
During the Holtun-Bieme war, he had been directly responsible for incredible cruelties.

*But since then, as your father used to say, he'sbeen aBoy Scout. And while he's il trying to rout
Arondadl, he'strying to do it as your follower, so you'd best treat him kindly.*

"Isthat your charge?' Nerahan repeated. " Do you claim that the Emperor abandoned us?!

"It'smy charge, if no one ese hasthe nerve.Yed " Tyrnagl dammed his hand down on thetable,
dismissing Tennetty with asnort when she let her hand drop to the butt of apistol. Hischin set
subbornly, Listar Tyrnadl tossed his heed, clearing hisunruly black hair from his eyes. "He abandoned
us. Hisresponsbilities were here, with us. He was the Emperor.”

"Baron,” Thomen said, hisvoice cutting through the murmurs. He pursed hislips, then drummed his
fingers on the timeworn surface of the table. "It was his decison, not yours, and not mine. He paid in full
for hisdecision, and did his best to see that we don't haveto. Let it be"

Tyrnad wasn't inclined to let mattersrest there. "Therésalessonin this, and I--"
"Baron, please.” Bren Adahan spoke up. "He'sright. For the sake of therealm, let it be.”
At Nerahan's nod, Arondagl's brow wrinkled.

"And," Thomen Furnagl went on, "asto the Heir traveling to Home now, | do have a bit of newsthat
might affect your views on that. But there are some mattersto discussfirg.”

Tyrned, ill visbly bothered, subsided.

Kevaun, the military governor of Irulahan, sat forward at that. Perhaps held caught something in
Thomen's manner. "News, Baron?' he asked, perhaps atouch urgently. It would have been easy to think
of young-looking Kevaun as amost a contemporary, Jason reminded himself, but the general wasinto
hisfifties. In fact, Kevalun had ason in histhirties, and adaughter of about Sixteen--arather atractive
daughter of about sixteen.

*Just keep it in your pants and listen up.*

"News, General. In good time, welll get to it. Before we discuss the Homeissues, and the matter of the
Heir'strip,” Thomen went on, "we have severa itemsto go over on the agenda. Let'sget to it.”

Thefirst item was the progress of the remova of Imperial troops from barony Nerahan, and the return of
the barony to civilian rule. Predictably, the transfer of power was proceeding too dowly to suit the
Nerahans and the Holts, and was both proceeding too quickly and was too abrupt to suit most of the
Biemish.



After that, matters turned to appropriations. Ranellaand Bren Adahan argued forcefully for increased
development in the Little Rittsburgh sted facilities, while Thomen formaly recused himself, on grounds of
conflict of interest: the plant, though near the Adahan border, wasin Furnadl.

The consensus, surprisingly enough, was to spend the required money.

*Not redly surprising. Thomen's hadbowies , made from samples of the new batch of stedl, sent to each
of the barons. It's good stuff, dmost the quaity of Home wootz. The promise of an endless supply of it,
cheap, isworth some investment.*

That led to the question of the railroad. While the barons had been dmost unanimousin their approval of
increased spending on the stedl plant, they were--with the sole exceptions of Thomen and Bren
Adahan--completely united in their opposition to any excessive spending on what Terumel, Baron
Derahan, referred to as "this dubious Engineer magic.”

Randllalooked over at Jason. She was athick, plain woman, whose hands were always nicked and
stained from some set of experiments that hadn't gone quite as planned.

* She wants your support on this. Thomen thinks she'sright, but he says that the barons aren't going to
goforit*

Jason stood. "'I'm very much in favor of arallroad,” he said. "Just asthe roads hold Holtun and Bieme
together and link the two, arailroad can do more."

"Yes, yes, yes" Arbert, Baron Irulahan said, dismissng the obvious with awave. "But thiswill involve
huge revenues--tens of thousands of marks, just to start. When do we see the return on such an
investment?'

Generd Garavar had sat sllent so far; at thishe gtirred. "Imme-diately, if we build it correctly.” He
beckoned to his aide, who produced a map. "I've been giving thislong and careful thought,” he said ashe
spread the chart out on the table. It was asmple map of Holtun and Bieme and the surrounding
countries. "Randlawantsto put the firdst line here, to link Biemestren and Little Pit-sa-burg,” he went on,
sumbling over the still-awkward English words. "There's much sensein that, surdly; Biemestrenisthe
capitd. But | say werun it here, from Biemestren into barony Tyrnael, terminating here, a Kernat

village™"

Kernat village. Theroom fell silent. The matter of the Kernat village daughter was not at al closed,
despite Danagar'sfailure to fix the blame. Wasit an attempt by the Savers Guild to provoke another
war in the Middle Lands? Or wasit a probe by Prince Pugeer of Nyphien, an attempt to see just how
hard he could push the Empire before it pushed back?

"And the payoff?' Tyrnadl raised an eyebrow.

"It'snow afour day ride from Biemestren to Kernat village--perhaps three days, if | push the men.
They'll arrivetired, their horsestired, their fighting ability limited until they've had a least agood day's
rest. If we had arailroad it would be a one-day trip, and the men and horses would arrive rested, ready
tofight.

"Put therailroad here, and | can put the entire Home Guard, plus cannons, into Tyrnael, ready to strike
into Nyphien or repd adtrike, within aday.” He paused to let that sink in. "Put spurs out, spanning the



country, and not only can we trade with ourselves easier, faster, not only can we move stedl and grain
from one end of the Empireto the other, but we can move soldiers more quickly.”

"Itsdill an. .. awful lot of money,” Baron Krathadl said. "There's land to be cleared, some of itin my
barony. How will | be compensated for that?'

The conversation degenerated into a discussion of right-of-way. There had long been precedent for the
throne, both in Holtun and in Bieme, declaring aright-of-way for the purpose of building military roads.
The owner of the land was aways to be compensated, but there was no clear precedent as to how much
would be paid.

Karl Cullinane probably would have said something like, Precedent be damned --we'll figure out a
reasonable way to handle it and then implement it.

Randlalooked over at Jason. "If | may? A compromise: could | build just ademongtration line, runit
from the castle out, say, half aday'sride? Thelocal farmers could useit for bringing goods to market in
Biemestren, and we could test its ability to move troops.”

Jason knew that he should say something, but what could he say? Garavar and Ranellahad made dl the
sound arguments, al that was | eft to Jason was pounding on the table, and that would have been silly.

Thomen took the initiative. "With the consent of the Heir, Engineer Ranellais authorized to build a
demondration railroad.”

*Nod, please.*
Jason nodded. "l consent, of course."

Thomen looked down &t the paper in front of him. "Next matter: Baron Nerahan has applied to have his
soldierstrained with, and armed with, rifles. Baron Nerahan.”

Nerahan rose, and made an impassioned plea. Jason would have been impressed with his depth of
feding--if Ellegon hadn't told him that Nerahan had expected to have his request denied the first time
around, and was merely laying the groundwork for afuture, successful request. That surprised
Jason--that somebody might plead so hard for something he didn't expect to get was abit bewildering.

Arondadl, unsurprisingly, led the Biemish assault against Ner-ahan's request; the other barons
opposition was morepro forma than anything else. With one exception.

Thomen Furnadl stood. "1'm speaking not as judge or regent now, but just as amember of this council.”
He paced the room as he spoke. "There are dangerous forces at work in the world. I'm not just speaking
of the Nyphien problem, athough we're going to have to face that soon enough, oneway or ancther. I'm
not just speaking of the rumors I've been hearing of late about strange things coming out of Faerie,
ather.”

Srangethings? | hadn't heard anything.
*Thomen has better sources of news than you do. Well, that's not true: he has the same sources of

news, but he listens somewhat more carefully to them. Heworks alot harder than some people| could
name*



Jason brushed the dig aside. So, what's the news?

*Not much, not redlly. But there have been some bizarre killings around Ehvenor. Theinformation isn't
reliable, but therestak of finding only the front halves of atring of six horses, the rear halves having
been cleanly bitten off, and of finding dead humans, and of parts of dead humans, and of beasts thet fly
away like dragons, or other large creatures that run away, crestures that can't be seen when you look
directly at them.* The dragon gave amenta shrug. * How much weight should be givento dl of thisisa
good question. Rumors are completely false some of the time and largely false most often.*

Thomen was till speaking. "--and part of that plan isto -return as much of Holtun as possible to
baronia rule as soon as possible. | understand that many of us aren't minded to trust Baron Nerahan, but
| inviteyou dl to consder the effect of not trusting him, not trusting any Holtish barons.”

Baron Tyrnael nodded. "Given that, I'd prefer that we start thiswith Adahan, not Nerahan." Bren
Adahan smiled tightly. "Baron Adahan has demonstrated hisloydty to the crown, and his. . .
associations with the family arewell known.”

Aeiasmiled tightly. "And what associations might those be, Baron?' Her voice was deceptively light, but
Jason knew she was seething inside.

*Family trait: you Cullinanes don't like having your, err, affairs discussed in public.*

Tyrnael smiled. "Y ou two are away's seen together, Lady. If you spurn his company, that would not be
s0. And if Baron Adahan hasnot asked you to marry him, then will I recommend to the Heir and regent
that they take his barony away from him permanently, and give it to someone who is not afool."

"I'm not afool,” Bren Adahan said with agrin.

"My point precisdly.”

That pacified Aeia, dthough not Bren Adahan. "I'd rather . . . not resume day-to-day control over
Adahan, not yet. For one thing, military government gives us agood reason to keep enough Imperia
troops garrisoned near Little Pittsburgh to protect it, if necessary. For another, I've much to learn from
the Engineer, and can't sudy with him while I'm in Adahan. 'For sage advice, go wherethe sageis--I
intend to resume my studies at Home." Helooked to Aeiafor just amoment, then looked away.

She nodded. "Think of what an engineer-baron is going to mean to Holtun, in thelong run.”

A muscletwitched in Tyrnad'sjaw. "l am."

"Very wdl," Thomen said with anod that dismissed Tyrnadl's comment as a concession. "Which brings
up the next matter, and it's something that you may find asdistressing as| do." He produced a piece of

paper. "Wevereceived, viaaHome trader, aletter from Lou Riccetti. The Engineer istalking about
sling guns and powder to Therran;.”

CHAPTER 5

TheSilver Crown



Wealth | ask not, hope nor love,
Nor a friend to know me;

All I ask, the heaven above
And the road below me.

--Robert Louis Stevenson

I'ma simple man. All | want is enough sleep for two normal men, enough whiskey for three, and
enough women for four.

--Walter Sovotsky

"Much of theletter ispersond,” Thomen said into the sllence. "But of theret, part of it reads:

Lady Dhara is here from Therranj, again wanting to discuss, as she putsiit, "the status of
theValleyofVarnath." 1'm not sure that's really important to them, not anymore, although she
offered me a package deal under which we're granted title to and sovereignty over Home, plus a
rather substantial amount of metals (including gold, silver, and mercury!) and gems--she brought
a small chest full of industrial-grade diamonds with her, as a gift. Nice stuff.

In any case, reports are that things are heating up between Therranj and Melrhood.

Our part of the package, though, would be some guns and powder, plus--preferably--the secret of
making gunpowder .

Given Ranella's new wash, that might not be a bad idea, if the priceisright. Eventually, how to
do you-know-what is going to be worked out; but how to do the other kind of you-know-what is a
lot trickier, particularly when you come to the problem that the Brits ran into when they switched
over too soon.

Randlafrowned as Thomen read, opening her mouth as though to interrupt, then sitting back when Bren
Adahan touched her arm and shook his head.

In any case, can you spare a couple of tendays and take the Dragon Express out so we can
discuss this? I've put the elves off for now, but they don't like it much, and | don't like that they
don't likeit. | prefer to get along with my neighbors.



| also need Ellegon out here. We've got a security problem: there's five new probationers out here
who he hasn't mindprobed yet, and either he's going to have to do that -before long, or we're
going to have to work out something with Thellaren. Besides the fact that the Spiders can't probe
as deeply as Ellegon does, Thellaren just isn't thorough, and | don't completely trust him.

Also, you and | have got to discuss communication security matters. It's been happening a bit
slowly, but the other day an apprentice pointed out to me how English is quickly becoming the

lingua franca for trade between species where Home isinvolved, and the practiceis
Spreading. . . .

Thomen set the paper down and looked over a Ranella. "Can you explain thisto us? What isthis
‘wash'? And this 'you-know-what'?"

"No," shesaid. "It involves atrade secret. | may not reved it, except on orders of the Engineer himself.”

Thomen nodded at that. "I understand. Still, thisisthe sort of thing that's known to both the empress and
Doria Perlstein. Would you have us ask them?"

Ranellashrugged. "Go ahead.”
Tennetty hitched at her pistol as she looked at Jason, as though asking who she ought to shoot.

Jason shrugged, then made a patting, be-still gesture, so that she wouldn't decide that his shrug was
permission to shoot whoever shefdt like,

Hetried to puzzleit out. It had something to do with the -secret of making gunpowder, and perhaps
another kind of gunpowder--daver powder, perhaps?--but only the Other Siders and avery few, very
senior engineers knew how to make any kind of gunpowder at al. Surely, many juniors had some idea of
portions of the process, but the whole of it was a trade secret. Even Jason knew that part of it involved
the dirt from the uninhabited portions of the engineers caverns--beyond the region that Lou Riccetti
caled the Batcave, for some reason or other.

Ariken Krathael cleared histhroat. "Governor, are you telling usthat you put your . . . obligationsto this
mayor of Home ahead of those to the throne of Bieme--of Holtun-Bieme?"

At that, a series of cross-arguments broke out, some baronsraising their voicesin criticism of Ranella,
Bren Adahan almost shouting his own support.

*Better get involved inthis, or Ranella's going to bein trouble.*

But what do | say?

*Try pointing out that thisis an additiona reason for you to go to Home, aswell as Endell.*
Soitwas. "Excuse me," Jason said, risng.

The voices quieted, but they didn't quite die down.



Bang!
Tennetty lowered a smoking pistol, cocking her head critically at the hole in the overhead beam.

"A hit off the mark, adas. Guess|'m getting old." She drew another pistol and cocked it, not quite
pointing it a anyone. "1 think the Heir isasking for your attention?"

There was athunder of footsteps on the stairs, and four guards rushed into the room, two with pistols
drawn, athird with anaked saber, afourth carrying apike.

Tennetty grinned. "Nice responsetime, folks. End of test; -return to your duties.”
Thomen nodded, dismissing them with awave and aglower.

Over at the door, the guard muffled agrin behind hishand. Aeadidn't bother hiding hers.
"I'm not sure | approve of firing warning shotsindoors,” Terume Derahan said.

The smd| of gunsmoke hung heavily intheair, areek of char and sulfur.

Tennetty holstered the empty pistol and drew another, cocking it. "Neither do I. Now, when Karl
hacked your father's heaed off,that was awarning. To his descendants. Heed it."

Ellegon--

*| tried to shut her up, but she's not having any. Tennetty's not completely tame, you know.*
| worked that out.

Tennetty was till talking. " See that dark spot on the rug? It's--"

Jason stood, swallowing heavily, and tried to summon up acommand voice. " Tennetty, shut up. Right

"--what's | eft of your father, and--"

"Shut up."

Her eyes met hisfor along moment.

Therewas ataste of bilein the back of his mouth. Wasn't she going to back down?

Out of the corner of hiseye, Jason could see Bren Adahan and Aeiadowly moving their chairs back,
but he didn't dare drop his gaze. "Put the gun away, Tennetty," he said. "Right now."

Fireflared in the courtyard outside; the dragon roared. * Put it away.*
Jason didn't turn to look. He kept his eyes on Tennetty's. " Now."

Swearing under her breath, she uncocked the pistol and holstered it. Y ou do hisvoice very well,"
Tennetty said. "But he wouldn't have used it like that on me, not when | was backing him. So maybe one



day well seejust how well you walk in hisfootsteps. Maybe real soon, oneway or another.”

With that, she turned on her hedl and stalked from the room.

Jason found that hiskneesredly didn't want to support him; he sat down heavily. "My apologies,
everyone. Tennetty was-devoted to my father, and she misses him. And my particular apologiesto you,
Baron Derahan. While it was your father who issued the chalenge, my father should have givenhima
chance to reconsider.”

Derahan didn't look mollified.

*Why should he?'Y ou've now implied that hisfather wasafool for challenging yours. He was, mind, but
that doesn't make it politic to say so. Now sit back and let Thomen change the subject.*

"Inany case," Thomen was dready saying, "this does suggest that the Heir ought to travel to Home, in
the company of Ellegon and perhaps afew others. Clearly, it would be wrong for the Engineer to give out
the secret of gunpowder to the elves, no matter what the pay to Home. With the Emperor dead . . ."

" ... I'mthe best ambassador you've got," Jason said.

*Smile, and repeat after me. . *

Jason smiled.

*"Unlessyou think there's another who outranks me?**

"Unlessyou think there's another who outranks me?”

"I've got anidea." Bren Adahan chuckled. "Whoever thinks they outrank Jason getsto tell Tennetty.”

"Y ou've made agood point." Nerahan pursed hislipsjudicioudy. "Gunpowder isthe advantage that
Home and the Empire share; it's valuable to both, but only aslong asit is secret. Perhaps the Heir can
persuade Lou Riccetti of that."

"Yes, yes, yes" Baron Hivad put in. "But why this other trip? Thisoneto Enddl1?"

Jason opened his mouth to answer,Because Walter Jovotsky told me to.

But, actudly, that wasn't true. Walter had told them to have Ellegon bring Kirah and the children to
Holtun-Bieme as soon as possible. He hadn't said that Jason ought to go along.

But it was Jason's job to do it; it wasn't something he felt right about assigning to somebody else. Part of
it would beto tell Kirah and Slovotsky's daughtersthat their father and Ahirawere still missing. Hejust
couldn't delegate that.

"Because | promised | would," he said. That wastruthful, even if it wasn't the whole truth. Hed
promised himsdlf another trip away, before he settled down as prince of Bieme and emperor of
Holtun-Bieme.

Jason rose. At the near end of the room stood the dightly raised podium, where the richly carved throne
of the prince of Bieme stood. Next to the throne was alocked strongbox. Taking alarge brass key from



his belt, he knelt and unlocked the box, pulling from it asmple circlet of slver, the beauty of the
mirror-polished metal more enhanced than overshadowed by the rubies, diamonds and emerads that
Studded it.

"Warriors swear on swords. I've sworn on this," he said, adding privately,as of now, "that I'll takethis
trip, before | even consder assuming the crown and my full responsibilities. Who here would make me a
liar?'

Surprisingly, at least to Jason, the murmurs ceased. Thomen gave him an admiring nod.

Asthe mesting tapered off, Jason turned to Thomen.Relay, please: Well, how'd | do?

Thomen frowned.

*He says, "Pretty poorly, actualy. The admiring nod was for my audience, not for you. But perhaps you
didn't do too badly, for abeginner."*

Jason put the crown away in its cloth bag, and then looked out in the courtyard.

And | suppose I'm going to be graced with your opinion, whether | want it or not.

*Good guess.* Below, the dragon was settling in for the night, neck stretched out so he could rest his
chin on the ground, hislegstucked catlike undernesth his body. *Me? | think Thomen was haf right. The
firg haf*

Weél, at least it was settled that Jason was going. Now, al there wasto do was decide on ateam. Best

to talk that over with Tennetty; her judgment about these sorts of things was better than his. Even if she
wasticked at him.

INTERLUDE
Laheran and the Dead Men

Be not angry that you cannot make others as you wish them to be, since you cannot make
yourself as you wish to be.

--Thomas a Kempis

Thewind came across the Cirric, blowing across the guildhall and the kennels, which, oddly enough,
didn't smell of anything. That was strange; dave kennels dways smelled of shit and pissand fear, and
sometimes degth.

There were adozen people standing on the hot stones of the courtyard of the Erifeyll guildhall, and most
of them smelled of fear.



Fear wasn't the only thing that the two ragged men and the girl stank of; there were no bathsto be had in
Erif's dungeon. The fools--didn't know how to handle merchandise. There was no way for them to run,
and nowhereto runif they did.

Not only were adl three chained at the wrists, throat and ankles, but a haf dozen of Lord Erif'sarmsmen
stood by, armed cap apied.

Erifeyll, just two days away from glorious Pandathaway.

"The entry was through the rear," aguard said. " Somebody pulled the barsright out of thewal,”" he
added. "But at least they didn't get away."

Laheran ignored him. Theidiot seemed to think that because some of the daves were recaptured, this
wasn't ahorrible defeat. The details didn't matter. ThiswasErifeyll. Did that mean that Pandathaway was
next? Probably not. That was too obvious. So, probably Pandathaway was next, because they'd think
that the guild would think not. So probably not, so probably, so--

Laheran sighed. One thing he had learned as an gpprentice was that when you didn't know how to solve
awhole problem, it made sense to solve what you could while you were thinking. He turned to the
daves.

The girl whimpered and squirmed as L aheran examined her collar. Not guild work. Therewas areason
that most guild collars were dipped in gold, despite the cost. Gold didn't rust.

Theiron of these collars was rusty, and like sandpaper. The rust had worn her neck raw underneath; at
Laheran's nod, two of his men gripped her with practiced hands so that he could inspect her more
closdly. His probing finger came away with blood and a greenish pus.

"ldiots"" hesad. And: "Key."

The guard sergeant thought about protesting for amoment, then shrugged and pulled akey out of his
pouch. Laheran quickly unlocked the collar and dropped it to the dirt.

The wound was festering badly.

Amateurs. Asthough the only way to treat daves was with beatings and chains. The girl wastwelve,
perhaps thirteen. Her round eyes and sharp chin proclaimed her of Shattered I|dander stock, clearly,
possibly Klimosian or Bursos. She could be dmost presentable, quite attractive in ayear or two, and
might well respond better to kindness than the whip if she wasn't to be brutdized into scarred ugliness
and sullentractability.

Practiced fingersfelt at her forehead--she was running afever--then dropped to fed at the rest of her.
Hmm . . . perhaps sooner than afew years.

Heturned to Kelimon. "Take the three of them to the ship. A bit of heding draughts on the neck should
be enough, but -examine them al thoroughly; she may need more." Laheran turned to the guard sergeant.
"They aredl property of the Savers Guild; al were caught as fugitives.”

But the mgjority of the dozen or so davesin the kennels--L aheran would have to check therecordsin
order to be surejust how many--had escaped, taking with them what horses and what money the guild
had had here.



Stll, there was nothing more that these three could tell him. They'd only seen the dwarf, who had hustled
them outside through the rear window of the dave cage.

The guard shook hishead. "I think Lord Kuryil--he's the keeper of the dungeon--expressed an interest
inher.”

"Then he should have had the sense to see that her health was attended to," Laheran said from between
taut lips. "Sheisnot for sae here. Take them away, Kelimon, take al three of them away. Well drop
them off at guildhall in Pandathaway."

Normally, Laheran would have taken the guard's comment as an opening for anegotiation. But if Kuryil
was deliberately -degrading the girl's condition in order to lower her price, he ought to be taught alesson.
Besides, Laheran wasirritated with al of them. He was honest enough to admit to himself that that was
the red reason he was rebuffing Kuryil--not to educate the lord, or even because he suspected that a
bath, some healing, and afew tendays of gentle but firm handling might increase the girl'svalue.

The gray-robed wizard and his apprentice sood to one side, twin masks of indifference on their bearded
faces. The apprentice looked like apainting of the wizard as a young man; Laheran could see wherethe
squint-lines were beginning to form, tracks of abuzzard around the eyes.

"Shal | openit now?" the wizard asked. "Or shal we dl stand out in the hot sun al day?"

Laheran stood in front of the door. As before, there were those awkward Englits scrawlings and the
signatures were symbols--a sword, aknife and an ax--but the final words werein Erendra.

Thewarrior livesthey sad.
And:Don't open thisdoor. A surprise for saverswaitsinside. Preserveit for them.

Laheran looked at the wizard and at the guards. Y ou take orders from Karl Cullinane, do you?' he
asked, morerhetoricaly than otherwise,

One of the guards bit back aresponse.
"Well?" Laheran snapped. "Out with it."

"It cogt Lord Erif agoodly amount of money to have it preserved for you, Master Laheran,” the guard
said. "Hedid it for you, as agesture of cooperation with your guild, not because he takes orders from
Karl Cullinane, or anyonedse."

Laheran nodded. "Therestruth in that. My gpologies.” He set his pam against the splintered wood of
the door, but it didn't move. He pushed harder, and harder, but till there was no -motion, not even the
dight give of abolted door.

Hewalked to a shuttered window, worked his fingersin between the overhang of the shutter and the
wall, and pulled.

Again, nothing happened; the spell of preservation had kept the building sedled, just asthe murderers
had |€ft it.



He sighed. Enough; it had to be done sometime.

"Releasethe spell,” Laheran said.

The wizard stepped up to the door and lightly touched it with asplit-nailed finger, quietly but carefully
pronouncing three syllables that could only be heard and forgotten, not remaining on the tongue or the

mind.

The shutter released and siwung violently open, barely missing Laheran'snose. The dam of it againgt the
wall sent hands reaching for swords.

Hedrew his own sword and, standing carefully to one side of the window, stuck it ingde and waved it
around.

Nothing happened.

One of the guards stepped forward. "I don't understand why al the delay,” he said as he took a step
forward and pushed on the door.

Laheran moved quickly, catching the guard acrossthewaist in alegping tackle, just asthe door swung
wide.

Thwup.

Afeathered balt bit into the guard's shoulder; the heavy man dropped his weapons and screamed.

Laheran rolled easily to hisfest, brushing himself off. "Best take your man to the Spider,” he said to the
other guards, as one knelt over the pale form of theidiot who had opened the door. "There's nothing to

interest you here."

Laheran stepped inside. It was as heldd thought: one of the dead men was Daviran. He'd apprenticed
with Daviran years ago; Davi was one of Laheran'sfew friends.

And now clever Davi sat in achair, hisface paein death, histhroat dit from ear to ear.

There was nothing dive insde the kennel. He could see one body spread out on the floor, and there was
another dead man dtting in achair, and yet another tied upside-down to the top crosspiece of the dave
cage, but alive man hadn't fired the bolt; a-crossbow had been nailed to an open closet door opposite
the entry, and an improvised rope and pulley arrangement set up to make it fire through the opening door.

Laheran knelt to examine the body under the table. The right hand was crushed, splinters of bones
peeking through the bloody flesh, asif someone had run the hand through awine press.

That hadn't killed him, though; his chest was crushed, the breastbone smashed inward, probably killing
the man ingtantly.

That smelled of the dwarf, Ahira, and Davi's dit throat spoke of Walter Slovotsky.

And the poor, dead bastard tied upside-down to the cage was pure Karl Cullinane. Laheran let his hand
rest on the short length of spear that projected from the dead daver's chest.



He could just see the mongter tying the guildsman upside-down, and then taking histime hefting a speer,
only to throw it dmost through the daver.

Thethree of them would die, and that was al there wasto it.

Laheran drew hisknife and considered the edge. Wasit redly possible to cut aman ten thousand times
without killing him? Ahrmin had been right: Cullinane was too much of athreet to be dlowed to live. He
had to die. And hisfriendswith him.

L aheran looked once again at the parchment note on the door.

Thewarrior lives, you think? Not for long, Karl Cullinane. Not for long, you murdering animal.

L aheran tore the parchment down from the door and dashed it to ribbons.

CHAPTER 6

Tennetty
The business of the samurai consists in reflecting on his own station in life, in discharging loyal
service to his master if he has one, in deepening his fidelity in associations with friends, and, with

due consideration of his own position, in devoting himself to duty above all.

--Y amaga Soko

The difference between being a trusted friend and a devoted vassal isnon-trivial. Me, I'd rather
be the first; vassals tend to go to the well too often.

--Walter Sovotsky

"Comein," shesad.

Her room, asmal cubicle down in the dungeon leve of the tower, waslit only by aflickering lamp setin
agone niche a eye-levd. It was cold down below the ground, and it smelled of -ancient mold, but that
didn't seem to affect Tennetty as she sat tail or-fashion on her rumpled bed, considering the edge of a
bowie, her face cast into shadow, hiding the patch over her missing eye.

"S0," shesad. "Youlet them tak you out of it?"

"What are you saying? That | don't want to go?"

She snickered. "Y ou have akeen eyefor the obvious." From somewhere in the darkness she produced
awhetstone, spat on it, and began to hone the edge of the knife with dow, even strokes.



Jason didn't like that kind of accusation, and he didn't know how to dedl withiit. "'l thought | proved
something in Melawe," he said, not realizing how foolish the boast sounded until the words were out.

She eyed him evenly. "Y ou proved that you could use arifle, once. You did it when it counted, I'll give
you that. But you didn't prove that you're a substitute for him, boy. Y ou st inhis chair, and you expect dl
of themto look up to you likeyou'rehim. . . . " She spat on the stone and continued to stroke it down the
edge. "Wadll, you're not. Not by me."

"Tennetty, |--"

With no warm-up, no hint that she was about to move, shelunged a him, springing from the bed.

"Guardd!" he shouted, as he caught her knife-arm, trying for akick to her kneecap.

She got her leg behind his and swept hisfeet out from under him, landing heavily on hischest, onearm
trapped underneath him.

Thetip of the knifeflickered in the lamplight, descending--
--and halted an inch from hiseye.

"Yourfather would have beaten me, Jason. Y ou're just not asfast as he was, not as brave, not the ruler
he was, not--"

A rifle-butt dammed againgt her head with an audiblethunk. From the edge of hisvision, ahuge hand
reached out and fastened itsalf around her wrist; another, somewhat smaller hand gripped her by the hair
and lifted her up, not at dl dowing at her muffled groan of pain. She struck out with afree hand but it was
blocked, the sound like afist dapping aside of beef.

"Take her, During," Kethol said, releasing his grip on her hair, stooping to help Jason up.

Shetried to lash out with asavage groin-kick, but Durine, moving more gracefully, more quickly than
any man hissize had aright to, had dready turned to catch the kick on hiship.

Like amadtiff with arat he grabbed her, then shook her hand until the knife dropped from it. Durine
yanked her toward him with one hand, punching her in the pit of the ssomach with the other.

Retching, she staggered, and would have collapsed if Durine hadn't economically spun her about and
thrown her to the ground, then knelt beside her, gripping both her handsin one massive paw, drawing a
beltknife with the other.

He looked up at Jason, who was standing half-supported by Kethol. "Do you want to do it, Sir, or
should I'”?" Massive shoulders shrugged under hisleather jerkin. "Makes not much of adifferenceto me.”

Jason struggled to sit up. "Would you all--"

Tennetty snarled, asound more anima than human. " Just testing him, | wasjust testing him,” she said, the
words coming out as athreat, not aplea

"Let her up, Durine," Jason said. He straightened, a sdty taste in his mouth; he reached to the bleeding



corner of hislip. He couldn't remember how, but it must have been cut in the fight.

Durine looked a Kethol, who shrugged, as though to say, It's up to him. Reluctantly, thebig manlet go
of her hands and rose, not sheathing his dagger. "1'd not go for that knife, Tennetty," he said, hisvoice
casud, perhaps atouch embarrassed, asif held caught himself repeating a transparent platitude like,
Remember to dress warm when it's cold. "It'd be sort of afoolishidea.”

She nodded and worked her way over to the edge of her bed, pulling hersdlf up to it, rubbing her hand
againg the side of her head. In the flickering lamplight she looked old, and about used-up. "I hear you."

"| think you've done enough testing of him." Kethol picked up her pistol belt from where it hung near the
bed and dung it over his shoulder. "Wdll, young sir, what do we do about this?*

"] just cameto ask her about the party, the one I'm taking to Home, and then to Endell.” Jason tried to
dismissit with awave. "We got into a disagreement about how ready | am, and shetried to provea

point.”

Kethol's mouth twisted into asmile. The expression didn't ook right. "With respect, Sr: thisiswhy you
caled for hep?Y ou were perhaps proving that you've mastered that form of salf-defense?' He turned to
Durine. "Whét do you think?*

Durine shook hishead. "I don't likeit. We haul her in front of the generd, &t least.”

Kethol snorted. "After hetold us that he doesn't want to see our ugly facesfor the next two tendays?
Maybe Captain Garthe instead?”"

"Over an assault onthe Helr?'
"I'll decide what's done about it!" Jason snapped.

Durine thought it over for amoment, then nodded. "Y es, sr. We can discussit with the generd while
you're gone, | guess. Long as you're not taking her with you. Y ou give adog one bite, not two."

Tennetty shook her head. "Wrong. I'm going with him. I'm as good asthereisat what | do.”
"Threatening royalty?' Kethol shrugged. "Who's going to keep an eye on you?'

She shook her head, then clearly regretted it. "If we're going to carry any cargo at al, we've got to keep
the group down---remember, we've got to bring Slovotsky's woman and kids back from Endell. Bren
Adahan and Aela are bound for Home, and that means we can take maybe three more. Jason, me, and
three more. | wasthinking of Garthe, Teven, and maybe Danagar, if he can travel, but--" A spasm of
pain creased her face and closed her single eye, leaving it watering.

"A corporal and two of the general's sons? Captain Garthe would be fine, but I've got a better idea,”
Kethol said, looking at Jason. "What would you say to me, Durine and Pirgjil for the other three?1'd
mean you'd have to talk the generd into letting us off our punishment, and getting Piro healed up.”

Which wouldn't bother Jason at dll.

"Meinsgtead of Pirgjil," Tennetty said. "Y ou ether take me or kill me. Karl told me to watch out for you,
Jason.” Moving with exaggerated downess, she rose from the bed and walked over to him. Durine



glanced quickly at Jason, but Kethol's eyes never left Tennetty as she unstrapped her pistol and Sowly,
carefully, pulled it from the holster, handing it butt first to Jason.

"Cock it," shesaid.
Durine raised an eyebrow. Kethol shrugged, then nodded.
Jason cocked the weapon, holding it as he'd been taught, the barrel pointed toward the ceiling.

"Lower it now, point it at me." Again moving dowly, she reached out and pulled hisarm down, until the
muzzle was resting just underneath her chin, cold sted againgt her flesh.

"Either trust me or shoot me, now," she said, asthough she didn't care one way or another.

"It'syour decision, Sir,” Durine said. ™Y our father used to have ahigh opinion of Tennetty, but | don't
know as you'd want to give her another bite. Y ou give adog one bite, not two."

"You aready said that," Jason said.
"So| did. Well?'

Jason jerked his head toward the door. "L eave us done for amoment or two,” he said, not lowering the
pistol. Was sheredly betting that she could besat the hangfire?

"Well bejust outside the door." Durine said. He and Kethol scooped up their rifles and left.
"What would you advise my father, Tennetty?" he asked.

Shedidn't hesitate. "I'd tell him to shoot. Y ou can't trust somebody like me, not after I've comethisclose
tokilling you."

"Even though | know you won't do it again?"
"Youdon't know. Y ou can't know.| don't know. Y our father wouldn't give me another chance."
Jason nodded. "Maybe you're right." He pulled back the hammer, lowered the weapon and uncocked it,

then handed it to her. "Then again, as you were so kind to point out, I'm not my -father." He turned away
from her and walked out of the room, his back feeling quite naked and completely vulnerable.

CHAPTER 7
Goodbyes

I've never liked cats ways of taking their |eave--the ungrateful little creatures just go without
saying anything.

Not my way. Saying goodbye is something we humans do pretty well.

--Walter Sovotsky



Aeaescorted him into the bedroom. "Take it easy on Mother," she whispered. " She's not doing too
wdl."

Doriawas aready there, her legs curled under her as she sat in an oversized chair by thewindow, a
lapdesk and pen across her lap. As Aelaand Jason waked in from the outer room, she set the lapdesk
on an end table and walked to them.

Andrea Cullinane was adegp in the bed, her face seemingly alittle younger, atrifle lessworn around the
edges than it had been when Jason had seen her in the workshop. For amoment her breathing speeded
up and her eydids fluttered, but just as Jason thought she was going to wake up she turned over on her
sdeand buried her face degply in her pillow.

"Shell befine, I think, but she's been overdoing it with the magic for along time now," Doriawhispered,
her lips pursed in -professiond disgpprova. "Just think of her as arecovering junkie and you'll have a
good picture.” She guided them out toward the hal, far enough away that the whispers wouldn't carry to
the bed, but close enough so that the three of them could still see Andreals deeping form.

" 'Junkie?" Jason asked.

Dorias brow furrowed. "Drunk, then. Think of her asadrunk trying to give up drinking. Thetroubleis,
shecan't giveit up; but she hasto cut it down to the point whereit's not going to hurt her."

Aeiashook her head. "But she's going to be okay?!
Doriadidn't answer for amoment. "Remember that I'm not what | was, but--"

"But you've dtill got afed for theway of things" Aeiasaid firmly. "That'swhat Andreasays," she added,
when Doria seemed about to protest.

"Perhaps,” Doriasaid. "But . . ." She shrugged it away. "In any case, | don't want her to have any more
shocks, not right now. When she'swell, she'salot stronger in body and soul than most people are, but--"

"How do you know that? This fed’ of yours?' Jason was skeptical. Doriahad lost her personaasa
Hand healer when sheld defied the matriarch in Melawei. He was grateful to her--hell, she'd defied the
matriarch by using her spellsto save Jason'slife--but that didn't blind him to what she'd given up.

Doridsface went stony. "Because after the two of uswere gang-raped,” she said calmly, levely, amost
mechanicaly, "she recovered from what sent me into catatonia. She was able to deal with it and, not too
much later, to resume anormal sex life with your father. That takesakind of strength of character that |
doubtyou have, boy," she said, her whisper momentarily vehement. She fought for control of hersdlf, and
found it. "But she'snot at her best right now, which iswhy both of you areto play thisup asan essy little
vacation before you settle down to marriage and work or whatever--"

"Doria?" Andreas deepy voiceinterrupted itsdf for ayawn. "What is—-oh, Jason, Aeia," she sad, Sitting
up in bed and smiling. She held out her handsto them.



Awake, shelooked dreadful. Her eyes were puffy and red, and there were crusts at the corners of her
mouth and eyes. Jason took one of her handsin his. Hers were dry and hot, the skinloose asan old
woman's. But Mother couldn't be getting old, could she?

She amiled a them. "The two of you will watch out for each other, now. And be careful.”

Or maybe she could.

He shrugged. "Nothing to it. Just aquick jaunt on dragonback, and apickup in Endell. Nothingto it,” he
repeated.

Why did the words sound insincerein his ears? That was about the Size of it, in fact: it wasjust going to
be a handful of days away from Biemestren, that wasall.

Andreadidn't seem to hear him. "I haven't seen Janiefor years and years. My, she must be asbig asyou
are. And | only know about little Doria Andreafrom Walter's and Kirah's letters.” She smiled at Doria.
"Although | did notice that you got top billing."

"Then again,” Doriasaid, "naming her 'Andrea Doria would have been &-"

"No, don't say it!"

"--it would have been adisagter.”

The two Other Sidewomen giggled like acouple of girls. He didn't understand it; he spread his handsto
confessignorance when Aelalooked at him curioudy, then shrugged as though to say that she didn't
understand it either.

But their laughter was infectious, and Jason and Aela soon found themselves laughing, too. Laughter
made the goodbyes easier.

Doriacaught up with them in the hdl. "She's not in the best shape. She's been subgtituting seeming for
real hedlth for too long, and that's an awful trap. So | want her to rest, and not worry. ... And | also
want both of you to get back when you're supposed to. Understood?”

Aedahugged her. "Understood, Aunt Doria”

Jason nodded. "'I'll missyou, too."

Shehit her lip and smiled. "Thereisthat, too, boychick. Take care."

PART TWOHome
CHAPTER 8

Outsdeof Enkiar



Miscellaneous is always the largest category.

--Slovotsky's Laws

The night was clear and bright above, dark and threatening below. Off to port and perhapsamile
below, the murk of the Enkiar streetswas relieved only by a precious few lanterns, and by the glowing
coas of three garbage fires a the town's western perimeter.

The starsflickered brightly, while distant fagrie lights pulsed in alethargic adagio of scarlet and cerulean.
Again, Jason tried to look straight ahead, past the straining neck of the dragon, asthe rush of air begat
tears from his eyes. He wiped at the dampness at histemples and let himsdlf ease back into the straps.

A massive hand gripped his shoulder. "1t shouldn't be too much more," Durine said, hisvoice pitched to
barely carry over the wind and the flapping of wings. "Any time now." He gave Jason's shoulder a
reassuring squeeze.

Behind Durine, half-hidden behind tied-down canvas sacks, the others were strapped in their saddles,
Kethol, still wide-eyed, looked down with more than allittle gpprehension, Tennetty watching everything
with active indifference. Aelatook flying as amatter of course--she'd ridden on dragonback since before
Jason was born--while Bren Adahan kept his expression under strict control.

*They weren't at the first of the usual campsites,* Ellegon -reported. * So welll try the next one.*

While Enkiar was militantly neutral, and the Home warriors were free to make camp in the foreststo its
west and north, the -enforcement of that neutraity was sometimes more theoretica than actud outsde
the city proper. Though Lord Gyren'stroops -enforced the neutrdity in the city itself, the discipline
tended to fade -toward the edges.

There were advantagesto al that. Enkiar's neutrality didn't stop the Home raiding teams from gathering
information. A few times, Home warriors had managed to parlay that information into the ambush of a
daver caravan. It worked both ways, though; once, davers had managed an ambush of Frandred's team,

an atack that had left twenty of hiswarriors dead. So Home raiders never camped twicein arow in the
same spot, and always kept a good watch.

Rising on apillar of smoke and flame, asigna rocket flared green ahead of them.
*Nope. They're at number five* Ellegon said. * They have adwarf standing guard.*
How could you tell?

*Think about it. At thisdistance* the dragon said, * human eyes couldn't spot me against anight sky.
Dwarves are different.*

The dragon'swings dowed as Ellegon swooped down, then broke into afurious flurry as the ground
came up quickly.

"Torched" afamiliar gruff voice cdled from below.



*Daherrin, what are you doing on watch?
"We was short of dwarves," came from the darkness.

Three shadowy shapes ran up in the darkness, holding bundles of unlit torchesin front of them; Ellegon's
flame flared briefly, judicioudy, lighting the brands one by one.

Jason quickly unfastened himsalf from the saddle and dropped heavily to the dew-dick grass, flexing his
kneesto take up the shock.

Asthetorches cast their flickering light around the meadow, Jason found himself face to face with
Daherrin and Mikyn. Mikyn was Jason's age; they'd been friends since early childhood. Now Mikyn
looked older, abit world-worn since Jason had last seen him: his sparse brown beard just atouch fuller,
the hollows -under his eyes darker, and the bones of hisface more prominent in the flickering firdight. If
Jason hadn't known better, he would have put Mikyn's age at perhaps twenty-five, maybe thirty. Old.

The big change wasin his expresson; Jason's childhood friend was looking at him asif hewerea
Sranger.

"Jason," Daherrin said, his voice shockingly cool, no tone -betraying warmth or anger. The dwarf hadn't
changed in the many tendays since Jason had last seen him: asolid, seemingly unchangeable ssump of a
person, dmost aswide as hewastall. While Daherrin's head barely came to the top of Jason's chest, his

shoulders were every bit as broad as Jason's father's had been. Above a mouse-brown beard shot with
gray, two beady eyes peered out over an absurdly aquiline nose.

The dwarf'slined face was unreadable in the flickering torchlight.

Then he broke into a smile so broad it would have torn gpart a human'sface. " Jason," Daherrin said,
hugging him so hard bones threatened to break. "Jason, boy, it's good to see you." He released Jason
and stepped back. " Damnmeif you ain't abit less skinny across the shoulders." His face sobered.
"Heard about your father, and I'm sorry."

Jason nodded. "Soam I."

Mikyn didn't say anything; he watched Jason.

The dwarf dapped Jason across the shoulder, dmost bowling him over. "I aso heard that you did for
Ahrmin. Nicegoing." He amiled. Killing didn't bother Daherrin; it was by way of hisbusiness. "Y ou sure
the bastard's dead? | recdll that your father thought he'd killed him once.”

Jason returned the dwarf'sleve gaze. "I saw hisbrains"

"Good man. Betchayour mother's proud a you." The dwarf started to turn away. " One more thing?"

IIY@I

The dwarf turned toward the dragon. "Hey, Ellegon, keep alid on things for aminute, would ya?' he
caled out, then turned back to Jason.

*I'd rather you didn't--*



"Chew onthis, fucker," the dwarf said. A huge fist caught -Jason on the cheek; the world came up and
dapped him in the back, knocking the wind clean out of him. Hetried to Sit up, but curtains of darkness
threatened to enfold hismind.

The digtinctive clicks of rifles being cocked cut through the darkness.

"Tennetty, tahavath,” Durine said. "'l say easeup, al of you."

"Shoveit up your ass," Tennetty shrilled. ™Y ou're ready to kill mefor fucking putting myhands on him,
and you're going to let--"

"Tennetty, shut up. Everybody put your wegpons down,now, " Aeiashouted into the night. "Ellegon!™

*Everyone, be ill. There's nothing going on that's worth -dying over.* Dragonfire brightened the sky,
penetrating through the haze around Jason's brain. *He's fine. --Jason, get up.*

Mikyn looked down at him. "That didn't square things. But maybe, just maybe, it'sagart." He offered
Jason a hand.

Jason took it, and for amoment considered kicking his boyhood friend in the balls. Twice. Hard.

But he dismissed the idea and accepted Daherrin's and Mikyn's help to hisfeset.

"Y ou coulda gotten half my team killed." The dwarf's nogtrils flared as he gripped Jason's hand with
painful strength. "1 should give everyone a paddle and make you run the gantlet over bare cods, and if
you was anybody but the future fucking Emperor, that's exactly what 1'd do. But you are, so | can't, so
we'redl going to haveto live with the way you fucked up.

"Y ou can be Heir, or boy Emperor, orhis son, or whatever you wanna be, but you never, never do that
again, or what I'll do to you'll make you think this was like the kiss on the butt your mother used to give
you when she was done changing your digpers. Y ou hear me, Jason Cullinane?’

"l hear you." Jason released their hands and stood, wobbly.

* Everybody, cam down. There has been no harm done*

Off in the darkness, Tennetty and Kethol still faced off against Daherrin'sthree warriors, Aeiaand
Durine standing between them. Guns and swords were drawn, but there hadn't been any shotsfired or
blood spilled, or damage done.

No harm done.

The dragon loomed above them al, whisps of smoke issuing from hisnogtrils. * Tell them that.*

"Tahavath." Jason raised ahand. "Everybody, ease up, en?' He took a step and reconsidered. Except
for his head; he had abitch of aheadache.

Close to ahundred warriors gathered around the campfire as Daherrin's quartermasters divided up



Ellegon's supplies. The -supplies were divided into three categories. clothes, weapons, and -miscellany.

Clothes were plentiful. There was a change for everybody. Warriors would pick up fresh clothesand
disappear into the night down the lamplit path to a nearby stream, sogping up, then shivering asthey
duiced off in the cold water and changed into fresh clothesto return, damp and cold but clean, to bag the
dirty laundry for washing & Home.

There was plenty of powder and shot to go around, and afew spareriflesto be exchanged for ones
damaged beyond field -repair.

Miscellaneous was, as Walter Sovotsky used to say, the largest category. There were: spare lamps,
sewing kits, afew precious flasks of hedling draughts, leather thongs, coils of rope, bundles of -arrow

stock and fletching equipment, asmall bag of mail . . . but no food. While raiding teams were expected to
buy staples and fodder locally, dried meat and fresh vegetables were a grest treat on the road.

Not thistime.

Daherrin swore softly. "An' it'sred good to seeyou,” he said to Aeia, hisvoice only atrace sarcadtic,
"and your noble baronship,” he added, with atoo-deep bow toward Bren Adahan, "and al that, and
Durinesared treet for theeyes. . . ."

The big man chuckled.

The dwarf expectorated into the fire and considered the Sizzling gobbet of spit for amoment. "But I'd
have rather had your weight in carrots and prunesthan dl of you.”

His second, alanky man who was missing most of hisfront teeth, shrugged. "Wéll, sho we shend
shomebody in to town -tomorrow to pick up shome more shupplies.”

"We could. But--" The dwarf considered it for amoment. "I don't like facing the daversif we don't have
to."

Jason raised an eyebrow.

"Saversintown." The dwarf spat again. "Big caravan--too big fer ustatake right now. But they are
headed back toward Pan-dathaway, and I've got a runner off to Frandred; mebbe well join up and jump
them around Metreyll, if they take that route.”

*A large caravan? Ellegon'swingsfluttered nervoudy.

Large daver caravans amost aways meant alot of dragonbaned crossbow bolts.

The dwarf nodded. "Y eah. Which iswhy, if I'm sending somebody into town right now, Enkiar being
neutral or not, I'd like you to hang around until tomorrow. Fly up into the hillsand get lost fer aday; but

we might need some quick rescue.”

Steam hissed from between the dragon'steeth. *But if I'm that far away, | can't mindtalk to anyone, and
| can't even get distant thoughts and impressions from anyone except Jason.*

Thanks a lot.



"Jason." Daherrin toyed with hisbeard. ™Y ou got a problem with going into town?"

Not again, hethought.l'll not run again. "There's no problem, Daherrin.”" Jason shook hishead. "I can
handleit."

Tennetty nodded. "Right. I'll watch your back."

"No." Bren Adahan said.

Heads turned toward him in surprise.

"| don't recal asking your opinion, Baron," Tennetty said.

Bren Adahan waved her objection away. "Y ou're too well-known. Anybody seesKarl Cullinane's
one-eyed atack bitch and they'll start looking at who she's protecting. Jason will be safer if he'sless
visible--just him, and afew others. Jason will be just one of the crowd.”

"The baron's making sense." Durine nodded. "Count usin."

"No." Bren Adahan shook hishead again.

Kethol cocked his head to one side. "What's your problem with that?'

"Mixed teams. Do you like working with mixed teams? It's better if Jason is protected by ateam that's
used to working together. They're used to working in concert; they can read signals from each other that

you and Durine and | would miss"

Kethol bit hislip, and then nodded. "Y ou may beright. | don't likeit, but you're right. Rather have
Daherrin work with his own people--Jason will be safer that way."

"It'smy cdl, not any of yours," Daherrin said. "I go in with my people, plus Jason. Jason, me, Mikyn,
Arrikol and Falherten. Now, what do we cal you? Any name you prefer?’

"Taren," Jason said. "I'm used to answering to it."
The dwarf raised hisvoice. "Okay, everybody--thisis Taren. You al get used tacdling him that, and
just that. Five extrawatches and a twentieth-share pendty on the next haul for thefirst one who miscals

him. Double the pendty for the second. Therewon't be athird.” He dapped his meaty hands together.
"Okay. Let's get this shit unpacked.”

CHAPTER 9
"TheWarrior Lives'

Fundamentally, every bar isthe same as every other one, if it'sthe kind you're drinking in, to end
a sentence with a preposition, which | haven't.

--Wadter Sovotsky



On the road ahead, asoldier at the guard station began working the wooden arms of a pair of signa
flags. A tdl, lanky man, he moved easily, asthough the weight of his steel helmet and rusty chainmail
didn't matter, or couldn't be allowed to matter. The red and white cloths fluttered madly asthe long
wooden arms clicked and clacked in the warm noon air, then halted for afew moments, only to start up

again.

Jason, Sitting astride abig brown gelding, caught Daherrin eyeing the motion intently. "Can you read
thet?"

Daherrin nodded briefly. "A bit, Taren." He shrugged. "'Nough to know that's not one of their danger
sgnals. Alarmstend to be short. We shouldn't have much trouble; Enkiar's an open city, -remember?’

"We don't usudly have any troublein Enkiar, Taren,” Mikyn said. Like the others, he was giving Jason's
assumed name a thorough workout. Jason hoped that would al wear off before they ran into anybody;
folks might wonder why it was Taren-thisand Taren-that dl thetime.

"You ill in touch with the dragon?' Daherrin asked.

Jason shrugged. It was hard to say. Hethought he could fed Ellegon's distant presence, but he wasn't
sure. Besides, it didn't matter if he could now; the issue was whether he could if and when things went
sour in Enkiar.

A better question was whether that would do any good at dl. It would take Ellegon at least afew
minutes to arrive in response to even the most plainly heard cdl for help; it took only a-moment to turn a
live person into acorpse.

They rodein dowly, hands away from wegpons, athough none of them was heavily armed: each of the

four humans carried only abeltknife and sword, while Daherrin sported a bastard combination of a short
gaff and amace. There were fiveriflesin the flatbed wagon that Falherten drove, but those were props,

not intended for use; red rifles weren't brought into Enkiar.

The outer guard station consisted of a pair of low stone buildings that might have concedled as many as
twenty men each, no more. No more than abowshot beyond that was the curtain wall surrounding the
town, the only visible access an open gate.

Daherrin was known in Enkiar, certainly by one of the guards, possibly by the haf dozen manning the
gtation; it took only afew moments, a pamed coin and a handshake to get them inside, -after the most
cursory of examinations. They did have to surrender the guns, but since the only onesthey were carrying
were the five daver blunderbusses that required the magically compounded daver powder, leaving them
behind presented no problem. Slaver powder wasn't particularly a secret, not for years; it was just
horribly expensve.

"Besides," Daherrin said, tucking their whittled-bone claim -tokensinto his pouch asthey rode through
the gate and into Enkiar proper, "it gives'em something to think about.” Hisugly face splitinagrin. "Let
‘em wonder if were redly using Home powder, or if that -secret died with you-know-who's father.”

That didn't make any sense, none at dl. The making of gunpowder was an Engineering secret, known



only to the Engineer and hismost senior and trusted subordinate master engineers. All the other Other
Siders probably knew something about it, but none of them except the Engineer knew the details of what
everybody knew was an incredibly detailed and difficult chemica process.

He thought he was keeping his own counsdl, but something must have shown on hisface. Mikyn
snorted. "l don't think so either, but theré'slots of folks who think he could do anything.”

"Maybe he could, Mikyn." Arrikol said. Hewasatal blond Salke, hishair twisted into asingle thick
braid, sesaman style. He clicked histongue againgt the roof of his mouth as he reached acrosshiswaig,
nervoudy pulling hissword afraction of an inch out of its scabbard, then dipping it back, pumping the
ged afew timeslike apiston before he caught himsalf and stopped.

Faherten, ditting on the narrow bench of the flatbed wagon, clucked at the horses and twitched the reins
gently. "The market's the other direction, Daherrin; you're going the wrong way."

The dwarf smiled. "Gotta be sure that they know we're here, Fal. If we don't let them see how confident
we are, they might get the ideathat we're worried or something. Not that we are, eh?

Fdherten didn't return hisamile.
Jason swallowed, hard.

The main gtreets of Enkiar, easily wide enough for two cartsto travel in each direction, were paved with
ancient cobblestones, their tops worn smooth, the spaces between them packed with the dirt of years. It
was more like riding down agood dirt road than a cobblestone street: there weren't any ruts.

It was midday, and a pretty day, and the streets werefilled with life. Seemingly endless crowds of
ragged children played tag, weaving in and out of the streets and onto the sdewaksin arestless dance.
A thickset woman in the ragged gray dress of a peasant walked down the road, a plump, nut-brown
chicken struggling under either arm; her stringy hair was bound back with akerchief of dissonant scarlet.

Over in the smithy, afat man worked over hisanvil, hisface greasy, hisbare chest and massve belly
swesaty from the heat of hisforge, the coarse black mat of hair covering historso broken in perhaps half a
dozen spaces where white scars peeked through, announcing that he had been clumsy or carelesswith
hot metal perhaps half adozen times.

At anearby gdl, awillowy woman crouched over her iron brazier, dipping abrush into abowl of sauce.
She basted the skewers of meat and vegetables on the grill, then exchanged the brush for a paper fan,
gently fanning the cods. The scent of broiling lamb and onion and garlic spread acrossthe air.

Two compact men in flat, broad hats leaned toward each other over an empty barrdl of grain, one
repeatedly shaking asmall leather purse, the other shaking his head and repeatedly -shouting, "Not for
that, not for that," spraying the first with spittle.

Just anorma market day.

"Farmers Market's down thisway, Taren," Daherrin said.

Beyond the last of the low stone buildings began a series of low pensfor animals; it stank of cattle. Jason

hated the smell of cattle; held ridden far too long downwind of it on a cattle drive from Metreyll to
Pandathaway .



Therewasaleisurdly saein progress, atrio of brawny men Jason took to be innkeepers were spending
as much time consulting with each other asthey did bidding on the haf dozen animasin the pen, littleto
the delight of the auctioneer.

Beyond the cattle pen were pigs; beyond pigs were the chicken cages. Beyond the chicken cages were
three stedl cages, each big enough to hold perhaps two dozen humans.

There were three guards at the door of the cage, none of them in the red and brown livery of Enkiar's
Prince Gyren. Savers.

They didn't look evil; they just looked like three swordsmen iniron and brass and legther. Nothing
unusua, unlessyou looked closdly at the way one of them narrowed his eyes.

Y ou couldn't dwaystell evil by looking at it. Maybe that was part of why Gyren of Enkiar kept Enkiar
non-partisan in the war between Home and the Slavers Guild. Gyren the Neutra, he called
himsdf--proudly, asif there were something to be proud of in being neutral in afight between Good and
Bvil.

Widl, maybe Good wasn't good al the time. Jason wasn't good, noble, right and proper al the damn
time. HE'd been a coward once, and been afraid alot. But at least he didn't own people.

The middle cage was empty, the other two nowhere near -capacity. One held perhaps ten glum men,
ranging in age from early teensto middlefifties; the other contained five women, al plain and unadorned.

But could any of them be from Kernat village? Jason kicked in his heels and rode over toward the
cages, cdling out, "Are any of you from Kernat village? Any Biemish among you?"

One of the davers reached toward the signalling horn at hiswaist, desisting only when another shook his
head. "Tahavath," he said, holding up apam toward Jason. "Y oure an Imperid ?'

Jason nodded. "By origin, if not profession, at the moment,” he said.

Behind him, Daherrin's horse pranced impatiently, snorting. "Tahavath, Taren," the dwarf said. "Yourea
Homeraider these days, not an Imperid." The dwarf eyed the davers carefully, hisbroad smile more
than vagudy insulting. "My name's Daherrin, daver. Y ou heard of me?"

The daver nodded. "I recognized you from descriptions.”

The dwarf nodded back. "Then why aren't you sweating like that oneis?' he asked, indicating another of
the daverswith ajerk of hishead. "Or shitting yourself the way your other friend's about to?"

"Because there's nothing to worry about.” The daver smiled back. "Never heard you were stupid, never
heard you were stupid enough to start trouble in Enkiar and end up with the city being closed to you." He
turned to Jason. "We don't have a problem, young Taren. These aren't Imperids; they're all from the
Shattered Idands. | haven't seen any fresh merchandise from Holtun or Bieme for years.” Hiswords had
the ring of conviction, and none of the sullen daves seemed to be tifling an objection; possibly hewas
tdling the truth.

Daherrin had been trying to catch Jason's eye, but Jason had been ddliberately ignoring him. "Taren,"
Daherrin said, sngpping out the word like alash. "That's enough.”



Jason turned hishorse away, the othersfaling in beside him. "Sorry, Daherrin,”" he said as soon ashe
was sure they turned a corner and |eft the dave markets behind. "But | had to know."

"We cantak about it later,” the dwarf said. "Later." He shrugged. "No, damn it, we can talk about it
now. Y ou don'tever, " he said, " ever go independent on me again. Youre not in charge here; | am. If I'm
out of it, command goesto Falherten, then to Mikyn, then to Arrikal. You're only in chargeif youreal
alone 'cause the three of usare dead.”

Jason's ears burned.

"What you just pulled, boy," the dwarf went on, "isthe sort of shit that your father aways used to. But
he could get away withiit. Y ou're not him. He could have taken dl three of them dl by himsdlf; you
couldnt.”

"S0?" Jason couldn't resst protesting. "It was my risk.”

"Bullshit," the dwarf said. "Not when you're part of ateam. Part of my team. When you do something,
you're counting on the rest of us, just like were counting on you. There's plenty of room for independent
thought, but you don't act like you're on your own, ‘cause you're not."

They rodein slencefor aminute.

"They'remodtly ugly,” Mikynsad. "Like usud."

IIE,]?I
"I've dways heard Walter Sovotsky tak about al the beautiful women hed freed.”

"Thereis something to that. Aeiasawful pretty, for ahuman,” Daherrin put in.

"But most of them look likethat," Mikyn said, jerking histhumb toward the cage. Therewasn't a
beautiful dave girl among them; they dl looked like overworked domestics.

"Way | understand it,” Daherrin said asthey rode on, "ugly humans hurt just as badly as pretty ones.”
The dwarf clucked histongue, once, twice, threetimes, urging his pony into afaster walk. "Not that
there's shit we can do about it here. Let's go buy some supplies.”

It didn't take long to get the oats that they wanted--athough Daherrin spent five times aslong haggling
over prices as Jason would have--and it took much lesstime to load the sacks of grain onto the bed of
the wagon. That would have gone even more quickly if Daherrin had participated, but the raiding team
leader didn't dways make apractice of dirtying his hands.

Theritual wasrepeated at each of the stals. Negotiate, pay and load. First the grainsfor the animas,
and then afew sacks of dried beef and, findly, apples, carrots and turnips for both people and animas.

But, findly, the last copper was exchanged between Daherrin and an apple sdller, the last sack opened
and examined, the last sample apple removed (viaadit in the bag, from the middle of the bag, whilethe
dedler's back was turned), then peeled, quartered and offered to the dealer, Daherrin seemingly by



accident failing to put away the beltknife he'd used for paring the apple, the gpple sdler biting into the fruit
without so much as a surprised glance, perhaps having dealt with a suspicious dwarf before. . . and then,
with the gpple sdller's bite, munch and swallow, they were done.

"S0. | guess we head back to camp,” Jason said.

"Y ou guesswrong, again. He used to call it 'showing theflag, " Daherrin said, "even though he didntt like
to doit. Scared him as bad as it scares me. Which don't mean shit." He looked Jason over carefully.

"Y ou'rethinking that I'm about to take arisk, just like you did. The difference between what were doing
now and what you did awhile ago isthat I'm deciding this. Understood? Calculated risk, not an
empty-headed impulse.”

"Dowhat?' Jason asked, as Daherrin levered himsdlf into his saddle and kicked his horse into a canter.

"What we're gonnado now, Taren,” the dwarf said. "What I'm gonnado now. Can't let the traditions
die"

... With him. The unspoken words hung in the air between them. "Theres atavern, over thisway," the
dwarf said.

Faherten had a bit of trouble getting the flatbed turned around.

The tavern was a one-story wattle-and-daub building, differing from any of the dozen others on the
dreet in, first, the huge pewter tankard, easily aquarter of Jason's height, that hung over the door likea
boast, and, secondly, in the persons of the thirty or so soldiersin thelivery of Lord Gyren, crowding the
dreet in front of the tavern.

Their leader, ajowly man with along, oily mustache that curled down the sides of hisface and under his
chin, held up arestraining hand as Daherrin dismounted, signaling for the othersto wait.

Daherrin put an easy grin on hisface. "Greetings, Captain. .. 7"

"Asklans. Grestings, Daherrin.”

"Oh?We met before?”’

The captain nodded. "A few years back. Some of my men and | applied to join the Homeraiders. It is
perhaps aswell you didn't take us; thisisworking out acceptably. The pay isn't good, but there's less
blood. Wewould like to keep it that way."

"Hey, Fa," the dwarf said, gesturing at Mikyn and Arriken to dismount. ™Y ou and Taren watch the
wagon. We're gonna buy the captain an ae or three."

Jason looked at Daherrin.Relay, please: I'm not going to let you keep me out of things, he started
reflexively, then remembered that Ellegon wasn't close enough.

But the dwarf relented anyway.

"Belay that," Daherrin said. "Taren, you look too thirsty to be standing on the street.”



Jason tried to fedl at the corners of hismind. Y es, the dragon was there, if need be, and perhaps was
wondering something--perhaps how things were going?

Hetried to broadcast afeeling of cautious reassurance, but wasn't sure that he was even capable of
feding that, much lesstranamitting it. Shrugging, he followed Daherrin into the tavern, Asklans and ahdlf
dozen of hissoldiersfollowing behind.

There was probably an exception to the rule about taverns looking the same--near as Jason could figure,
there were exceptionsto all of Slovotsky's Laws--but this one wasn't it: it was adark and smoky room,
too few lanterns sending too much smoke and too little light into the std e air.

It was crowded, too: there were easily forty men sitting on stools around the rough-hewn tables, most of
them looking a Daherrin and his three companions, and at the soldiersfollowing themin. Most of them
were locds, somein the clean broadcloths of merchants, othersin the rough gray tunics, breechclouts,
and leggings of peasants, their tunics belted with rope, not sword belts--but a dozen of the men were
armed, some with their swords belted on, some with them propped against the walls.

"I samdl davers,” the dwarf said, sniffing loudly. "The Savers Guild doesn't need to make its members
wear uniforms, not when davers stink up aroom.”

Theroom got very quiet, very quickly. At one of the low tables, four peasants|ooked from oneto
another, then rose, leaving their de and bread unfinished as they headed out the door.

One of the daversreached dowly, carefully toward his sword belt, not pausing when Asklansheld up a
restraining hand, -desisting only when another daver shook his head twice, quickly, hisface
expressonless.

Daherrin seated himself at the nearest of the tables, his eyes never leaving the davers.

The innkeeper--athickset man with the customary beer belly and big hands--scurried over, wiping his
hands on arag. "Drinks? Or drinks and food?"

"Just de” the dwarf said. "Four tankards. Go help him pour, Arriken.”

"That won't be necessary,” Asklans said, taking up a position behind the dwarf. No apparent signal
passed from him to histroops, but the six men spread out, two of them taking up -parade rest positions
inafar corner, two others near the door to the kitchen, the find two walking to stand behind the davers
inthefar corner of the room.

Daherrin didn't turn as he answered, "Maybeit isn't." But he didn't say anything to Arriken, who
followed the innkeeper into the kitchen, returning with four pewter tankards, each brimming with foam.
Arriken sipped each onein turn, setting thefirst in front of the dwarf, the second in front of Mikyn, the
third in front of Jason, and taking the last for himsdlf.

"Drink up, Taren," hesaid. "If things go to shit, you may aswell have alast brew in your belly." He sat
down next to the dwarf and gulped his own de, the foam staining hisfull lipsand beard.

Nobody in the room spoke for along time, until one of the davers stood. Daherrin shook his head



fractionaly, and Mikyn, who had looked asif he were about to launch himself acrossthe table, relaxed to
the same degree that Jason did: not much.

Jason didn't likeit. Slavers were supposed to look evil--Ahrmin had looked like cruelty incarnate--but
thisone didn't. Hejust looked like anormd, twentyish man in the tunic, breechclout and leggings
combination that was the common dressin the Eren regions. His sword was  the left Sde of hiswals,
the scabbard rigged to keep the hilt canted forward at a comfortable angle for across-body draw.

Hisface wasn't pinched; his eyes weren't sunken hollows. Just anormal-looking brown-haired man, with
perhaps atoo-easy grin on hisbroad face. But it wasn't much of agrin.

"Greetings," he said, seating himsdlf opposite Daherrin, Jason and Arriken, both hands on histankard.
"Willem, senior journeyman of the Savers Guild. You are?'

"Daherrin,” the dwarf said, returning the human's gaze levelly. "Home raiding team leader.”

"Arriken, raider," Arriken said.

"Taren, raider," Jason said.

"Degth,” Mikyn whigpered, hisvoice barely audible.
"Mikyn," the dwarf snapped, "ta havath.”

"I'm your degth,” Mikyn repeated. Therewas atight grin on hislips, asmile that wasn't at dl reflected in
hiseyes. "I'm what you see beforeit dl endsfor you." He whispered the words gently, amost lovingly.

When just achild, Mikyn and both his parents had been taken by davers. He and hisfather had been
freed in araid by the team headed by Karl Cullinane. His mother had never been heard from again.

"Mikyn," the dwarf repeated. "Ta havath, | said. Were just here to show theflag," hewent onin English,
"not to get our heads broke in afight. Ease off, boy."

Mikyn wasn't having any. "Remember me," he whispered. -" Always remember me."

There was ametallic taste at the back of Jason's mouth: the taste of bile, the taste of fear. Ellegon!

There was no distant reassurance.

Asklans clapped his hands together three times. "So beit. Enough of this; we're not going to have afight
here." He nodded to one of his men, who stuck two fingersin his mouth and gave out a three-part

whistle, which was repeated from outside.

Jason, Daherrin, Mikyn and Arriken found themsel ves quickly surrounded by easily adozen soldiers,
each with adrawn short-sword; across the room, the daverswere smilarly surrounded.

"Enkiar isneutra,"” Asklans said. "Enkiar will remain both neutrd and peaceful, if | have to butcher a
thousand davers and raiders. By the authority of Lord Gyren, you both areto leave Enkiar--Daherrin,
you and your team will head out in the morning on the Home road; Willem, you will inform Magter Lifezh

that dl of you areto leave tomorrow, heading toward Khar."



"Such was our intention,” Willem said. " Such was our intention.”

Soldiers began to crowd Daherrin and his group out the front door, while others pushed the davers
toward the back.

Then therewas alow cry from one of the peasantsin the dark of the room. "The warrior lives" the harsh
voice whispered. "Thewarior lives."

Jason couldn't seewho said it, but he did catch a glimpse of Willem's face before the soldiers pushed
him out the door.

The daver'sface waswhite.
Thewarrior lives?What did that mean? And why should it scare the davers so badly?
"You'll be on your way by sunset,"” Asklanssaid. "By sunset, do you hear?"

"We hear," Daherrin said. "I'm not sure we understand everything, but we hear."

CHAPTER 10

Farewells
"My idea of an agreeable person,“said Hugo Bohun, "is a person who agrees with me."

--Benjamin Disradli

Arguing isone of life's greatest pleasures, even if you have to argue with yourself. 'Course, |
could enjoy the other side of that argument, too.

--Walter Sovotsky

*Therés no enemy inrange; I'm coming in.*

Ellegon swooped down out of the late afternoon sky, the backblast from his fast-moving wings drawing
nervous neighs from the horses and sending sparks from the dying campfires swirling off into the grasses.

That had happened before, and the haf dozen of Daherrin's warriors on fire duty were ready for it; five
of them stomped out the sparks, while the sixth wielded a canteen, for insurance.

The dozen Enkiaran soldiers down by the road had good discipline: dthough severd of the horses
pranced their nervousness, none of the horsemen let his mount get avay from him. Enkiar's neutraity
apparently applied to nonhostile dragons, too.



* Aslong as none of them have dragonbane on their bolts* Ellegon said nervoudly.
I would have assumed you mindprobed them.

*Assumeadl you want. All | can tell isthat none of themknows he has a poisoned bolt. | doubt that
would do mealot of good if their fletcher's primed one without telling them. Let's get inthe air. Now.*

Durine was aready tightening the dragon'srigging and helping first Aeia, then Bren Adahan into their
places.

I'll be just a minute.

While the others got aboard, Jason took a moment to brace Daherrin. "What was that about awarrior
living?"

"Who knows?' The dwarf shrugged. "Wouldn't make too much of that. Probably another fredlancer put
ascareinto them, even if they have been scarce for the past few years. If so, hell--most likely show up
at Home, sooner or later.”

Mikyn led his horse over. "I don't know about that. What say you send somebody on their trail to find
out?'

The dwarf shook his head. "No. Just no. Theresafull hundred davers, and | don't like those odds at
al"

"Then makeit just me" Mikyn said. Therewas a strange note in hisvoice, asuggestion of something that
could have been -resolve, could have been fear. "I haveto.”

"No," the dwarf said. "The bastardsve gotten better over the past coupla years--they been putting rear
guards on their backtrail more often than not.”

"Then set me up as aroving tradesman--we've got the traveling farrier outfit al ready to go--and let me
go."

"Shit, Mikyn, we discussed this atenday ago, and you said then that the traveling farrier disguiseis
wearing abit thin, and--"

"Mikyn," Jason said, "what isit?" Jason had thought at first that Mikyn had just been trying to spook the
daver, but there was moreto it than that.

"l remember the voice. It was hisvoice. When we were sold. | heard hisvoice."

The dwarf snorted. "Not bloody likely. That was twenty years ago; heain't alot older'n you."

"Then it'sabrother, or ason, or afuckingcousin, or it's one of the bastards that just happens to sound
liketheonewho . .." Mikyn'sfists clenched. "But hesmine. Y ou hear me, Daherrin? HEs mine. Y ou're

right: the team can't teke their trail. But | can.”

* Jason, we have to go now.*



Just a moment."Daherrin, it's your team, and | wouldn't think of interfering with how you runit. . ."

"Right." Thedwarf actudly laughed. "The usua Cullinane opening to interfering with how | run the
company. Y ou think he should go get hisliver diced open?!

"No. | don't think you should et him go. Not unless you want to, upon reconsideration.” Relay, please:
but I think he will, no matter what you do, and you're better off giving your blessing than having a
deserter gonein the night. "And unless Mikyn promises to keep his head down. My father took out a

lot of daverswhen hedied."
"Hedid, a that,” Mikyn said, athin smile peeking through his beard.

"But weld dl be better off if held lived." Jason gripped Mikyn's shoulder tightly. "All of uswould be."

Mikyn hesitated, then nodded fractionaly.

*He's il going to go. But the dwarf says: "Okay, kid. Get going; I'll pretend to think about it, and then
let him dip away tonight, after werre moving."*

"Take care, Jason.” Daherrin clasped Jason's hand. "Hey, | know you're planning on settling down after
this, but if you ever change your mind, I've got ajob for you. Pay'slow, and the working conditions
range from bad to terrible, but at least the food sucks.”

CHAPTER 11
Wehnest

Lord, give me the wisdom to distinguish between unnecessary brutality and brutal necessity. At
least someof the time.

--David Warcinsky

Probably the most difficult decision real humans have to make is whether something is
necessarily brutal or unnecessarily brutal. | wish there was something funny about that, but there

you have it.

--Walter Sovotsky

Wehnest was usudly Ellegon'slast stop before Home. Partly it was because it was asolid day's flight
from any of severd of the usual rendezvouslocations, largdly it was because there were -often extra
trade goods remaining after the resupply runs, usually consisting of |eftover Nehera-made blades that

were marketable anywhere.



Thiswasn't ausud trip; but they stopped in Wehnest anyway.

The ground rushed up in the dark, more felt than seen; Ellegon'sflailing wings battered the air so hard
that Jason couldn't keep his eyes open, but he felt the ground coming up asthough it was reaching up to
knock them out of the sky, until, at the last moment, their downward momentum sowed and the dragon
landed with athump that rattled Jason's teeth.

*Everybody down,* the dragon said.
They dl dighted in the dark. By arrangement, Tennetty and Durine dipped off into the trees, on watch.
Everyone was slent for amoment, then Ellegon snorted. *We can light afire; theré's nobody around.*

The clearing that Ellegon had chosen wasjust short of athinning stand of tall pines and stumps; beyond
thetrees, afalow field stood in the Starlight, aragged rug of weeds proclaiming itsidleness. Over therise
in the other direction was Wehnest, but it would be safe to sart asmall fire anyway; the light breeze was
blowing steadily into the forest, and the smoke of afire wouldn't be visible before daybreak, till severa
hours away.

Jason smiled asthey quickly gathered and stacked firewood. At least hewouldn't haveto light it. Karl
Cullinane had indgsted that Jason learn to light a fire with flint and stedl--a laborious and downright boring
process. Lighting thisfire would be easy, what with Ellegon around, but gathering wood took no less
time

*| dtill say you should just skip Wehnest,* the dragon said. The purpose of thistrip isto pick up
Water's daughters and wife, not to trade in some blades.*

Aeastooped over afdlen treg, grabbing an out-thrust branch with one hand and negtly detaching it from
the tree trunk with three quick chops of her hatchet. " The trouble with that is that were doing more than
onething," she said. "We're aso checking into the Kernat raid.”

Jason dropped an armload of wood on the charred spot near the center of the clearing. Aeiawasright,
asusud. Stll, the chances of learning anything in Wehnest were minimd ; Wehnest was one of Home's
main trading partners, and likely the ground had been gone over repeatedly by Home traders.

But the difference between likely and certain wasimportant; Jason would probably never learn what had
happened to the people who disappeared from Kernat village, but he had to try. It came with the job.

* As defined by your father,* the dragon said. *Not every ruler thinks he hasto look into everything
himsdf *

Firgly, it wasn't everything. Karl Cullinane had felt perfectly comfortable in sending Danagar, Generd
Garavar's son, out -pying--about this very matter, in fact.

But, secondly, Karl Cullinane had established the point that the Emperor of Holtun-Bieme wasn't going
to be afraid to get his hands dirty, and that was rubbing off, much to the better. Bren Adahan was aong
onthistrip only partly to chase after Aeia; held long since accepted Karl's notion that aruler was
supposed to be in contact with the world, not Sitting in acastle in luxurious isolation.



Thomen Furnael had picked up on that, too, Jason thought with asmile. Although the last time Thomen
had tried something clever, Father had sent him home with agroin kick that Gashier had described in
glorious detail. The kick had been to teach Thomen another lesson: opposing Karl Cullinane wasn't a
good idea.

*All that'strue* thedragon said. *But | don't haveto like it. Getting too involved with theworld iswhat
got himkilled. Y ou Cullinanes aren't unkillable, you know.*

That was true enough. Although . . . there had been atime when it had been thought that Karl Cullinane
was unkillable, that nobody could take him on. There were legends that had grown up around Jason's
father, about the time that he had single-handedly freed his wife-to-be from athousand davers.

And, like dl legends, there was agerm of truth in that: Karl Cullinane had freed Andrea. But it had been
from ascant dozen davers, and Walter Slovotsky had been aong, softening them up with severa
crossbow boltsfired out of the night.

Filling alegend's boots was going to be hard. Riling firewood for Ellegon was alot easer.

" think that's about enough,” Jason said, dropping afina armload on the pile. He stood back. Ellegon's
cavernous mouth opened fractiondly, and then a quick tongue of flame issued forth.

Thewood only broke into a smoky smoulder; Ellegon tried again.
*|t'stoodamp ,* the dragon said with a petulant sniff. Heraised his head again and exhded ahuge
mouthful of flamethat not only set the stacked firewood burning, but sent flaming embers shooting off into

the night, some of them threatening to start minor fireswhich could, if unchecked, quickly grow into a
major blaze.

Aeiastomped out one incipient ember; Kethol and Durine, both giggling incongruoudy, pissed ona
second and third, while Jason ground out afourth.

Nice going, Ellegon, he thought.
*| can't control everything,* the dragon said.
Stll, it did make agood campfire.

Tennetty and Durine had first watch; Jason dept like a dead man.

Thefirgt thing to do the next morning was to head into Wehnest and get some horses. While Wehnest
was smaller than, say, Biemestren, it was spread out, and some of the places Jason wanted to go to were
afar walk from each other.

Besides, it gave him the chanceto look up afriend. Of sorts.

Pigtols close a hand but not in evidence, Tennetty, Kethol and Durine spread out, watching the stre<t,
while Jason, Bren Adahan and Aeiawalked up to the stables.

He heard adistant menta question from Ellegon, and sent back reassurance. Everything wasfine. The



stables were better kept than they'd been the last time he was here; the straw covering the dirt floor was
freshly changed, and while the place reeked of horse piss and horse shit, most of it seemed to emanate
from the exercise yard outsde, not the stables themsalves.

The hostler was bent over, busy examining the left front hoof of asmall brown mare.

"I'll need the use of haf adozen horsesfor two or three days," Jason said, dapping asiiverpiece on the
raillpogt. It rang brightly, amusica tone that announced that it was too much money by an order of
magnitude.

The hostler, surprised, dropped the hoof and straightened, looking him in the face.

He was a short, fat, bald man whose eyes held traces of fear and pettiness, perhaps, but no cruelty. Or
maybe Jason was just projecting; he had reason to know that the man wasn't cruel, wasin fact more
softhearted and sentimentd than a hostler, or anyone esein thisworld, had any business being.

Maybe.

"Taren," Vator the hostler exclamed. A smile broke across hisface. "Taren, boy," he said, clapping his
hands to Jason's shoulders. " Or should it be Jason?!

Bren Adahan stiffened, but Jason held up ahand. There was no reason to worry. Jason had fled as
word spread that Karl Cullinane's son was on his own in the Eren regions, alone and vulnerable. He
hadn't expected his cover to fool Vator then, and he certainly hadn't expected the cover to beintact by
nOW.

AsWadter Slovotsky would have said, you can't be just alittle bit exposed.

Jason eased his rucksack from his shoulders and then, practiced fingers undoing the knots in the lesther
drawstring, drew out awinesack.

"A drink for luck," he said, straightening, uncorking it. "Jason Cullinane, heir to crown and throne of
Holtun-Bieme, wishesyou well." Hetilted back the skin. He hadn't drunk out of awineskin for too long;

some of the lukewarm liquid ran down the Side of his cheek, down his neck, into histunic. He handed the
skinto Vator.

"Vator, the hogtler, of Wehnest, wishesyou well," Expertly the fat man tilted back the wine, then handed
it to Aeiaand Bren Adahan, who introduced themsalves and drank.

"Now," the hostler said, "you want some horses?"

Jason nodded. "And saddles. Just for two days, maybe three," he lied reflexively. 1t would be one day at
mogt, that was dl the time they'd need, but it made sense to let even someone as trustworthy as Vator
think that there was plenty of timeto arrange a betrayal.

The hostler nodded. "The slverpiece will befine" he said, tiredly, asthough announcing hisresignation
to along session of bargaining.

"Agreed," Jason said.

The hostler looked every bit as disgppointed as surprised, but he turned to the stables, calling out,



"Gachet, Gachet, where are you? Are you deeping again?'
"No, magter, no I'm not,” floated down from the hayloft. "1 was just cleaning up here.”

"I should flay you within a handbreadth of your life, but just saddle six of our best--yes, yes, the white
gelding, | said the best, didn't 1--just saddle six of the best and I'll forget it dl, I'll forget it all.”

A maninaragged tunic and black iron collar clambered down from the hayloft and disappeared into the
stables.

Jason felt the smile fade from hisface; he looked the hostler over coldly.
Vator seemed taken aback for amoment, but then he shrugged.

Hedidn't have any reason to be afraid; while Home warriors were dmaost always willing to take on
davers, dave-ownerswere adifferent matter. Home couldn't afford to take on every dave-owner inthe
Eren regions; the policy wasto not free davesin the hands of private parties, unlessthe private parties
were acting on behdf of the guild.

Aeiads amile seemed genuine. "Jason never mentioned that you were doing so well when he was through
here"

Vator smiled weakly. "I arranged atrade, when some guildsmen came through here, looking for the boy
from Home. | gave them his direction and they gave me adave. An acceptable dedl, eh? Of course,
there was the problem of telling them where you'd gone. | had no intention of putting them actualy on
your trail, so | sent them toward the Healing Hand Tabernacle."

"Whichiswherel told you | wasgoing," Jason said.

"Yes, yes" Vator said, with anod, "but | knew you werelying." He gripped Jason's hand tightly. "I'd not
betray you, Jason, then or now. --Let me help Gachet saddle your horses.”

Their first concern had been the possibility of daversin town, but there weren't any; the dave trade was
at avirtud standdtill around Wehnest, asthe cost of hiring labor was so much lower than buying it.

And, since there was no sign of fresh daves, there was therefore no sign of any daveswho had been
taken inthe Kernat village raid. That part of the misson was, sofar, afalure.

Still, the Nehera blades had gone for anice price, Jason thought, hefting the small bag of silver and
ligtening to the coinstinkle pleasantly. HEd have to tell Neherafirst off, once they got to Home; the dwarf
would be pleased that authentic Nehera blades were still so vauable.

"It could be Ahrmin," Durine mused. "He was awaystricky."

"If that little bastard was behind the Kernat raid,” Tennetty said, theindex and middle fingers of her free
hand drumming arandom tattoo on the front peak of her saddle, "it's not impossible that the people they
seized weresmply killed.”

"Then why takethem at al?' Kethol asked.



Jason nodded. That didn't make sense either. There was some Other Sider's principle that Walter
Sovotsky had told him about, something about not making explanations any more complicated than
necessary to fit the facts. Somebody's. . . knife, wasit? No, not knife. But something smilar. Knife,
blade, sword, dagger, razor, cleaver. Cleaver. That sounded familiar. Beaver's Cleaver--that sounded
about right.

"Wedon't get to understand it all," he said, asthey rode back to the corral outside Vator's stables,
dismounting one by one.

Gachet, Vator'sdave, ran to take their reins and led three of the animasinto the corral while Jason,
Aedaand Bren Adahan led their own horses.

Jason's skin crawled. He hadn't had much experience around daves--the only kind of davesin Home
and Holtun-Bieme wereformer daves--and he didn't likeit much. He remembered the Slavers Guildhdl
in Pandathaway, and the crack of whips and parting of flesh.

Insde the corral he let the reins drop and dismissed the horse with alight dap on its solid flank. Not
quite the animal that Jason's big gelding, Libertarian, had been--but not abad mount, at least for the day.

The daveled the horse away.

Save.. ..

Jason'sfist clenched.

*Jason.* The distant voice held concern and darm.
I'm fine, he sent back.

There was nothing he could do about it, then or now. Wehnest was neutrd, and there were no davers
here; he could hardly take Gachet away from Vator.

That was the trouble, he thought, as Vator waked over to him, concern creasing his sweeting brow. "Is
there a problem, Jason Cullinane?" the hostler asked.

Beyond Vator, afew children and an overweight, stooped woman were working in the stables. The
woman mucked out one of the stallswhile one of the children brought fresh hay for the horses and
another helped Gachet unsaddle and wipe down the horses.

It wasn't the same thing as in Pandathaway, Jason thought. Vator was the sort who would threaten to
beat the dave within aninch of hislife, but he wouldn't do it. He didn't mean it. Vator'swife and children
probably worked every bit as hard as Gachet, and Vator himsalf surely worked harder.

"Gachet," Jason heard himself saying, "do you want to be free?"

The dave paed. Helooked from Vator to Jason, then opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, and
then closed it again.

Over in the stables, the woman bent down to whisper to one of the boys, who took off down the road
behind the exercise yard, bare feet pounding on the bare dirt.



Kethol looked over to Jason, asif to ask,Do | chase him?
"It'syour play," Tennetty said. "Cdl it, Jason."
Durine looked from Jason to Tennetty to Kethol, and then nodded.

Bren Adahan took a step toward Jason, but stopped when Aelagrabbed hisarm. "Leaveit be" she
sad. "Pick usup, and hurry," Aeiamuttered.

*Don't do anything stupid,* the distant voice said. *I'm on my way.*

Vator faced him. "Theres no glory to be won here, Jason Cullinane, unless you can find some honor in
gx of you cutting down one unarmed man.” He spat on the ground between them.

"Perhaps we don't have to do anything to the one unarmed man,” Bren Adahan said. "Perhaps you will
amply free Gachet of your ownwill."

For amoment, just amoment, Jason thought Vator was going to back down. It would have been the
logical, the reasonable thing to do. Resisting didn't make sense; they had him outmanned, and Vator was
no warrior.

"You'll not take what's mine, Jason Cullinane," Vator whispered. He had aknifein his belt; anyone who
works around horses and stables finds a hundred daily uses for aknife. His hand dropped to its hilt.

Tennetty cocked apistol with an emphatic click. "Don't even think about it." She extended the pistol and
sghted down her arm.

"L ower your gun, Tennetty," Jason said. He was the center of everything, but he couldn't hold it al
together. It was dl faling apart, and there was nothing he could do about it.

Except try for away out.
Come pick us up, and hurry.
*Hang on, please* the distant voice said. * Just afew more moments.*

"Sure, I'll put the gun down. Soon as you draw your sword. I'm not going to haveto tell your mother
that | let him stab you to death while you stood there with a scabbarded sword."”

"She'sright, sr,” Durine said. "Get your blade out. Please.”

Compromise. There had to be acompromise.

Jason drew his sword. "Change your mind, VVator. Let him go, of your own free will."
"Go into the stables, Gachet,” Vator said quietly, his eyes never leaving Jason's.

"Asyou are," Bren Adahan said, as he and Aeia each took one of the dave'sarms, Gachet didn't resist
asthey moved him away.



"Dur--around the other side,” Kethol said, breaking into a sprint for the stables. He came out a moment
later; dragging Vator'swife by one arm and holding acrossbow in hisfree hand. " She wastrying to load
this"

Vator's eyes never |eft Jason's as a dark form rose above the trees. With aflurry of wings and agout of
flame, Ellegon’'s massive form appeared over the stables and hovered momentarily, sending dust and
leaves swirling into the air before the dragon dropped heavily to the ground.

Vator's wife screamed; tearing her arm loose from Kethol's grasp, she fled for the sables.

*Let himgo, Vator,* the dragon said. * There's no shame in being defeated by an overwhelming force.*
Vator'seyes never left Jason's. Y ou'll not take what's mine.”

"Get aboard, everyone," Jason said, "Kethal, help Gachet get aboard.”

"Let'smoveit, people,” Tennetty said. "I can hear the hoofbeats from down the road, and even if they
don't have dragonbaned arrows, my hide isn't asthick as Ellegon's.”

Vator shook his head. "Not thistime, Jason Cullinane. Not thistime." He drew hisknife and lunged at
Jason.

"No!"

Two gunsfired a once. One bullet missed entirely, another smashed into Vator's knee. The fat hostler
opened his mouth to scream, but the blade of athrown knife flew past hislips, becoming a hideous meta
tongue.

The hodtler fell dead at Jason'sfeet. A stench roseinto the air ashisbody voided itsdlf, leaving him
without dignity even in desth.

Therewas no need for it. Jason might not have been the swordsman his father had been, but even Jason
could take on an overweight hostler wielding autility knife. It wasn't necessary.

*We haveto get going,* the dragon said. Tennetty scabbarded his sword, and then Durine half-hel ped,
half-carried Jason up to his seat.

*Fasten yoursdlf in. Now.*
Digant fingers buckled him into place.
"Let'sget out of here, Ellegon,” Tennetty said.

Wings flapping madly, the dragon legped into the sky. Gachet screeched as the ground dropped away,
stopping when Tennetty told him to shut up.

Below, ayoung boy, standing over the dead body of hisfather, looked up into the sky.
They flew in slence for afew moments, until Tennetty snorted, briefly. It could have been alaugh.

"What's so funny?' Aeiaasked, her irritation audible.



Tennetty Sghed. "Reminds me of the old days, that's dl. Just remembering something the dwarf once
said in the old days, about how we seem to leave most towns just ahead of the cops.”

CHAPTER 12
Home, At Last
| judge impetuosity to be better than caution.

--Niccold Machiavelli

Niccol6 Machiavelli was an asshole.

--Walter Sovotsky

It was sundown when they landed in the front yard of the New House, the house where Jason had spent
most of histime growing up, before the move to Biemestren.

Asthey circled in, acrowd of people gathered below, their elongated shadows playing across the grass:
afew warriors from Frandred's team; some farmersin from their fields on business; Petros, the deputy
mayor; and Lou Riccetti. The Engineer was grim as degth as he stood, fingerstwining impatiently, thin lips
pursed perhapsin sorrow, perhapsin irritation.

*There's news,* the dragon said as hethunk edto the ground. Ellegon's menta voice held aquaver of
excitement. * About your father.*

"Jason," Lou Riccetti said, "quickly: how many did you leave behind you in Mdawe ?"
"Two. Ahiraand Walter Sovotsky."

"Then," Lou Riccetti said, choosing thiswords dowly, carefully, "1 think your father might be dive. | may
have alead on where heis. Come with meinsde; weve got to talk to Aldren.”

CHAPTER 13
"All Men AreCreated Equal . . ."

We boast our emancipation from many superstitions; but if we have broken any idols, itis
through a transfer of idolatry.



--Raph Waldo Emerson

| find that we all get more legendary as time goes by."Legend"means, basically, "bullshit.”

--Walter Sovotsky

A trader had brought word of Karl Cullinane's death just the tenday before.
Lou hadn't been sure whether or not to beieveit.
Then Aldren came Home.

"Asfar as| know, | wasthelast one out searching for you," Aldren said asthey sat in the living room of
the New House. "l was posing as amercenary soldier looking for work." He sat back in the big lesther
chair next to the fireplace and drank more from his big pewter tankard of ae. In thelight of the crackling
fire, helooked ordinary enough: fortyish, gray hairs streaking aroughly-cut brown beard, afew scarson
his hand and afew laugh lines around hiseyes. "I must have hit Pandathaway about three tendays after
you dl |eft; and | figured that if you'd gotten asfar as Pandathaway by thetime Ahrmin left, you'd likely
be chasing after Karl.

"Which, it seemed to me, made the search for you pointless. But, just in case, | headed north, up the
coast, on the grounds that it might be agood ideato scout out Guild strengths in some of the coastal
cities, we don't like to work that close to Pan-dathaway, but maybe we're going to have to, way pickings
have been.

"Inany case, | found that there were fewer guildsmen around than there ought to have been--skeleton
crews everywhere, and they looked scared.”

Hedrained hisade and signaled for more; Riccetti himsdlf -refilled it from the hogshead in the corner.
"I'm not the best swordsman around, and I'm not too good with agun. But therestwo thingsI'm redl
good at: | can blend into the furniture, and | can drink any two men under thetable. | got a couple of
them drinking, and then drunk. And they started -talking.

"Seemsthat Ahrmin and al of his shorebound force died in Mdawei."

That didn't surprise Jason; Walter Slovotsky had said that he wouldn't let anyonekill Karl Cullinane and
liveto brag about it.

"When their relief force got there, they were stinking in the sun. And there was a note left behind, pinned
to one of the corpses, part of it in alanguage that the davers didn't understand and part of it in Erendra.
There were three sgnatures to the note. The part in Erendraread: The warrior lives.

"Scared the shit out of the davers, but what could they do?’



Jason swallowed. The warrior lives. The same thing somebody had said in the Enkiar tavern. He
walked to the mantelpiece and ran hisfingersaong it, the heat from the fire beating againg hislegs, even
through histrousers.

Outside, lesthery wings rustled in the night.
*What do you think?*
| don't know. What do you think?

There was no answer as Aldren went on: "Then, about six tendays ago, aguildsman in Lundeyll woke up
next to onewith histhroat cut. Another note, dso with three signatures. The word isthat adozen men,
severd of them Mes--but not al of them--caught a ship out of there the next morning, just ahead of Lord
Lund's proctors.”

"Shit." Tennetty dapped her hand down on the arm of her chair and laughed. "He could be dive. Leaving
town just ahead of trouble isthe Cullinane family trademark, Jason.”

Lou Riccetti's smile and nod were distant. "Lundeyll wasthe first town we fled from, on ThisSide." His
smile vanished; he shook hishead. ™Y our namesake died there," hetold Jason. "He was my best friend.”
Riccetti bit hislip. "I'm sorry--go on, Aldren.”

"Another note, aso with three signatures.” Aldren reached for amap. "1n Wehnest, on the way back, |
picked up newsthat it's happened again, on Mendet. In any case, the davers believe that your father and
his two comrades are somewhere in the Shattered Idands, or maybe on Salket. Every guildsman iseither
hunkering down, hoping they'll hit somewhere dse, or trying to hunt them down."

Lou Riccetti leaned forward. "Aldren just got in yesterday. | was putting together ateam to go hunting
for them, too. But your arrival suggests another idea”

Kethol nodded. "With Ellegon to place us, weve got agood chance of getting to them before the davers
do, particularly if we can figure out where they'll hit next.”

*Thanksfor the vote of confidence. But it dl depends on where they're going to hit next, and on how
well we can guess*

Aeasmiled. Jason had to admit that his adopted Sister was lovely when she smiled. "We know where

they'regoing,” shesaid. "Just draw aline. They're headed for Enddll. Probably Ahirasidea; when they
get closeto dwarvish territory, they'll be safe. If the daversdon't catch up with them or cut them off firg.”

*That seemsto be generaly true, but | doubt that Karl or Walter are going to draw astraight linefor the
daversto follow.*

"We have to know." Jason began to pace back and forth. "We haveto tieit al down, and quickly."
Lou Riccetti raised an eyebrow. "Before the davers get to them?”
"It'snot that." Jason dropped heavily into his chair. It waslike ripples on apond, like the skipped stones.

When Jason was a boy, hisfather had little time to play with him, and after they moved to Holtun-Bieme,
that time had dropped off to virtuadly nothing.



But he remembered a day, when they were back visiting Home on some business, and an evening, asthe
sun set, when his -father took him down to the lake and taught him how to skip a stone across the water.
Thetrick wasto pick the right stone, to curl your index finger around it, then throw it Sidearm, just right,
and it would bouncefive, six, seven times across the dill, flat water, each bounce sending out acircular,

expanding ripple.

Word that Karl Cullinane was dive was spreading after the strikes, like the splashes of the stone that
day.

"If hesdive, he can handle dll thedaversin theworld,” Jason said. "It's not that; we haveto nall this
down, tight, before word of this reaches my mother."

He stood. "My father's death hit her hard." Harder than any of you know, or are going to know. "I
won't have her hopes raised and then dashed. We have to settle dl thisand get back to Biemestren
before word reaches Holtun-Bieme. We find out if my father'sredly dive, and wefind out fast.”

Ellegon spoke up. *1 can drop you off aong the coast and rendezvous later, but | have arun that can't
walit forever. Daven'steam is not going to be able to hold out without a resupply.*

And more; Ellegon might be needed to extract Daven'steam, afew at atime.
There was another matter.l want you to check in on my mother, and stay with her if necessary.

Doriawas a good--Doriahad been agood heder, but she wasn't ahealer anymore, and she couldn't
read minds.

*True. But | don't like picking her brains. It's not like with you.*

Do it anyway.

Stll, it shouldn't take many of them. They had more of aWalter Sovotsky job than aKarl Cullinane one:
Locate, find, make contact and extract. Get them to arendezvous with the dragon and get them al out.
And back to Biemestren.

"Best to start from the other end,” Tennetty said. "Endell; work our way south, hoping that we don't pass
them by, or if we do, that we pick up alivetrail.”

Kethol nodded. "Just you, with Durine and me to keep an eye on your back. Small and fast. Wefind
them, rendezvous with Ellegon and lift out.”

"And me" Tennetty said, quietly. "Y ou can't leave me behind. Not for this."
"And Tennetty," Durine said. He sudied her with acuriousintengty. "But that'sall.”

Lou Riccetti nodded. "That makes sense. Take tomorrow to rest up--there's some things | want to get
ready for you--and you can leave the day after.”

"No," Adlasaid. "That isnot dl. | haveto know. | haveto go. HEs my father, too,” Aeiasaid. "Or isn't
my blood Cullinane enough for you?"

"Definitelynot.” Lou Riccetti shook his head. "Not you, Aeia. Y ou haveto stay here. Y ou're needed;



the matter isclosed.”

As she opened her mouth, heraised apalm. "I can't--force you to stay here. But Ellegon won't carry
you into danger--not thistime. Until it's proven otherwise, we have to hope that Karl isdive, but assume
he's dead. If Jason's going into harm's way to find him, then we have to consider who the Cullinane heir
is. You think Andregislikely to have any more children?'

Aeiashook her head.

"Then who ese will produce the Cullinane heir, if Jason doesn't come back? Which iswhy you stay, too,
Bren Adahan.”

For amoment, Jason thought that Lou Riccetti was going to prevail, but then Bren Adahan shook his
head.

"Y ou may be correct, Mr. Mayor," he said dowly, choosing hiswords carefully, like aman picking his
way barefoot across sharp stones, "that, if Jason dies, the Cullinane heir hasto come from her
womb--but | don't have to be the father. | would not be the -father. I'm still aHolt. The Biemish barons
would not stand for the -father of the Heir being aHolt, or the son of aHolt." Hisfists clenched. "Whilel
resent these private matters becoming subjects for public comment, let me point out to you that my only
chance a having Aeafor my wifeisto keep Jason Cullinane from getting killed. Hewill stay dive"" His
fingers curled around the arm of hischair, their knuckleswhite.

He looked Jason squarein the face. "Which iswhy | am coming along, Jason Cullinane. | will seeto it
that you Stay dive, no matter what it takes."

Tennetty stood. "Everybody drink up, then hit the sheets. -Tomorrow, we pack; we leave the day after.”

Jason couldn't deep. It would have been niceif there was -somebody to hold his hand while he dept,
but there wasn't, not anymore. Valeran was dead, and so was Chak. Mother was too -dependent on
him, even if shedidn't know it. Doriawasn't here, and Karl Cullinane was dead.

Maybe. Maybe not.

Everybody died on him. Chak, Vaeran, Father, even Vator. The bastard. Why did he haveto dieina
fight over adave? Wasit worth hislife?

Shit. It just didn't make any sense. None of it made sense.

Jason sat in aweathered wooden chair on the porch of the New House, carving idly at ascrap of pine
and staring out a the sarlight, watching the dow pulse of faerielights off to the west. Somewherein the
distance, dicaas chittered in the trees.

A dark shape passed overhead: Ellegon on thelast leg of apatrol. The wards around the valley
prevented anyone from bringing in magical implements, but couldn't react to creatures unencumbered by
spels. While the dragon spent little time here these days, the resident raiders appreciated being able to
reduce the guard on those few days when he was around. A night's deep was a precious thing.

Are you out there?That didn't make any sense, either. If Karl Cullinane was dive, nothing in the world



would have kept him from hiswife. If he was dive, what were Walter Slovotsky and the dwarf up to?
Sure, it made sense to prevent the davers from -returning to Pandathaway to brag of having seen Karl
Cullinane's dead body--but they couldn't possibly be counting on maintaining that kind of deception. The
word would eventualy get out.

But maybe he wasn't dead. Jason hadn't actually seen hisfather die; dl that any of them had seenwasa
wounded Karl Cullinane leaving them behind, and then an explosion.

Could he havetriggered the explosion from far enough away to have survived it?
It wasn't impossible. Or wasit?
He could be alive.In which case Jason wasn't going to have to take the crown, not yet.

That felt good. Asif aweight had been lifted from his shoulders. Or asif, maybe, aweight was now
being lifted; he couldn't tell, yet.

But it felt good.

The door behind him yawned open, light splashing through and pushing the edges of darkness away,
athough only alittle. Jason turned to see Lou Riccetti, an undyed cotton robe belted tightly over apair of
Home jeans, apair of wooden clogs on hisfeet. Riccetti had awooden box and amottled glass bottle
under one arm; in his other hand he held alantern. He set the lantern on atable.

"What are you doing up at this hour?" Jason asked.

"l was going to ask you that." Riccetti chuckled. "Y ou should go to bed.” He pulled out the bottle's
wooden stopper with histeeth, then spat the stopper carefully onto the tabletop. He set the box on the
table at Jason's elbow. "Maybe some of the Best will help." Hetilted back the bottle, wiped his mouth
with the back of his hand, then handed the bottle to Jason.

Jason sipped the fiery liquor out of politeness. It tasted -horrible--but then again, he'd never devel oped
the Other Siders taste for corn whiskey. No, that wasn't fair. It wasn't just the Other Siders, Home was
doing amodest trade in Riccetti's Best, dthough other distillers were springing up al acrossthe Eren
regions and into the dwarvish north and evish east.

They sat in slence for afew minutes, passing the bottle back and forth.

"The council wants meto talk you out of doing business with the elves over powder," Jason said. "But
will you ligento me?"

"I will listen, but I'll do what | think best. Don't count on persuading me." Riccetti shook hishead. "Y ou
don't have theinformation | do. Or the fed for what happens next."

"Y ou sound amost like Dorig," Jason said, chuckling.

Riccetti laughed. "Maybe | do. Been along time since I've seen her. When you get back, tell her | want
avigt. Maybe she could bring your mother, and whenever Sovotsky shows up, we could al play some

bridge”

My father played bridge, too.It was one of the Other Side inno-vationsthat just hadn't caught on. Like



the shower.
"About the powder . . ."

"Y eah. The powder." Riccetti opened the box and pulled out asmall leather pouch. He opened it and
tilted half adozen tiny brass buttons onto the table. " Step the next. We dtrip the frizzen and pan off the
long riflesand put on ametd nipple leading into the end of the barrel. Then modify the hammer to snap
down tightly over the nipple. Nehera can do ten aday; lesser blacksmiths can do at least four or five.

"Come here." He picked up one of the buttons and walked afew paces off the porch and down to the
firg flat stone in the walk. He set the button down carefully on the stone. "' Give me your knife."

IIB.I?I
"Your knife, your knife."
Jason drew his beltknife and handed it over properly, hilt first.

The older man squatted in front of the stone. Taking careful aim with the hilt, he dammed it squarely
down on the metd button. It flashed into a quiet snap of flame and asmal puff of smoke that shattered in
the light breeze.

"Primer. Hit it hard enough, it flashesinto fire. Just like the priming powder in the pan.”
They returned to the porch and sat back down, Riccetti laying Jason's knife down on the table,

Jason picked it up gingerly. The metal was blackened where Riccetti had struck the primer cap, but the
carbon rubbed off on his thumb.

"Advantages. no hangfire; reloading goes abit more quickly. Also more rdiable--no more worry about
breaking flints. That's what we do as soon asis palitic, after we sell the secret of powder-making to the
dves”

It made sense. Just stay apace or two ahead of everyonedse. . . but Jason il didn't likeit. Eventualy,
the Nyphs could end up with guns. The baronswouldn't like that. And justifiably so.

"Not enough of astep?" Riccetti said. "You'reright. | have a present for you." He tapped hisfingerson
the box. "Thiswas going to be for your father, but | guess you inherit it, too." He opened the box. Insde
was aplain leather holster, rigged in apeculiar way. Riccetti set it aside.

In thelight of the lamp, the two nested guns looked strange, but even more strangely deadly. The pistols
had unusudly long barrels, but there was some sort of cylindrical thing over thetrigger, where the frizzen
and pan were supposed to be. The pistols were encircled by a square of brass pegs mounted in holesin
the box.

Riccetti picked up one of the pistols and quickly did something with his hands that made the pistal click
and the cylinder swing out to one side. "'It's modeled on the old Colt Peacemaker--but I'm a better
engineer than old Sam Colt," he said. Jason wasn't sure how much the Engineer wastalking to him and
how much he wastaking to himsdf.

"These are cdled cartridges,” Riccetti said, pulling out one of the brass pegs. "Everything in one--bullet



here, resting on charge, inside here, primer cap here." He tapped the gray tip of the. . . cartridge. There
wasaholeinit, likethe head of apenis. "I'vedrilled about hafway through the bullet. When this hits mesat
it expands, mushroomsamost likeit's exploding. Itwill do damage.”

Heworked the pistol; the cylinder dipped to one side. Riccetti did the cartridge into aholein the
cylinder. "Fitsin herelike s0," he sad, tilting the weapon up, letting the cartridge fal back into his palm.
"Six holes; six cartridges,” he said, fitting five of them in, "but carry it with an empty chamber here, under
the hammer. Don't want it going off when your horse takes abouncy step.”

Hetilted the weapon back; the five cartridges dipped back into his palm, looking oddly innocuous and
even pretty in the lamp-light. " Save your brass. We can reload it here, if it's not too badly bashed
up--and if it is, we can dways use some scrap. If abullet mifires, drop it to the ground and bury it
shallowly, with the toe of your boot. Don't pick it up.”

He snapped the empty barrel back into the gun and pointed the weapon out into the night. ™Y ou can pull
the hammer back likethis" he said, thumbing it back until it locked into place with asolid click. "The
empty chamber under the hammer rotates out of the way, bringing acartridge into line. Then fire dowly,
sueeze carefully--it's eesier than what you're used to; there's no perceptible hangfire." Riccetti smiled,
lowering the hammer carefully.

"Or you can just pull back on thetrigger. Double action, it'scaled.”

The hammer rose, then snapped down. "Hammer rises, then fals. Hammer hitsfiring pin, pin hits primer,
primer fires charge, charge shoots bullet. Different gunpowder--different principle. And when we sl the
secret of the old stuff to the eves, it won't teach them how to make this kind--or how to make it safe
when you do. But Ranellaand | candoiit.”

Jason smiled. "1 don't even know how the old gunpowder ismade.” It was something held haveto be
trusted with eventudly, but certainly not until he took the crown.

Riccetti ignored him. "Y oull find it smokes awhole lot less than you're used to. Smels different; not as
much likethefires of hell. In any case, you pull thetrigger again and the cylinder turns, bringing anew
cartridge into line. Hammer hitsfiring pin, pin hits primer, primer fires charge, charge shoots bullet.” He
dry-fired four moretimes, quickly.

"Likefivepigolsin one" Jason said.

Lou Riccetti smiled. "Or better." He picked up athin, flat, round piece of sted, about haf again the
diameter of a Biemish copper mark, but perhaps afifth asthick, and fitted Six cartridges snugly intoit. He
snapped a cover over the primer end of the cartridges, holding them tightly into place. "Break open the
cylinder, like so, dump out your old brassand dip thisin, tight." He snagpped the cylinder closed; the
cover went flying to the ground. "L oaded again. Fire Six times more; repeat as necessary. Strip off your
tunic.”

IIB.I?I
"Get to your feet," Riccetti said, doing just that. He picked up the holster. " Strip off your tunic.”
Jason did just that, and Riccetti helped him shrug into the holster. "Therig fits around your back,

regardless. It can go on over the tunic--agood ideg, if you're wearing acloak or coat over the tunic--or
under, likethis" He handed the gun to Jason; -Jason dipped it into the holster.



It did dmost under hisarm, but not quite, and hung with a comforting weight. The butt was canted
forward far enough for an easy draw with the right hand, and aclumsy onefor theleft.

Jason reached across hiswaist to where his swordhilt would have been; the gun didn't interfere with a
cross-body draw.

"It won't give you away--aslong as you don't show it. A lot of folks carry ahidden knife strapped about
there, and more and more daver pistols are showing up.”

He tapped astubby index finger againgt the pistol. "Right now there's exactly six of thesein existence,
and only two thousand rounds of ammunition. In ayear, Randlais going to be making them in quantity in
Holtun-Bieme; welll keep the ammo manufacture here, where | can kegp an eye onit. In ten years, not
only will every Imperid soldier be equipped with long gunsthat can fire faster and farther than this pistal,
but you'll have alimited number of weaponsthat can fire more than two hundred rounds per minute. Y ou
have the opinion of the Engineer on that." He smiled. "Now, how scared are you of abunch of elveswith
single-shot black powder guns?

Jason didn't likeit--damn it, gunpowder wastheir secret, even if he wasn't privy to it yet--but the
Engineer wasn't going to be deterred.

"l guesswedo it your way," he said.

Riccetti knocked back another hefty gulp of Riccetti's Best. "'Y ou guess right, Jason Cullinane. Like your
father used to say: 'All men are created equal. Lou Riccetti made them that way." ™

"l ... don't understand.”
Riccetti handed him the bottle. ™Y ou will, Jason. Y ou will."
Jason took asip, and then shrugged. "I'll take your word for it."

"Two morethings. If hesdive, you find him and you tel him thanks from me." Riccetti hefted the bottle
asthough to drink from it, then set it back down on thetable. "1 don't think | ever got around to saying
thanksto the big bastard,” he said, shaking hishead. "Damniit.”

"Heknew." Or knows. "And the other thing?'

"I'm not awarrior," Riccetti said dowly, deliberately. "I'm very good at what | do, I'm very happy a
what | do; I'm asgood in my way as your old man wasin his.

"But just thisonce, | wish | wasawarrior. So you do it for me. If it can be done--you doit." Riccetti
picked up the pistol and placed it in Jason's hand, folding Jason'sfingers over it. "Thisisan iffy sort of
thing, but if your dad is dead, and if Slovotsky and the dwarf screwed up and didn't kill the one who got
him, and if you get the chance--no heroics; don't get yoursalf killed--you take thispistal,” he said,
squeezing tightly, "you walk up to whoever killed him, you stick the barrel in his navel, you say to him,
'Lou Riccetti says hello, asshole," and then you pull the trigger until al you hear are clicks. You blast his
belly out through hisfucking spine--you do it for me."

The Engineer's eyes were wet; he turned away.



PART THREEThe Search
CHAPTER 14

The Test of the Dwarf King
The nobly born must nobly meet his fate.

--Euripides

When the Black Camel comes for me, I'm not going to go kicking and screaming--1 am, however,
going to try to talk my way out of it."No, no, you want theotherWalter Sovotsky. "

--Wadter Sovotsky

At the end of the corridor there was another of the peculiar doglegs, this one more difficult than the last.
Asthe passage jogged off to the lft, the ceiling inclined sharply downward, leaving a narrow space that
took ahit of doing even for adwarf to fit through. That made it much more awkward for a human: Durine
had to leave his weapons with Tennetty and Jason and worm himsalf through in an awkward half-squat.

Getting in to see King Maherrden of Endell was getting to be a definite pain in the ass, Jason Cullinane
decided.

Jason handed Durine's combo belt through, then passed a ong the big man's shotgun and hisown
swordbelt. One of his pistols wasingde histunic, acomforting weight; the other, dong with the gear that
they had left behind, was outside the main entrance to the old warrens, under the watchful gaze of
Ellegon, Bren Adahan and Kethal.

AsBren Adahan had put it, thelocals were moderately friendly allies, but there waslittle point in
tempting either their friendliness or their moderation.

That had made sense to Jason; besides, it gave Bren Adahan the chance to haggle with a stableman over
the price of afew horses without Jason around. Jason didn't make agood haggler; he was too impatient.

"Watch your head, young sir," Durine said, perhaps too solicitoudy, as the big man accepted Jason's
gear.

"Just move yourself dong to keep up with Nefennen, human, and let usworry about those following,”
said Ketherren, the guard -captain. He was a half-head shorter than any of the other of the dwarves, and
perhaps two handbreadths broader across the shoulders.

Jason worked himsdlf through, then straightened and stretched.



Again, the room beyond the dogleg was yet another one of what Durine had named "trap rooms.” The
wide, low door beyond was thick oak, its blankness broken only by three arrow loops, a man's height
above, another stone-rimmed bal cony loomed threateningly.

Behind thefive of them, the rest of their dozen dwarvish -escorts mumbled to themsaves, while the three
leading them waited impetiently in the room beyond.

Jason tried to reach out with hismind to Ellegon, but he couldn't read the dragon; they were too far
away, too deep inside the mountain.

He hadn't known what to expect when the three of them were herded into the warrens, but it had been
something roomier than this. The further they'd been led into the depths of the Old Warrens, the lower
the cellings had become, as though the long-ago ancestors of these dwarves had started tunneling as
giants, shrinking as they bored into the cold stone.

Thelight breeze that always seemed to come from ahead of them was cool, but not uncomfortably so; it
was the grim demeanor of the dozen guardsthat chilled him.

The hall ahead jogged right, then left again, the gloom more moderated than aleviated by the faint blue
light of the overhead glowgteds.

Then the corridor widened and the celling retreated, until the passage was again comfortable for humans
to walk through.

A few dozen yards down the corridor, amassive door blocked their way. The two guardsin front of it
bore short, thick polearms.

There was no exchange of passwords; the leader of their dwarvish escort ran ahead to whisper into the
ear of one of the guards, who then rapped a staccato tattoo on the panel with histhick knuckles.

Rusty hinges protesting loudly, the doors swung sowly open; Jason's party was ushered into the room
beyond.

"Your mgesty,” their escort announced in thick, gutturd dwarvish, " Jason Cullinane and his party.”
Tennetty snorted. "I think you like the sound of that too much.”
"Shut up,” Durine said, moving a half-step closer to Tennetty.

Thecailing of the hall of the mountain king was high, easily sixty feet over their heads. A roast was being
turned dowly in front of the open fireplace a the far end of the hall, the smoke adding to the gloom.

There were adozen dwarves gathered around the long table, athough it could easily have
accommodated twice as many. -Unused plates of polished stone stood stacked, and waiting, while atrio
of husky dwarf women prepared the meal. One basted the roast, another stirred a pot, while yet another
used what looked like an oversized pair of tweezersto move twenty or so vaguely spherica objects,
which looked more like stone loaves than anything e se, around in front of thefire.

"Greetings,” the dwarf a the head of the table said in thickly accented Erendra. He rose from his chair
and waked toward them. "l am Maherrden, son of Mehennalen." The shortest of the dwarves, hewasa
barrel-chested creature, dmost as broad as he wastdl, but there was nothing small or insignificant about



the strength of the oversized hand that gripped Jason's.

"The human does not look any too impressive to me," abent-nosed dwarf Sitting at the table muttered in
dwarvish, as Maher-ralen released Jason and waved them dl to seats. "Too skinny. Emaciated. Maybe
they don't eat enough.”

"Y ou do not impress me, either,” Jason answered in the same language, "with either your wisdom or
your manners. Would you be happier if | made afew more insulting comments about you?”'

There wasamoment of silence, while the dwarves, including the cooks, looked to the king for asignd.

Maherraden smiled as he reclaimed his seet. " Perhgps you would impress him moreif you did. But that
would make you a poor guest.”

"Y ou speak dwarvish?' Bent-nose asked.

"It seemsthat he does, Kennen." Maherralen cracked athin smile. "Although | can't place the accent.
Heverd, perhgps?!

Jason nodded, reaching down to unclip his bowie from his belt, but not unsheathing it ashelaid it on the
table. "Neherathe smith taught me. That, and other things."

Another dwarf smiled. "A amith you are, too?' Theway it had been explained to Jason, smithing wasthe
most respected profession among the dwarves. It stood to reason: the tools that the smiths forged made
it possible for the dwarvesto tunnel through stone, both giving the dwarves a secure placeto live and
providing access to seams of hematite and the other minerals that they could turn into metal, the source of
their stock in trade.

"l wish | could say | was." Jason shook hishead. "'l just know abit of smithing."

Apparently that was the right answer; some of the frowns dissolved atrifle.

The day was dragging on outside, and there was a no-doubt-impatient dragon out there; Jason leaned
forward. "In any case, we are here to--"

"Y es, yes, we know. Our messenger carried your request in,” Kennen said. "But you are here, human,
not elsawhere, and you will discussthings at areasonable pace, not in an indecent -human hurry."

Jason frowned. "I don't understand.”

Maherralen nodded. "That's correct. Y ou do not understand.”
"We'rejust here to--"

"--take the Sovotsky women with you," Kennen said.

Widll, that wastrue asfar asit went; they were there to load the Slovotsky women on Ellegon-back, and
dispatch them to Holtun-Bieme, as per Walter Slovotsky'sinstructions.

Jason said as much.



"But can wetrust you with them?' Kennen said.

It's not your decision, Jason thought. It was Walter Slovotsky's. If Kirah or the girls wanted to go
againg Sovotsky, that was afamily matter; Jason wouldn't try to force them to come aong.

But they weren't here. Tennetty leaned over and whispered in hisear. "1 get theimpression that the
Sovotsky women may not even know we're here.”

"That isquitetrue," another dwarf spoke up, his deep voice gentle. "I am Neterren, son of Kedderren. |
request that you don't think so unkindly of us."

Jason nodded. "I will hear you."

"Ah." Neterren's smile broadened. ™Y ou know something of forma argument. To begin,” hesaid
formally, hisgravelly voice taking on asing-song qudity, "1 was with Kirah when she gave birth to Doria
Andrea," he said, spreading hishandsin front of him. "1 held her when shetook her first bregths. To
continue, it isimportant to methat | know sheisgoing into good hands."

"Or?Would you keep them here againgt their will?" Tennetty snapped.
Neterren smiled sadly. "No. We couldn't do that,” he said. "We--"
"It'sdl | can do to undergtand thefilthy idea," Kennen said.

"Sure”

"Tennetty, hush," Jason said, turning back toward Neterren. "To respond to your beginning,” hesaidin
dwarvish, pacing hiswordswith traditional downess, "your friendship with the Sovotsky family is noted,
and accepted. To respond to your continuation, it isimportant to me, too, that the wife and daughters of
my father'sfriend go into good hands. Walter Sovotsky designated mine.”

Maherralen shook his head. "Y our word on that is not sufficient, and | am yet unpersuaded. Y ou must
convince me. I'll smply not let them know that you are here, if we decide not to trust them to your
hands." The dwarf spoke sadly. "I like few humans, but I've grown attached to these three. Four, if you
includetheir -father.”

"They wereleft in our care, Jason Cullinane," Neterren said. "Well not smply hand them over. Not
without being surethat it isright." He stared at Jason unblinkingly.

It felt something like when Ellegon probed Jason, but there was no mindtouch; it was as though the
dwarf thought that by looking at Jason he could judge his essence.

But the moment passed. Neterren shook hismassive head. "I can't decide. Not just from looking at
you."

"Then they will betested,” the king said. He snapped hisfingers at the nearest of the dwarf women, who
glowered back and vanished through the curtains, returning with two large, sllver drinking horns brimming
with foaming ae.

"l am Wdlen, son of Gwdlin." Another of the dwarves stood. "I drink." Hetook one of the hornsfrom
the dwarf woman, gesturing with it to where Jason and the two other humans sat.



The dwarf tilted back the horn and began to drink. Both his capacity and speed were amazing; only a
few gillsof the brew dribbled down the Sdes of his mouth, running into his beard ashedowned it dl. He
tossed the drinking horn end over end, high into the air, then caught it, damming its mouth down on the
table.

"Nicely done," the king said.

The dwarf woman walked over and handed the horn to Jason.

It was huge. There was no chance that he could possibly downit al.

"Wait," Durinesaid. "Isthetest just for him, or isit for al of us?'

Neterren smiled. "Y ou passthefirgt test; you ask agood question. Y es, Durine, thetest isfor any and al
of you. We shall decidewhat is success and what isfailure.”

"Not you," Kennen snapped.

Durine stood. "Thenl drink," he said with asmile. "I can drink real good." He took the horn from Jason,
then moved afew steps away. Durinetilted the horn back and drank.

Thefirst few swallows went quickly, but then Durine seemed to flag, to dmost choke on the no-doulbt
bitter de, but the big man pressed on, finaly lowering the drinking horn.

A brief smileflickered across hisface, then he, too, tossed the horn into the air, the few drops of liquid
that remained spinning off into the gloom.

He reached up to catch the horn asit fell, then dammed it down on the table just as the dwarf had. He
stood, wobbling a bit, and bel ched hugdly.

"Nicely done, Durine" Tennetty said. "What's next?" She paited her belly. "Eating?’

"I am Bdleren." Another dwarf stood. "'l wrestle," he said, stripping off hisleather tunic and boots,
leaving himsdlf in only breechclout and leggings.

"Youreming" Tennetty said, standing, reaching for the laces of her tunic.

"We don't wrestle women," Kennen said. "It's embarrassing enough for Belleren to have to face ahuman
inthefirg place.

Durine hadn't taken hisseet. "I'll wrestleyou," he said.

Jason stood. "No you wont. I'll do it." Durine wasn't drunk, but he would bein amatter of moments;
that amount of beer on an empty stomach would go quickly to his head.

Jason stood and stripped off histunic, then unbuckled his holster, handing it to Durine. "What arethe
rules?’

"Two falsout of three. Just proper wrestling, for me." The dwarf shrugged. "For me, gripsonly; for you,
no weapons. Punch me, stick your fingersin my eye, throw me; anything. Y ou can even keep your boots



onand kick me. If | let you hurt me, | deserveit.”

On grass, Jason would have kept his boots, but their lesther soles could skid too easily on the stone; he
sat down to take them off.

"Let me." Tennetty smiled as she squatted in front of him and unlaced hisboots. "I think you've drawn
the hard one," she whispered. "How much do you want to bet the next dwarf says, 'l fuck'?' She
snorted.

Jason shook his head. Tennetty awaysfound hersdlf diverting.
"Watch your ass" she said.

He'd been right to take off his boots: the stone was gritty and cold under hisfest; it was like walking on
sandpaper.

There wasthe metallic taste of fear at the back of his mouth as they moved to a clear space on the stone
floor and squared off. Jason knew that a human with norma strength had no chance of begting a dwarf.
But that wasn't the test. Or if it was, he had aready failed. Hed failed tests before; it didn't kill you. Jason
worked the muscles of his shoulders.

It wouldn't kill him to fail thistest unlessthe dwarf wanted to kill him. Once those hands closed on Jason,
it wasn't up to him. The dwarf could throw Jason on his head--or just twist Jason's head off.

There was aderisive laugh from one of the dwarves.
Belleren moved in, reaching for Jason'sarm.

He remembered VVaeran going on about unarmed fighting. You never have to be unarmed, theold
captain had said. You've got feet and hands and elbows and a head --use them.

He snapped akick at the dwarf's groin, but one of his opponent's hairy hands clamped down on his
ankle, lifting it up, pushing Jason off balance.

The dwarf smiled; there were severa gapsin the rows of yellowed teeth. "Not good enough.”

He lunged for Jason, but Jason dodged to one side, lashing out with hisfoot and connecting solidly with
Belleren'sknee. The dwarf staggered to one side, his vulnerable back to Jason; Jason leaped on him to
finishhim off.

The dwarf stank of the unwashed sweat that dickened his back and bull neck. If Jason could get one
arm around Belleren'sthroat and brace himsdlf, he could choke the dwarf. Dwarves had stronger

muscles than humans but that didn't make the arteriesin their necks any more resilient. Cut off the supply
of oxygen to the brain and--

--he was grabbed, lifted and dammed down hard on the stone floor, the force of hisfall knocking the
wind out of him.

He left adark patch on the stone, where skin and blood had rubbed off against the floor. He clenched
hisjaw, turning his scream into a high-pitched groan and fighting for breeth as he fought hisway to his
knees, bent over, trying as hard as he could not to puke on the cold stone.



Both Tennetty and Durine were on their feet. He knew he was supposed to, he was expected to wave
them back to their seats, but it was al he could do to fight for his next breath, to force himsalf not to
scream at the white pain throbbing up and down his back.

Bdlleren waited for him to get to hisfeet. He wasn't even breathing hard.

Jason could breathe again, alittle; he forced himsdf to hisfeet, his hands clamped over hisbelly, trying
toforcemoreair into hislungs.

"As soon asyou're ready, we start again,” Belleren said.

"No, dam him downnow, " Kennen hissed. "Two fals out of three."

"Assoon asyou'reready," the dwarf said again, waiting patiently.

Still clutching at the pit of his stomach, barely able to breathe, Jason staggered toward the dwarf.
"No." Beleren caught him by the shoulders, not ungently. "I'll wait until you're--"

Jason gave the back-handed shot everything he had, and caught the dwarf solidly on the windpipe.
"Gack," the dwarf said, hisfingerstightening on Jason's shoulders.

"I'm ready now." Jason hit him again, in the same place, harder.

"Gack." Belleren released Jason and staggered back.

Jason didn't have much strength left, but he reached down and fastened hisleft hand on the belt holding
Bdleren's breechclout, and then smashed hisright fist as hard as he could into the dwarf's groin. And

again, and again.
"Grmph."

Jason let go of the dwarf and tottered away, as Belleren fdl first to his knees, then to hisface, clutching
his crotch.

"If your dwarf can't get up?' Tennetty asked. "Jason wins?'

"Yes," Maherrden said. "There was nothing said about the giving of quarter; he need not wait for
Beleren to recover.”

Jason staggered toward the dwarf, who had gotten to al fours. All he had to do was jump onto the
dwarf's back and fix a chokehold before Belleren got to hisfeet. All hehadtodo. . . .

He couldnt. If it had been afight to the desth, that would have been onething; if liveshung in the
balance, he could kick a man who was on his knees.

But Belleren had given Jason quarter. He had to wait, even if that meant losing.

And it didn't matter if that was the right or wrong answer to the dwarves--it was Jason'sright answer.



Heforced himsdlf to stand straight.

"I'm sorry | hit you when you weren't expecting it,” he said. "I'll wait for you, Belleren.”

CHAPTER 15
Janie
Those not present are always wrong.

--Destouches

Being right all thetimeisareal expensive habit.

--Walter Sovotsky

A wet cloth lightly dapped hisface.

The cool dark reached out with vague fingersfor him again, and he reached for them. It was much better
to fal back into the murk, much easier than dedling with dl of the pain.

The cloth dapped hisface again, harder.

"Go 'way," hetried to shout, but it only came out asamumble.
Thistimeit was a hand--not dapping him; tugging at hisarm.
"Go away." He dipped back into the dark.

"That's the thing about Cullinane men,” Tennetty's harsh voice said from along way off. "They don't
wake up easy."

Another voice laughed, asound of distant silver bells. "So Dad used to say. Can you do anything more?"

"l have doneadmost dl | can do," adeep dwarvish voice said. It took amoment for Jason to placeit:
Neterren, the least hodtile of King Maherraden's court. *He needs degp now.”

"Hecandegpintheair,” Tennetty said. "If you don't want to wake him, | will." Metd did againgt |egther,
flesh thunked againgt flesh and stedl rang on stone.

The darkness swam toward him, but he pushed it away, far away, and forced his eyes open, swimming
up into the harsh blue light of the glowsted hanging overhead.



Durine had Tennetty pinned against the stone wall. The room was small, and crowded; the other two
had backed away to give Durine room. Durine had both her wristsin one of his hands and--

"Stop," Jason shouted. It only came out as a harsh whisper, but that was enough. "L et her go.”
Durine shoved her away, hard.

"That'stwo, shithead." Tennetty eyed him stonily. "'l wasjust going to touch him with the knifepoint.
Wakesyou up red quick.”

Stooping to pick up the knife, Durine shook his head. His eyes didn't leave hersfor amoment.

Jason'sfirgt reaction wasto reach for hiswegpons. His fingers went to his Side, to where one pistal lay,
wrapped in histunic. He did hisfingersingde the tunic, letting them rest on the cool sted!.

Naked from the waist up, Jason was lying on amattress bag of some sort--much softer than anything he
was used to--which rested on awooden frame. He forced himself up on an elbow, and found to his
surprise that he could.

Rising to hislessthan mgestic height, Neterren smiled down at him. "Fedling better, young Emperor?”

Actudly, he was. He reached his hand to where he'd scraped half of the skin of hisback off against
stone, and touched only flesh. It was overly sengtive, like the skin under a scab that had just come off,
butit didn't hurt at al.

"Youreaheder?' heasked, as Neterren fat at Jason's wrist.

"A keen eyefor the obvious runsin the Cullinane family,” Jane Sovotsky said as she moved around to
where he could see her. There was something unusually graceful in her walk, something likeawarrior ina
fighting Stance.

He'd only seen that kind of walk afew times before: it was the kind of studied grace possessed by afew
of the more prominent members of atraveling acrobatic troupe that had passed through Biemestren afew
years before. Both men and women aways walked with perfect balance.

It wasthe same kind of grace that Walter Sovotsky had. Baance ran in the Sovotsky family, it seemed.

Shewas dressed in leggings and amannish brown cloth tunic, long enough to be more of a shift, belted
tightly at her waist to reved adim but definitely femae figure. Her light brown hair was cropped short,
framing aface with high cheekbones, ever-so-dightly danted brown eyes, and thin lips bent into asmile
that was partly friendly, partly mocking. He knew that she wasfifteen, about to turn sixteen, morethan a
year younger than hewas, but her gppraising look made him fed like he was being examined by
somebody &t least five years older.

"When you're done checking me out, maybe we can re--introduce oursalves,” she said. "I don't know
how well you remember me, but we were kids together ten years ago, I'm Jane Slovotsky.”

He reached for something clever to say. "Y ou grew up." That wasn't it.

She laughed again, and he wasn't sure whether she waslaughing at him or with him.



Neterren released Jason'swrist. Y oull fedl better in the morning; it would be best if you rest for the
remainder of the day, though." He turned to the humans. "He could use some more deep.”

Jane shook her head. "I'll be short."
"Jugt alittle time, eh?' Neterren smiled.

"Got afew thingsto talk over with Hero, Junior, here." Shefolded ablanket over into acushion,
dropped it to the stone floor next to the bed and seated hersdlf on it, tailor-fashion.

Neterren's eyestwinkled. "Then I'll be sureyou don't tire him."

Tennetty shrugged. "We might aswell leave." Sheturned to Durine. "I'll kegp an eye on him while you go
tell the others, outsde.”

Durine shook his head as they walked to the door. "I'll be outside, young sir, if you need anything.
Tennetty will brief the others." He closed the heavy wooden door behind him.

"How did | do?" Jason asked.

Neterren's brow furrowed for amoment. "Oh. Thethird fall. Belleren picked you up and dammed you
down, inlesstimethan it takesto say it. Bunged you up fairly heavily, too."

"| thank you for healing me, Neterren," he said formaly, as held been taught to give thanks.
"Y ou can thank him for the use of hisroom, too," Jane said. "Such asitis."

"I don't need much, Jane," the dwarf said. "The cell serves my needs.”

"I mean," Jason went on, "did | passthe tes?"

Jane snorted. "Think it through, hero. Y ou were being tested, among other things, to determineif you're
good enough to protect me. Y ou lost--and to an opponent you could have beaten. Maherraen doesn't
impresstoo easlly, and that didn't doit.”

But the dwarf king had said that if Jason didn't pass the test the Slovotsky women wouldn't even know
that he was there. He said as much.

Neterren smiled. " Jane has run through these warrens for ten years, she knows them aswell asany
Enddl dwarf does. She dso knows thehazvarfen , the echo paths, better than anybody ese.” The dwarf
gave her an affectionate pat. " She was listening. The Sovotsky women are free here, young Emperor.
Weaen't. .. condtituted so asto be willing to hold them here by force. It istill my opinion that you
shouldn't go, Jane," the dwarf said.

"To begin," shesaid formdly, in dwarvish, only cheeting alittle on the gutturds, "1 do not rely upon Jason
to protect me. That big ox of hislooks like he would be better at such athing. To continue, if he does
protect me, it's going to be with agun, knife, bow or sword--1 do not think that any matters of
importance are dependent on his mastery of the art of wrestling, no matter how highly the Moderate
People rank that art. To continue further, any issue of danger aside, it seemsto methat | must go along. |
invitediscusson." Shewaited.



The dwarf nodded. "1 respond to your beginning: | am concerned about your well-being. | respond to
your continuation: | am concerned about your well-being. | respond to your further continuation: | am
concerned about your well-being, and--"

"You areddling," shesaid in Erendra. "Y ou won't hold us here by force, but you would prolong the
conversation forever." Shethrew up her handsin exasperation.

Neterren chuckled. "Very well, little one. I'll be back to check on you later, Jason.”
The dwarf |eft, shutting the door behind him.
"S0," Jason said, "you're going back to Holtun-Bieme with Ellegon?’

"That'swhat | wanted to talk to you about." She shook her head. "No." She swallowed heavily. "Mom
and Dorann are going there. I'm going with you."

G G G

There was something Father had once said about what he called his"command voice," about how if you
said something, if you gave an order with perfect and complete faith that it would be obeyed, then it
would be obeyed.

| will be obeyed; shewill do what | say."Youarenat,”" he said, willing himsdlf to believe that he would
be obeyed. "Y ou will go to Holtun-Bieme on Ellegon's back. With the others.”

She pursed her lipsfor amoment, then took a quick chew on her lower lip, and just for amoment he
thought shewas going to givein.

But then she shook her head. "L ook, | don't likeit any more than you do. Less-1'd much rather stay
here, shooting blanks. But--"

"Youwill--"

"Youwill hear me out, shithead." She dammed her hand down, hard, on the bed. "No--I'm sorry. Wrong
approach.” She closed her eyes and formed her hands into figts, then relaxed them and her whole bodly.
"Let'stry it thisway: hear me out, please?' she said, softly, her eyesresting on his eyes, her hand resting
on hishand.

It couldn't hurt to listen. " Go ahead.”

"Y ou're going under the assumption that the three of them--both our fathersand Ahira--are alive and
carving aswath through the davers, heading thisway. Sort of like that last run thing he used to talk about,
except that it's an announcement that your father's dive. Correct?"

He nodded. "It'sjust an assumption.”

Shereturned hisnod. "But it makes sense. There's alesser probability that thisis some scheme of the
Savers Guild to get you out of Holtun-Bieme and chasing after ghodts, but if that had been the case they
would have been ready to jump you in Enkiar.

"It soundsalot like your father. I've been re-reading hisletters; Karl Cullinane has been champing at the



bit for years, wanting to get out from under that crown. Thisisjust the sort of thing hed try to pull,
particularly snce held know he'd have to settle down after it."

"But what doesthat have to do with--"

"Listen tome! Think it through, damnit," she said. "Who do you think's running the operation?Your
father? Look, I've been raised to think highly of the great and powerful Karl Cullinane, but if they've
survived thislong, it's because they're doing something tricky. A lot of tricky things-—-you think the davers
looking for them are dl idiots? Y ou think that they can't track ateam consisting of adwarf, abig man and
abigger man with seven fingers? It hasto be something tricky.

"And tricky isn't something your father is. Or was. Ahiracan be subtle, but thiswhole thing smells of
craftiness.” She dipped two fingersinto her belt pouch and produced a copper coin. "Look," she sad,
dipping the coin into her right fist, then holding both fistis out in front of her. "Quickly, which hand isit in?'

He shrugged. He'd seen the deight before. I it had been done well--and it had--there was no way that
he could tell which hand held the coin.

"Theright," he said, picking one at random.
"Nope," she sad, as she opened her fird, reveding an empty right hand. "Guess again.”
"Thel€ft," he said, then redlizing that Snce she was|etting him guess again, it couldn't bein--

"Wrong again." She held up an empty left hand. She picked the coin out of her [ap. ™Y ou think like your
father. | think like mine.

"Thisismy father's show. If you haven't latched onto that by now, it's because you don't think enough
like Dad. There are only two people | know who can follow histhinking, convoluted asit is. One of
them's Ahira; he and the dwarf have been working together since before | was born." She shrugged.

"And the other one'syou?’

"Good guess, Jason. Have Ellegon drop us off outside Elleport and welll hire aboat and find them. Trust
me, I'll find them for you. Therésjust onething | want you to do."

"Yeah?'

"Keegp medivewhileI'mdoingit," she said. She swallowed, hard. "Y ou may not understand about this,
but I've got to tell you that I'm scared shitless.”

He knew something about being scared. He knew alot about being scared. But it wasn't something he
was yet brave enough to admit to a pretty girl, not if he didn't haveto.

She stuck out ahand. "We got aded, Cullinane?’

Hetook it. "We've got adeal, Sovotsky."

CHAPTER 16



Elleport
All theriversruninto the sea, yet the sea is not full.

--Ecclesastes 1:7

Therejust isn't any pleasing some people. Thetrick isto stop trying.

--Walter Sovotsky

Ellegon dropped them off before dawn, near the Orduin just north of Findardl, asmall riverfront village
lessthan aday's ride from Elleport and the Cirric. They weretoo close to the dock areato risk alight, so
it took longer than usual to unload their gear from the dragon's back, and then get Kirah, little Dorann

and Kennen aboard again.

The dwarf didnt like any of it, and while they were unloading he stood by, explaining to al and sundry
how much he didn't likeit.

He loathed riding on dragonback, he abhorred the idea of Kirah going to Biemestren, hefound idiotic
theidea of Doria Andrea going to Biemestren, he thought the idea that he was going to Biemestren was
detestable--

Why not just tell himto shut up or you won't take him to Biemestren?

*Because | wouldn't mean it,* the dragon said, *and | don't like making phony threats. If | don't take
Kennen to Biemestren | would haveto leave him with you. Either that, or abandon him. Abandoning him
would not sit well with King Maherrden, and I'd prefer not to be met with ahail of boltsthe next timel
stop off in Enddll. So I'll just bear up bravely under the weight of theirritation.*

And be a fine, fine example to me, Jason thought.

--and Kennen very particularly was not fond of theidea of Jane going off into who-knew-what kind of
trouble with abunch of spindly humans, and he loathed the fact that the saddieswererigged for these
oversized excusesfor persons, and he was angry that the lap-belt chafed him, and he thought it was

absolutely ridiculousthat it wastaking so long to get everybody and everything unloaded and then get the
three of them reloaded, and--

*Shut up, Kennen.*
The dwarf took along look at the dragon and started complaining again.
--and it wasincredibly stupid that Kethol couldn't work any faster than that, how the--

*Shut up or I'll roast you,* the dragon said, dightly parting hisreptilian jaws, letting just awhisper of



flame escape from between histeeth.
The dwarf shut up.
Oh. I didn't think of that. | should have said, Try threatening to burn him."

*Sarcasm ill becomesyou.* There was adistant, draconic chuckle that held the sharpness that meant it
was only for Jason.

But, findly, Jane's mother, Kirah, and her sster Doria Andrea were strapped back into their placeson
the dragon's back, and so was the dwarf. All of the goods for Jason and the company had been
unloaded, while both the Slovotsky family possessions and the trade goods destined for Biemestren were
safely lashed into place.

They were done. It was nonetoo early, either; the blackness of the eastern sky wasturning into dim
darkness, threatening to brighten into a new day, and the dragon had to be away.

Jane's mother called down alast urging to be careful, her voice carefully balanced between her own fear
for her older daughter's safety and the need to continue to reassure her younger daughter that there was
nothing to worry about, and wasn't the ride on Ellegon's back fun? And wasn' it just wonderful thet they
were going to get to do it again now!

*Threetendays* Ellegon said. * On Pefret. I'll be there; | hope you are. Preferably dl of you, and our
threefriends*

"Preferably.” Just keep things quiet.

Ellegon shrugged. *We don't have much longer until word reaches Biemestren, but even when it does,
well keep it from your mother, just aslong as we can.*

"Please" Kirah called down, "be careful .”

His pounding wings sending leaves and sticks and dust flying about, the dragon legped into the air,
leaving behind Kirah's gentle words to her daughter, Dorann's shouts of excitement, and afew stray
oaths from Kennen.

Tennetty dready had her rucksack on her back. "Saddle up, people,” she said. "l want usto catch the
first barge out of Findardl."

She could have passed as atrader, if you didn't know her. She had her glass eye in the empty socket,
and it could pass a cursory ingpection. Jason hoped she would pass; her identity was too good aclueto
his own. The charm that the Spidersect cleric had placed on the eye kept it moist in appearance, and
daved it to the motion of her red eye.

Her sword was stowed with the common gear--women wearing swords were enough of ararity to be
suspicious--but she could protect herself somewhat with the oversized bowie a her waist and with the
two pistols she carried, one in aholster under her |eft armpit, the other tucked into the top of her right
boot.

"Moveit, people,” shesad.



Durine looked at her, long and hard, as though to say that she wasn't running things here, and that asfar
as he was concerned she'd never run things, but Kethol must have caught Jason's headshake out of the
corner of hiseye, and nudged the bigger man, who subsided.

Jason swapped atrade knife for passage for al six of them, and got the chief bargeman to throw in two
mesals and the use of histent. Durine, Kethol and Bren Adahan were tired; they hadn't gotten much deep
the day before.

Tennetty was unimpressed. If she had been negotiating, the bargeman would have thrown in some local
coin, and thanked them smartly for the bargain. Or so she said.

Jane, on the other hand, wasn't visibly bowled over by Tennetty's claim. Shetilted her head toward
Jason asthey leaned againgt the forward rail, watching the river bend and turn in the distance.

"The other possihility, of course” Jane murmured, "isthat Tennetty would have pushed him so far, so
hard that he would have cdled for thelocal armsmen.” Which was entirely possible.

Still, maybe Tennetty would have gotten a better dedl. Space wasn't a a particular premium today: the
bags of grain and barrels of dried beef weren't piled more than shoulder high anywhere on the barge.
Therewere only adozen or so chicken cageswith their clucking birdsidioticaly eyeing the outside world
asthey floated gently toward somebody's stewpot. There was even enough room for the bargemen to
have al four of their mules on board, carefully hitched and hobbled &t the rear rail, instead of trotting
aong the mulepath on the riverbank, the same path they would take to haul the barge upriver.

Riding or walking, downriver was easy on the animals, adthough it was abit trickier for the bargemen.
Instead of using their poles smply to keep the barge far enough from the riverbank to avoid grounding it,
the four brawny men, their torsos gleaming with sweet, worked in dmost sillent coordination to keep the
massive craft well toward the middle of the river. The current was fastest there, and business waited for
no man. Sill, they had to keep the ungainly craft under control, anticipating the turns of the swollen
Orduin.

Which were, granted, familiar to them. But the work was hard; dl four of them were heavily muscled,
and the chief bargeman's hand had been hard and strong when Jason had shaken it.

The day wore on, and with a changing of the guard it was Jason's, Tennetty's and Jane'sturnto napin
the shade of the tent, with Durine posted just outside. Tennetty unbuckled her belt and lay down flat on
her back, folding her hands over her belly as she shut her eyes.

Jason decided that he wastired; when Janie unsdlfconscioudy stripped down to bare skin and dlipped
into her blankets, he barely noticed.

Just as he was stretching out and deciding that he redlly couldn't deep, that he had aresponsbility to
keep an eye on everything, tiredness overcame him and he dropped off to deep.

G G G

Durine woke him when they were only ashort while out of Elleport; the other two were aready up and
out of the tent.



Jason rubbed the backs of his hands againg his gritty eyes and scratched at where the bugs infesting the
tent had bitten him--all over, basically--and took afew momentsto dress, again checking his pistolsto
make sure that both of them, the one in his shoulder holster and the onein his rucksack, were loaded,
which they dwayswere, and turning the cylinder until the chamber under the hammer was the one just
ahead of the empty one, then dryfiring each pistol once to make sure that the mechanism till worked,
whichit did.

Vaeran, histeacher, had taught him to handle firearmsrituaigticaly; adapting to anew ritual wasn't
difficult.

In only afew moments the pistols were checked and ready and stowed. He walked out into the
afternoon.

Asthe barge rounded the fina bend, the bargemen swung the craft out into theriver to avoid apair of
barges bound upriver, then bent their backs and their polesto bring it back into the quiet water near the
banks, so that it wouldn't be carried away into the Cirric.

Beyond the banks the fields stood idle, expanses of rotting cornstalks proclaiming that they had been
harvested neither -recently nor long ago, but somewhere in between.

"There's the docks, over there," one of the bargemen said, indi-cating adirection with ajerk of hischin
as he once again bent his back to hispole. It took longer for them to maneuver the barge over toits berth
than Jason would have thought it should, but only afew moments for the waiting dock crew to grab the
-expertly thrown lines, pull the bargein tight against the dock and tieit firmly in place.

Stll, the sun was getting low in the sky asthey | eft the barge, making their way across the floating dock
to the shore, dl of them staggering abit asthey got their [and legs back.

Bren Adahan took the lead. "The first thing we should do," the baron said, "isto find some lodgingsfor
the night. Tomorrow we get to find out what's going on."

"Or," Janeput in, "at least what the locasthink isgoing on."

CHAPTER 17
Questionsand Answers
Kindness is within our power, but fondnessis not.

--Dr. Samud Johnson

A little gentleness goes only a short way. Ladle it out generously, and often, when you can.

--Walter Sovotsky



Jason, Jane and Bren Adahan made their way through the farmers market, toward the docks and the
Savers Guildhdl. Elleport wasn't exactly Pandathaway, but the markets had some charm.

Just goes to show that you can waste a lot of time and effort doing more planning than is
necessary, Jason thought. Asit turned out, "the Warrior" and his two companions were thetalk of the
market, and the rumors were flying thickly. Too thickly: the story was growing in thetedlling.

Jason and the others had made some changesto their gppearance: with their gear stowed in their rooms
under the watchful eye of Kethol, they could tolerate a careful search. Jason and Bren wore the raw
leather of Wehnest cattlemen, and Janie was in the ragged shift and rude iron collar of adave. Thefact
that the collar had a secret catch that not only alowed her to takeit off, but brought out adim blade that
could easily dice through lesther or flesh, was not apparent.

That she had very nicelegs, however, was. When they'd stopped to get directions toward the guild
pens, they'd gotten severd offerson her.

They stopped at an applesdller's sall, Bren quickly negotiating for three shiny apples, each about the size
of hisfigt, then handing oneto Jason, tossing the smdlest to Janie, and biting into the third himself.

The applesdller was ashort, wan man, vaguely toad-faced, yellowing teeth showing for just amoment as
he eyed Janie in her shift and collar. Jason muffled a glower, while Bren Adahan shared the applesdller's
amile

"Had her long?' the merchant asked, while Bren Adahan eyed a basket of apples as though pretending
to consider buying more.

"A while," Bren Adahan said. "I picked her up in Wehnest, to make the trip more pleasant.”
"l canimagine.
Janie didn't blush, dthough she did lower her eyes.

"Cooks, too," Bren Adahan said. "But I've had better. | thought I'd sl her here, but I'm beginning to
suspect that the market isn't good right now.”

"Not from the guild,” the merchant said, "athough a private sdle might bring you some good luck.” He
shrugged. "Y ou might try Emmon the sllversmith, over on the Street of the Dead Dog--he dways seems
to have some extra coin, and a keen eye for flesh. Though that ax-faced woman of hisd probably make
him resdl her.”

"Not the guild?"

He shook hishead, then shrugged. "The davers are nervous about buying, what with the Warrior and his
friends running around ditting their throats and then vanishing." He picked up and hefted an gpple, the
shiniest of thelot, and then polished it till further on his apron, before calling out to the baker acrossthe
way and tossing the apple in a practiced high arc that brought it almost exactly into the baker's
outstretched palm.

The baker threw a quarter of a head-sized loaf back; the applesdler tore off ahunk and nibbled at it.



Jason forced adow nod. "Where were they last seen?' He bit into his apple again.

The merchant looked him over thoroughly. "1 wouldn't, young man. The hilt of your sword may be
well-worn, but trying to take on Karl Cullinaneisn't something for an amateur. Particularly not one who
enjoysagood gpple as much asyou do." Heraised hishand in abrief salute of dismissad. "I'd like your
busnessagan.”

Thethree walked off.

"Too much information,” Jane murmured.

The Warrior and his men had been spotted in Lundeyll, and on Saket, and on haf adozen of the
Shattered Idands, and in Enkiar, and Nyphien. Slavers had been found dead in Pandathaway itself, and
on ships bound for Ehvenor. There were three of them, armed with nothing more than swords and

knives, there were a score of them on a stolen daver ship; hundreds of them could appear at any time.
They were nowhere and everywhere.

The rumors were just beginning to make a splash here. In afew days, or afew tendays, it would be old
news, but now it was dl flying fast and furious, and there was no way to sort the truth out from the noise.

If there was any truth to be sorted ouit.

Damn.

Janie had the only good ideathat occurred to any of them al afternoon: since they wanted to know who
waskilling the davers, the best place to go was the guild section of the market.

The Savers Guildhall was ahead; the steel pens outside held only half a dozen people, athough there
was ample room for a-hundred.

Bren Adahan leaned toward him. "What do you say we skip this? We aready have enough information.
Toomuch."

Jason nodded. "Just what | wasthinking.”

"Thenwhy didn't yousay it?" Jane whispered, irritated.

"More beer, if you please,” Durine called out.

There was no immediate response.

He pounded hisfist on the table. Tankards and platters rattled on the battered wooden surface, spoons,
knives and spicers dancing for amoment. "More beer, if you please,” he repeated, hisvoicedmost a
whisper.

"My pleasure, sir. My pleasure,” the innkeeper caled back, scurrying out with two fresh tankards of
what was probably the worst beer Durine had tasted in years. The stocky man across the table started to
glareat him, but clearly thought better of it; he decided that the watery stew in his bowl wasinteresting to



watch. ™Y our food will be ready in amoment, or right now, if you'd like," said the innkeeper.

"No rush," Durine said, Sipping at the beer. Awful stuff. Wasit as bad as the beer they'd had in the
barracks a couple years back, from the barrel where they later found a drowned mouse? It was aclose
cal.

Tennetty pursed her lips, inclining her head dightly toward the nearest of the three skinny men with
seamen's pigtails who were seated together, down the bench from where she and Durine sat. Her ears
were sharper than his; she'd heard something that suggested the sailor knew something of interest.

The dining room of theinn had probably been the outside not too long ago: the long room ran acrossthe
front of theinn, asthough it were an enclosed porch; the door that led insde waslarge, thick and
westherbeaten.

At thefar end of theroom, apair of ragged children of indeterminate sex--the older perhaps seven, the
younger perhapsfive or so--took turns dapping at each other and ssomping on the treadle that turned the
Spit over the cooking fire. A heavily freckled, moderately pretty girl in her early teens occasiondly paused
in her dicing of carrots and onionsto ladle some more brown sauce over the leg of lamb on the skewer,
then waited afew moments for the sauce to burn in abit before dicing off another few pieces of meat and
stacking them haphazardly on a platter.

There was definitely some wild onion in the sauce; Durine could smdll it from where he sat.

But just as the cook finished preparing aplate for the two of them, the sailor mopped up the last juices
on his plate with adab of bread, crammed the dripping dice in his mouth and stood, pushing his plate
away, resting his hand for amoment on the shoulders of one of his comradesto steady himsdlf. He turned
to leave.

Tennetty tilted her head closer to Durine's. "He was saying something about ‘the Warrior' and some
idand.” Sherose and he followed, ignoring the way the innkeeper looked curioudly at them, then decided
that it wasn't any of hisbusinesswhy they had decided not to eat the food that came with their rooms.

Durine and Tennetty followed the sailor out into the daylight.

The business digtrict was crowded as they followed him toward the docks, through Streetsfilled with
sailors from the boats in the harbor; with merchants bringing dried meat and bagged grain down toward
the docks, or returning from there with their hands pressed to the sides of their tunics, accompanied by a
guard or two watching the crowd nervoudy for pickpockets or robbers; with ragged children playing
their endless games of tag through the cobbled streets; with horses standing hitched in front of flatbed
wagons, pissng noisly on the road.

Every city wasthe same.

"Try tolook abit less congpicuous,” Tennetty said. ™Y ou're not built for following people.”

"No," Durinesaid, "I'm not." Hewas every bit astal asKarl Cullinane, and while his physique wasthe
middle-heavy one of awrestler's, he was heavy with muscle, not fat. He wasn't as pretty asthe Emperor

or Kethol were, or even as pleasantly ugly as Pirgjil was--

But he wasn't supposed to be pretty, or inconspicuous. He was supposed to be large and dangerous.
That was what the Emperor had kept him around for, and that was what he was good at: breaking things,



and threatening to break things, whether the thing to be broken was a stout door or a thin neck.

Tennetty had athin neck, and one that probably deserved bresking. But Jason had said not to, and even
if the boy wasn't -emperor yet, he was the closest thing to it. Besides, Bren Adahan had said she ought to
be kept aive, and even if the baron was afucking Holt he was atame one, long as Aeiawasleading him
around by his--

He suddenly realized that he was aone, that while he had been wool gathering Tennetty had dipped
away. He scanned the crowd for her, but there was no sign.

Still, the sailor was ahead, pausing at an dley to loosen the drawstrings of histrousers and relieve himsalf
in the gutter. Fastening himself up, he seemed to see something ahead, and vanished into the dley.

Durine quickened his pace.

The narrow aley between the two three-storied buildings was nearly blocked by aman-high pile of dirt;
there seemed to be some sort of excavation going on in the cellar of one of the buildings. There was
barely enough room for Durine to squeeze by.

By thetime he did, Tennetty aready had the situation well in hand. She was standing over the bound
form of the sallor, who was making only quiet noises around the wad of cloth shedd jammed in his mouth.
A nice decoy; athough one would expect a sailor to know better than to follow a strange woman into
even awdl-lit dley. Then again, Elleport was awell-policed town, withinitslimits.

Durine bent over the man.

"We know you know about the Warrior,” he said, talking quietly, dowly, patiently, knowing that when a
man as large and powerful as hetaked just that way it could chill the blood. "L et metell you what is
going to happen: I'm going to take out your gag, and you're going to quietly, quietly, answer dl our
questions.” He dug two fingersinto his pouch and came up with an imperid quarter-mark, asmal slver
cointhesizeof Durineslittle fingernail. " After that, | am going to give you this, and you're going to walk
away, and forget this happened, and never, never mention it to anyone.”

Tennetty dipped her eye patch over her glass eye and smiled at the way the man's face whitened even
further asherealized who shewas.

"Take the patch off and go stand watch,” Durine said.

She thought about it amoment, then moved off to do just that. He was getting tired of her habit of
hesitating before complying, and he wouldn't have minded doing something about it, but -Jason had said
no.

Durine worked hisfingersfor amoment. It wouldn't be fair to take out hisfrustration on the sailor, so he
just seized the man'sfacein hisright hand, letting the sailor fed just atrace of the strength in hisfingers.
"Don't worry about her. Worry about me. If you don't do exactly what I'vetold you, if you lieto me, if
you cal out, if you ever tell anyone anything about this, I'm the one who's going to find you, wherever you
are, lay hold of you by the back of your head, and grind your face againgt the palm of my other hand until
you don't have aface anymore. Do you have any difficulty in believing me?’

The sallor tried to shake his head.



"Good."
From over by the mound, Tennetty laughed. "We arenot nice people,” she said.

The salor talked &t length.

The others had their ways, Kethol had his.

Hefollowed the woman past the unblinking eyes of the house's bouncer, upstairsto her crib. Theroom
wastiny, barely big enough to hold the palet on thefloor and a pitifully small wooden chest that probably
contained al the whore owned. Therewas alarge iron padiock on it, and he had spotted the poorly
hidden pocket in the collar of her thigh-length shift where she kept the key.

She unbelted her shift and dropped it to one sde. Underneath she was glistening from her bath; Kethol
had ing sted that she clean hersdlf first. There was enough filth in the world, and on the road.

Damp and naked, she reached for histunic, but he pushed her hands away. "I can undress mysdlf,”
Kethol said.

For just amoment, her eyes widened. Perhaps she'd heard atrace of threat in hisvoice, and while there
were limitsto what he could do to her, he had rented her for the night and nobody would complain about
afew bruises. That camewith therental, too.

He nodded his head toward the pallet, and she obediently dipped under the thin blanket.

He undressed swiftly but unhurriedly, folding and stacking his clothes carefully, leaving his scabbard on
the floor where held be able to reach it in the dark, then blew out the lamp and joined her under the
blankets.

She reached for him, but he gripped her wrists.

"Please" shesad, "I'll do whatever you want. Anything.”

"I've paid for the room, and for you, for the night," he said. "I decide what we do.”

"Yesdr," shesad ashisgrip tightened.

"Firg," hesaid, "youll tell me how you cameto be here"

Shetold him along and rambling tale that began on Kedlos -idand, where she was sold into davery
when her father lost the farm, and continued with her being freed by aHome raider team, and with her
decision to try to return to her home, and how there was nothing there, and how she hadn't any skills, and
what could shedo, and . . .

"And about the Warrior . . ." he said, interrupting.

While he held her wrigtsin his hands, shetold him everything she knew. Karl Cullinane and histwo

companions--or maybe his twenty companions, or perhaps his hundred companions; nobody knew for
sure--were everywhere at once. There had been raids throughout the Cirric and along the shore of the



Cirric. Everywhere.

"That'sdl | know, gr, redly.”

Hisgrip relaxed.

"How do you want me, sir? Do you want meto--"

"Shh," hesaid, letting her go. "'l just want you to hold me. Gently. All night long.” He was paying for the
night; he could have whatever pleasure he wanted. Being held made him fed amogt dive.

INTERLUDE

Laheran
Where the lion's skin will not reach, you must patch it out with the fox's.

--Plutarch

Theroomsin the Triple Hamlet Inn were clean, but Laheran paced them like a caged beast. Thiswas
the place to wait, but waiting came hard.

Salket was only amatter of time, Laheran had decided. The question was, where? Salket wasabig
idand; there were four guildhouses spread out acrossitslength.

Cups-and-coins was not L aheran's favorite game. Children played it with walnut halves and walnut
shells; in the streets of Pan-dathaway, jugglers sometimes played it for copper and silver and gold.

The principle was the same: put one coin of silver and two of copper under three smdll, identical cups.
The juggler would move them around the polished surface of the board he held across hislap, fingers
dancing deceptivey, until you were thoroughly confused. If you set your coin, beit of copper or silver or
gold, infront of the cup with the sllver coinin it, you won acoin equa to your bet; if you failed, the
juggler kept your coin.

There were many swindles, of course. Sometimes you might think that you'd heard thetink of the silver
coin againsgt one cup, and gleefully set your coinin front to it, only to find acopper undernegth; the clever
juggler had merdly tapped aringed finger againgt the side of the cup, mimicking the sound of the coin.

Wherever you looked, wherever youknew the silver coin would be, it wouldn't be. If you guessed
randomly, your chances were onein three; if you tried to guesswisdly, you had no chance.

Laheran wastired of playing cups-and-coins. The writ of -authority that Guildmaster Yryn had given him
had been useful; Laheran had ordered the other guildhouses on theidand shut down, leaving only the one
house in the Triple Hamlet open. And well-defended.



Some of the defenses were obvious. Laheran and two dozen guildsmen had taken rooms down the
street from the guildhouse, and were--some of them openly, some of them covertly---keeping atight
watch on both the town and the house.

Some were subtle; Cullinane wasn't the only one who could set atrap. The locks on the heavy doorsto
the dave kennels had been booby-trapped; turning akey to the left, the normal way to unlock a sprung
lock, would release adeadfal that would crash through the ceiling from the room above, crushing
whoever stood in front of the door.

Other precautions had been taken with the approaches to the rear, barred windows; the most important
safeguards had been taken with the daves themsealves, with the poor wretcheslocked in the cage. It was
hard, but guildsmen had to make sacrifices.

Laheran paced back and forth. The waiting was the hard part.

CHAPTER 18
Aboard the Gazelle
The dawn speeds a man on his journey, and speeds himtoo in his work.

--Hesiod

That glowing red ball hanging just over the horizon had damn well better be thesdtingsun, bucko.

--Walter Sovotsky

About the time that Elleport disappeared over the horizon, Jason came up on deck, one pistol seated
firmly in his shoulder holgter, athong holding it firmly into place for extra security on therolling deck. His
sword was belted tightly around hiswaist, dong with his Nehera-made bowie.

Thereal giveaway, though, were the Home-made shirt and button-front blue jeans.

It was aclear afternoon, the sun just beginning itsfall toward the horizon, the ship ralling lazily asit
quartered the waves. Jason's somach didn't like the rolling gait, but it wasn't complaining emphaticaly.

Bren Adahan was stretched out on ablanket on the deck by therail, sunning himself, wearing only a
towd tied sarong-style around hiswai<t.

"Wedidn't discussthis" he said, raising himsalf up on an -elbow.

He caught himsdlf. It redly didn't matter whether they had discussed it or not, not anymore. A group of a
half-dozen people traveling to Klimos to exchange trade knives for nacrestones might be



well-armed--given that Klimoswasn't entirely civilized, they'd better be--but it was unlikely that they'd
have both guns and Home appard! . . .

... unless they were from Home.

No longer lolling idly at thetiller, Thivar Anjer's eyeswidened. His creased face, wanut brown in the
bright sunlight, wrinkled into ascowl as he started to turn toward Bothan Ver, the grizzled old sailor who
wastheGazelle 's only crew, but stopped himself.

"A timefor truth, it seems" Anjer said.

"So it seems," Durine said. He was seated cross-legged at the stern, near the captain. Stripped to the
wal s, the big man dipped the bathing ladle over the sde and into the water, then brought it up and
poured the water over his head, giving himsalf asketchy sponge-bath. Histhick hands rubbed at ahairy
torso crisscrossed with pink scars, rivulets of flesh through aforest of hair.

"Durine," Jason caled out, sniffing at the cake of soap held retrieved from his rucksack. It was redl
Pandathaway soap, made from Mel copraand who knew what €l se, smdlling of flowers and sunshine.
"Catch." He tossed the cake to Durine, who quickly wiped hisleft palm dry on the deck and reached up
to let the sogp smack into his pam.

Durine smiled aquick thank you, then began to lather his massive chest and belly.

Kethol was stretched out on the narrow free space at the bow, shaded by thejib, his eyes closed, hands
folded over his stomach, apparently adeep. "Makesit easer,” he said, hiseyes till closed, not moving,
"not to have to keep up adisguise.”

Which was why Jason had done it. Besides, if he didn't, Tennetty was going to.

Tennetty came up from below, squinting in the daylight, now in her leathers, her hands patting her guns
and the hilts of her sword and knife as though for reassurance. Balancing easily on the deck, she eyed the
horizon, then reached down to help Jane Sovotsky up through the hatch. "Too bad," Tennetty
murmured, “that Ganness wasn't in Elleport.”

"Avair Ganness?' Jane Sovotsky raised an eyebrow. She was wearing awhite blouse and atight pair of
Home denim shorts; incongruoudy, she had heavy shoes on her feet. Nice legs, though. Maybe abit too
skinny. But not much.

Another wave broke below the bow, spattering them al, making the metal cooking box hiss. Jane raised
ahand to wipe the seawater from her face, the light, golden hairs on her forearm glistening with sun and
spray. "Tennetty, you realy expect that any time we need transportation by water, Avair Gannessis
going to be around?'

"Y ou haven't ridden with Ganness."

"No, but | have heard about him. Cullinanes and their friends seem to keep getting himin trouble, costing
him ships™

"They do, at that." Tennetty laughed.

Jason liked that. He hadn't seen her laugh, not much, not since that night on the Me beach, the night that



Father died, or didn't.

Thewind caught the peak of another whitecap, spraying them al again.

The rear deck was crowded, and Thivar Anjer didn't like it much. He glared at them while Bothan Ver
went forward to where the half dozen needle-nosed rapentfish their nets had scooped up that morning

were grilling over the sted cooking box.

"So. We're seeking Karl Cullinane,” the captain said, not redly a question. "What will happen when we
findhim?'

Jason opened his mouth to say something about how al the captain would have to do was drop them off
at the rendezvous with Ellegon, but Bren Adahan beat himtoit.

"You will go your way, and wewill go ours," Bren Adahan said. "Well use histrangportation.”

"If heand hisfriendshave any," the captain mused. "Very well--I'll go my way with double the money,
and al of thetrade knives."

IIOI,]?I

"l used to know an Avair Ganness, captain of theWarthog. He used to talk a some length about how
dangerousit isto get involved with Cullinane. | don't mind taking risks, but | won't do it for afew slvers.
Nor will I doit without you al swearing on your bladesthat my ship and | will be released unharmed, and
that you won't stcop me running in the face of afight." He gestured around. "I'm no warrior; thisisnot a
warship.”

"You'l befreeto go. If you don't betray us. Or try to," Tennetty said.

"Agreed. Have we abargain?'

"Yes, you have abargain,” Bren Adahan said.

"No. Not you." Thivar Anjer turned to Jason. "Y oung Cullinane, have we abargain?'

"Wedo."

"Cullinanes don't bresk their word, do they?"

"No, we don't," Jason said.

Jason couldn't deep. The hold was dank and musty, redolent of rotting fish, decaying wood and a
distant, acrid stench that Jason couldn't quite identify. The smells, combined with the constant, abeit
gentle rocking of the boat, had him vaguely nausested.

He dressed and climbed the ladder, clearing histhroat as he did so that Kethol would know it was him
and not be surprised. That was one of the many things Vderan had taught him: never surpriseaguard
accidentdly.



Bothan Ver was haf adeep next to the bound tiller, only -occasionaly coming half avaketo takea
quick glance at the sky and water, perhaps make adight, drowsy adjustment to tiller and sheets, and
then stretching out again in his steersman's chair.

The night was chilly. Kethol crouched next to the cooking box, warming his hands over the banked
cods. Straightening, he handed awaterskin to Jason, who took aquick swig for politeness, then handed
it back.

Klimoslay ahead, somewhere off the bow. Just another of the Shattered Idands, acluster of dirt-poor
idandsin the Cirric, where the people supported themselves by fishing and farming in good years, by
sling off their children in bad years. They'd evolved acomplex set of rules asto when and why some
children were saleable and others weren't, but it till sucked.

Tennetty, deeping lightly in her bag bel owdecks, had been born on one of theseidands, sold into Javery
by her parents.

Jason shook his head.

Some problems didn't admit of easy solutions; Home raiders didn't often travel into the Shattered
Idands. Being caught at sea by adaver ship was dways a possibility; like the Pandathaway-based
Savers Guild, the Home raiders hadn't established themsavesin the Outer Kingdoms, on the other side
of the Cirric.

Besides, what could you do? Kill dl parents who would sdll a child? And what then? Pull food and
money fromthear?

He knew what Tennetty's answer wasto that. Killing was her answer to everything. But Jason didn't
know what hiswas. Not yet.

"Atleast | didn't get Ieft behind thistime," Kethol said. He knit hisfingerstogether and cracked his
knuckles.

IIBT?I

"Y our father |eft the three of usin Ehvenor. The three of uswho survived. Thetrip cost us some good
men, Sr."

And the trip wouldn't have been necessary if Jason hadn't panicked the first time held been around shots
fired in anger. He wanted to lash out, but the rebuke was justified.

Kethol looked at him, then shook his head. "Not what | meant. Not what | meant at al. Would have
happened eventudly. Y ou keep juggling knives, you're going to get cut. Wedl juggle knives™

Kethol had another swallow of water, and the two of them were silent for awhile, watching the dark sky
and the sea.

Far off, toward the horizon, aring of perhaps a dozen fagrie lights pulsed excitedly in sequence, blue
chasing red around and around, the blue becoming brighter asit closed in on the red, fading when the red
took on atinge of orange and speeded up. And then, without warning, the lights stopped cooperating and
spread across the sky, their pulsing color changes becoming random, lethargic.



"Doyou think hesaive, Kethol 7'

Thelanky warrior took along time answering. 'Y es. And no. And maybe it doesn't matter, young Sir."
Kethol shook his head dowly, blunt fingerstoying with his beard. "Y es, because he'swhat he was.
Fastest man with aweapon | ever did see. Didn't matter what weapon--sword, staff, bare hands,
anything. There maybe was a better swordsman here or there, and maybe somebody as good with a
saff, but your father wasa. . . wizard with everything.

"S0: yes, he'sdive, because of what he was, and because the Empire needs to be held together by
somebody who knows what he's doing, and I'm not sure you do, not yet." Theway helooked at Jason
wasn't ether friendly or hostile, just gppraising. "No, that's not true. I'm sure that you don', yet. You
don't know when to be hard and when to be soft--which your father did. | don't think you know when to
be direct and when to be subtle--which your father didn't. Doubt you've got the strength of will and the
strength of body to carry off being direct dl the time. Which he had.

"So yes, he'salive. We need him." Kethol leaned forward on his elbows and sighed. "But, no, | don't
think he's alive, because nobody could have lived through that explosion that you and Tennetty
described. Perhapsit doesn't matter, because perhapsit'sal for nothing anyway."

He chuckled, athin laugh that rattled in histhroat like smdl, dry bones. "Only one thing I'm sure of,

young emperor-to-be, and that's that you'd better decide who you are. If you're going to be just one of
thefelows, then you'd best not expect usto follow you blindly into combat. If you want to be above us,

keep yoursdlf apart.”
"Andif | don't?'

"W, then you'd better hope that your father isalive. In -either case, you'd best not spend the night
asking asmple soldier what well find at the end of thetrail.

"Go to deep, Jason.”

CHAPTER 19
Klimos

Atimid person is frightened before a danger, a coward during the time, and a courageous person
afterward.

--Jean Paul Richter

Sovotsky's Law Number Thirty-One: Get scared right away; avoid the rush.

--Walter Sovotsky



Elleport to Elevos, and there were nothing but rumors; the markets were full of them. The Warrior had
just struck at Menelet, but held been killed there. Or wasit on Millipos?

Or he hadn't been killed. And it wasn't Millipos. It was Bursos. Besides, did you see that thing that flew
overhead last tenday? It looked like adragon, perhaps, and what are dragons doing in the Eren regions?

The trade in dragonbane was brisk.

The Warrior? Who cared about the Warrior when something, something had struck on Heshtos, leaving
haf the village dead, before it dipped into the sea? The village wizard? He was among the dead. The
surviving villagers had sold two dozen children to the Savers Guild for the hire of a Pandathaway wizard,
promigng lavish treetment, anything, if hewould only live among them and protect them.

The Warrior? No, not Heshtos. No, he and his dozen -companions had raided Millipos, or was it
Deddebos? It couldn't have been Filaket; perhapsit was Salket? No, it wasn't Salket, or Salkos, but
maybe it was Bursos, and it was a hundred companions. No, two--another human, and adwarf. A dwarf
a sea? Don't beridiculous. Dwarves don't sail; if they wereto fal overboard they would sink like stones.

Idiot.

Therewasaquild factor in resdencein the only village on that tiny idand, but they kept Tennetty on the
Gazdlle, and Kethol, Bren Adahan and Durine maintained a disguise as bounty hunters, seeking the
Warrior, and they let the daver'sman live.

Elevosto Millipos, and as night fell Bothan Ver's sharp eyes saw something in the sky, something large
and black, flying. But it was flying west and they were sailing north, the sun was setting and they couldn't
quite make out what it was.

It wasn't Ellegon, that's all that Jason was sure of . 1t wasn't Ellegon.

Landfal at Millipos, and there were nothing but rumors. Y es, the Warrior had struck at Klimos, but he
had disappeared. There were too many hunters on histrail; he had vanished into the air. No, he hadn't
vanished into the air: he had attacked the daver factor there, but had been driven off.

Therewas atavern in Milliposthat catered mainly to sailors, some drinking up their pay between trips,
otherslooking for work. Kethol and Bren Adahan bought drinks, and listened.

Nothing since Klimos. But did you hear about . . . ?

They passed up thefirst rendezvous, they were agood three days sail from Pefret, and there was no
reason to hit Pefret. Next rendezvous, they hoped.

But now it was Milliposto Filaket, and there were nothing but rumors.

Try Klimaos. He was there, and there hasn't been any rumor of him since. But he's still around; hekills



daversin their degp, and he has two--no, twelve, no, ascore of companions.
Savers,here? With the Warrior about to step out of the night and skin anything resembling adaver? Are

you mad? Well, yes, we had afactor here, but look at therice in the granaries--we don't have to sl
anybody. What kind of monsters do you think us, that we would sell our children when we don't have to?

The smudge of smoke on the horizon grew asthey approached Klimas, theGazelle pointed high, running
closeto the wind, heeled over hard.

Ashe stood by therail, there was a coldness, atightnessin Jason's belly, as though the bread and
cheese held eaten earlier had changed into stone.

"Okay, people," Tennetty said, clapping her hands together for attention, "enough looking around. | want
al gunsloaded, dl pans primed, al hammers on the half-cock. Bren Adahan and Durine, load your
crossbhows, Kethol, get your longbow strung.”

Bren Adahan shook his head. "We are at least--"

"Shut your mouth and do asyou'retold,” she said. "I've got more experience in running araiding squad
than anybody el se here. So that puts me in charge of everything and everyone, which includes you, Baron
Adahan"

Jason found Al of them looking at him.

It's not fair,hethought.l shouldn't have to make this kind of decision just because I'm my father's
son.

And why not? Why was Tennetty making afuss when they were easily an hour from theidand? The
smoke indicated some possible danger, sure--but why bring things to a head now?

He thought about that for a quick moment, and decided that if there had to be an argument over who
wasin charge, now wasthetimefor it. Maybe Tennetty wasn't quite as crazy as everybody thought.

Everybody was dill looking at him.

What would hisfather have done? That was easy: Karl Cullinane would have trusted Tennetty. But Karl
Cullinane could have -relied on Tennetty. Jason didn't know any such thing.

Hed pretend that he did. Hetried to keep hisvoiceleve. "Y ou'rein charge, Tennetty. Everybody load
up, prime and half-cock."

"Qil patches, everyone," she added. " Save your pit. And, Durine," she said, "useadug load inthe big
smoothbore."

"Mindif | overload it ahit?" the big man asked, as he carefully tied his short-barreled shotgun to the
railing, then reached for the smoothbore.

"It'syour faceitll blow upin.”



"It'snot much of aface, anyway." Durinetipped a heavily-rounded measure of powder down the muzzle
of hisbig shotgun, pushed ahunk of wadding after it, then took agreasy bullet -dmost the Sze of his
thumb out of his pouch and shoved it down into the barrel.

Jason belted his second holgter tightly around hiswaist, then got his other revolver out of his bedrall
gear, checked to seethat it was loaded and that the empty chamber was under the hammer, and
srapped it tightly into the shoulder holster.

He dipped thelacing out of histunic front, leaving it open to hiswaig, tying the leather thong around his
forehead partly just to put it someplace, partly to seethat he didn't get any stray hair in hiseyes. Hewas
beginning to need a haircut, but thiswasn't the time to do anything about that. He took out hiskit and
started working on hisrifle, pleased to see that hisfingers were fagter at it than Bren Adahan's. At least
there was something he could do better than the baron.

"Thisisnot awarship,” Thivar Anjer said, consdering the smoke. "That appears to be trouble ahead.”

Bren Adahan had finished priming his pan, and snagpped the frizzen down into place with asharp snick.
"Y ou've been here before," hesaid to Thivar Anjer.

"Yes, yes, of course | have, but--"
"Where doesit look to you like the firé's coming from?”

"It'sdamn clear where thefire's coming from--it's Lehot's Village, over on the lee sde of theidand, and
itsburning. It lookslike your Karl Cullinane has been here again.”

Tennetty snorted. "Everything that goes wrong anywhere in the Eren region isKarl'sfault? Besides, we
knew that he was here, that he killed some davers here some tendays ago--you think he'd be stupid
enough to come back?"

Jane opened her mouth, then closed it. Jason squatted next to her.

"What isit?" he asked. Asthey talked, his hands kept working at hisrifle: wrap the bullet in an il patch,
sedt the patch firmly with the short-starter from his pouch, dip the short-starter into hisbelt while he
trimmed the patch with his beltknife, put the knife back in the scabbard, take the short-starter back in
hand and seet the bullet firmly, replace the short-gtarter in his belt, dip the ramrod out from underneeth
the barrel to ram the bullet solidly home, replace the ramrod, take the vid of fine priming powder out of
his pouch, tip ameasure into the pan, snap the frizzen down.

She shook her head. "Tennetty's right, but for the wrong reason,” she whispered. "' don't know that your
father might not think it wastricky to double back and hit the same location twice. Butmy father'stoo
clever for that. The daverswill haveto worry about the possibility, anyway. That meansthat they'll have
to watch out at placesthat the three of them have aready hit--and Dad isn't going to let your dad hit them
where they're watching."

II&?I

"Soif the reports are right that the three of them hit the davers here, then whatever thisis, it isn't them. |
say we get out of here,” shesaid. "I don't likeit."

Bren Adahan gestured at the smoke. "If you bring us around to the windward side, come around the



idand, and then cut across the path of the smoke, can we make afast escape if we haveto?’

Thivar Anjer shook his head, his mouth creased into a contempl ative frown. "Better to sail straight in, in
any event; | should be able to sail two, three points closer to the wind than awarship, if we haveto run.
But I am not willing to bet my ship and my lifeon that.”

Bothan Ver sudioudy pulled in the mainshest, as though a thumbs breadth more or less dack was an
important difference.

Bren Adahan licked hislips. "We haveto investigate. Thisisour best clueto Karl Cullinane.”

"Ah, aclue" Thivar Anjer snorted. "What will you have to suggest should the clue consist of a
three-masted daver raiding ship?'

"Don't worry about it," Jason said. "We can outrun awarship if they've taken some sail damage. Jane,
would you dig up acouple of the signal rockets and the launching rod?'

"Sure" Shesamiled. "You'rethinking likeaSovotsky, and | likeit." In afew moments she was back on
deck with two of the dim, short-finned cylinders and the launching rod.

"Thisis supposed to be set in the ground to launch asignal rocket," she said, "but we cantieit to the
railling, pointing backwards, and fireit off a any ship chasing us. If we can hit their sails—-and if you can
steer your ship, | can hit their sails--they’ll be too busy dedling with their burning ship to give usany
difficulties"

Durine rested his hand on the captain's shoulder. "Besides,” he said, "it would make Tennetty very
unhappy if we ran away from no thregt at al.”

The captain frowned. "Y our logic has persuaded me."

All the preparations for fight-or-flight seemed unnecessary when they pulled around theidand. There
were no shipsto fight or flee from, just adozen or so smd| boats, none more than two-thirds the length
of theGazdlle --fishing boats, suitable too for traveling to close idands, not redly big enough to travel out
intheCirric.

But something had happened.

Two of the boats had been capsized; another lay on the sand with its mast splintered. What had been
houses and sheds up at the edge of the sand were now just smoking ruin; pilings like blackened
matchsticks stood where the dock had been. Black smoke still hung over the trees, dmost obscuring the
path up from the weter.

Thivar Anjer spoke up. "It would seem sengble to leave. Whatever has done thisis dangerous.”

"Y ou've got another lead to Karl Cullinane?" Jane Slovotsky asked gently.

"Doesthat mean you think we ought to check it out?' Jason said. "1 thought you were for skipping this
idand."



"Any law againgt changing my mind?" She shrugged. "Either check it out red quickly, or not at dl. |
wouldn't want to walit in the dark for whatever did that."

"The dock isgone," the captain protested. "1 will not ground my boat.”

"Therésarowboat over there, still lookswhole,” Tennetty said, not taking her eyes off the water as she
stripped down to her bare skin, belted her bowie around her naked waist, then tied her hair tightly behind
her.

There was nothing even vagudly lewd about her naked body; it wasdl muscle, skinand scars. "I'll get it.
Jason, keep me covered.” She vaulted over the Side, splashing feet-first into the -water, then swam for
the rowboat with swift, sure strokes.

He ought to say something condructive. "Durine, if you see anything in the water near her, shoot it." He
could amost hear Ellegon in hishead, saying something like, * Sure, sure. Hewould have, like, yelledboo
otherwise*

But there had to be something else to have them do. He reached up to his shoulder holster and drew his
pistol. It had afaster rate of fire than anything--but Kethol's longbow would be a good second. "Kethal,
use your bow."

"A good ides, young sSir." Kethol smiled as he set aside hisrifle, lashing the barrel to therailing with a
practiced dipknot. "1've done some bowfishing, too. Remember, you've got to aim long. Things under
water seem closer than they are.”

He worked his shoulders under histunic, then nocked an -arrow and drew it back experimentally, the
feathered shaft held eadily in hisknuckles. He dowly relaxed the tension on the bow.

"I'm ready," he said.

What next? There had to be some useful order to give, to -remind everyone--particularly Jason--that
Jason wasin charge.

But nothing happened as Tennetty swam to shore, retrieved four paddles scattered across the rocks and
sand, and threw them in theflat boat before launching it and paddling out to theGazelle.

Therewas easlly room enough for six people, even with wegpons. He should go first, Jason decided,
tying it fast asit scrgped againg theGazelle's side.

"Okay," hesad, "after me."

"Like hell," Tennetty said, haf-dressed dready. Her damp hair clung to her face like black vines. "We
do thisin two transfers. First Durine, the baron, and me establish aposition on shore, and then | paddie
back for you, Jane and Bothan Ver." Shewiped her nose on her arm. "Kethol and the captain can

tay--"

"We have yourword !" Thivar Anjer hissed. "I will not send Bothan Ver ashore with you, and I'll not
comewith you mysdif."

The captain wasright. Jason had given hisword, and the word of a Cullinane wasn't to be taken lightly.
"No, Tennetty. They stay here."



Tennetty shook her head vigoroudly, flinging drops of water. "That was before we--"

"No," hesad, trying to speak with hisfather'svoice. "No, Tennetty." Shewould havelistened to his
father; hetried for Karl Cullinane€'s command voice, speaking each word dowly, emphaticaly: "They stay
here"

"Shit." She spat on the deck. "We don't have time to argue. Kethol, you stay on watch, and don't drink
or eat anything. If thereéstrouble, send up asignal rocket and get out of here. Send up another one when

you want arendezvous.”

"Understood, Tennetty.” The redheaded man smiled, teeth starkly white against hisred beard. " Although
you'd think we don't trust our new friends here.”

"Hey, guys?' Jane Sovotsky raised ahand. "If somebody's -going to be left behind, | wouldn't mind if
itsme. | canlight asignd flarereal good, and my Dad's explained to me that Sovotskysdon't liketo
stick our facesin theway of the ax. Although | could have worked that out mysdlf," she added.

Durine and Bren Adahan smiled &t that.

Tennetty snorted. "I've been watching the way these two have been watching you, and 1'd sort of liketo
be able to introduce you to Karl as at least one woman of our acquaintance who hasn't been raped. We

doit my way."

Getting ashore was tense, but uneventful. In just ashort while they were al on land, the boat carefully
beached.

Nothing stirred around them. It was till, the silence more accented than interrupted by the gentle dap of
the waves on the rocks and the crackling of the smoldering wood.

"Keepit quiet, people,” Tennetty whispered. "L et's move out.”
Therewas only one clear path off the shore: awide dirt road leading up, into the woods.

With aquick hand signal, Tennetty had them spread out. She took the point hersdlf, with Durine on the
right side of the road, behind her, Bren Adahan on the left, hisrifle dung, atwo-pronged fishing spear in
his hands.

While everyone carried an extrapistol or two, Durine practicaly bristled with wegpons: his heavy saber
dangled from the left Sde of his belt; he carried the big smoothbore shotgun in his hands, ashort rifle
dung over hisleft shoulder, arucksack over hisright. The wooden butt of aflintlock pistol stuck out of
his boot, and there was another brace of them in hisbelt, on the right side, leaving room for him to reach
across hisbdly for the saber on the left.

Jane Sovotsky, the most lightly armed of the party, wasin the middle, carrying aflintlock rifleand a
sngle pistol, while Jason brought up the rear, his own flintlock heavy in his hands.

Thewind changed, bringing more smoke their way, stinging their nogtrils, carrying distant soundsto
them; the crackling of the fire and something else, adull roar that Jason couldn't quite make out.



Ahead there was abreak in the trees. " Should be avillage there,” Tennetty said asthey gathered around
her. "In this part of the world they tend to keep trees between themselves and the Cirric; helpsto break

up thewind. There was--"

A distant scream cut her off. It was high and ululating, acry of agony.
"Sow and easy, people. Slow and easy,” Tennetty said.

They crept around the bend.

Where the trees broke, there had been avillage. It was now burning and smoldering; some of the
wooden houses had been smashed, and that had probably set off cooking fires, the sparks leaping from

house to house.
There was another scream and some more cries, their source was clearly further down the road.

"Easy, easy," Tennetty whispered asthey rounded one of the few remaining houses.

"Oh, shit," shesaid.

The cleared area beyond had apparently been the center of the village, where folks cameto talk and
trade together. Now they were even closer together; in the very center of the clearing, a hundred men,

women and children huddled tightly.

Except for one: ashort, wizened man in gray tattered robes stood between the humans and the creature.
Hisleft arm hung limp and bloody by hisside, but hisright arm was thrust out in front of hisbody, as
though supporting the mass of light that stood -between him and the creature.

Thelight and the lightning pushed it back, but the creature launched itsdlf in the air for the wizard, only to

be knocked back again.

It was ahuge black beadt, its body covered by tight fur that gleamed blackly in the sunlight. It was easily
twicethe sze of ahorse, itsflat, triangular head vaguely lupine.

It had been wounded, at some point; adozen arrows stuck in its shoulders and flanks, like feathersin an
amost-plucked goose. Dirt matted araw wound on itsright foreleg; something had managed to cut

through itshide.
Aganitlunged, and again light and lightning issued from the cloud, knocking it back.
It crouched and screamed its defiance while it gathered its breath.

Maybe he tripped, or perhaps he panicked, but one of the villagers stumbled away from the rest, and
then started to run when he redlized he was done and exposed.

The creature legped and growled asit snatched at the fleeing man, pinning him to the ground with one
paw, then dipping its head to pick up itsvictim, shaking its head like adog shaking arat, then flinging the

now-limp form into the air. Then the monster turned back to the wizard.

Screams and criesfilled the air, dong with the deep growl of the creature asiit tried and failed to reach



past the cloud of light and fire.

Still, with each bolt of lightning, each blast of light, the glow seemed to dim margindly, asthough its
power were being drained whenever the creature dammed into it.

Jason had never seen anything like the monster before; but he remembered rumors of strange things
coming out of Faerie. Could this, whatever it was, be one?

It didn't matter. He couldn't let it kill avillage full of people. He cocked the hammer of hisrifle and
brought it to his shoulder.

"No," Tennetty hissed. "It's not our fight.”
"Yes," he snapped back. "Would my father run away?'

"Y ou're not your--shit, shit, shit," she said. "Fucking Cullinanes never listen." She brought her rifleto her
shoulder and fired, dl in one smooth motion.

Perhapsthe bullet hit, but all that Jason could see was the creature dropping to al fours, then turning to
face the new threst.

Hetook careful aim, trying for the base of the cresture's neck. A head shot wasrisky; if you got the
angle wrong the bullet could just ricochet off the creature's skull.

But if you could tear open any of the arteriesleading to the brain, if you could smash thetrachea. . . .
A gun crashed to hisright, and then oneto his|eft.

One shot missed, but the other became a splash of blood over the cresture'sright eye and abestial
scream of pain asits huge mouth sagged open, and it turned to see where the sound and hurt had come
from.

The bullet had torn agouge acrossits skull, but the creature wasn't serioudly injured. It turned and
legped, covering haf the distance between itsdlf and Jason, settling its hind clawsinto the ground asiit
braced itsdlf to spring and rush.

Asit pushed itsdlf into the air, Durine's smoothbore went off with abang and acloud of smoke,
smashing the creaturésright eye into abloody mess, leaving it haf-blind and fully maddened.

It fell to the ground only afew meters from Tennetty, who camly fired one of her pistolsintoitssde,
only to be batted aside by amassive paw as she dropped her hand to her waist to grab -another pistol.
She tumbled through the air, faling to the stones, battered, broken like achild's discarded toy.

Bren Adahan, his pistols empty, hisfisherman'strident lying bent on the ground, held his saber out in
front of him with both hands, as though that narrow needle of stedl could deflect claws and teeth. The
mongter batted him to one side, then stooped to bite, stopping only when gunfire from somewhere to
Jason's | eft shook its bodly.

It's up to me, Jason thought.

It wasjust likein Mdawai. It was dways up to him, and he wouldn't fail, he couldn't fail, not when it



counted.

He placed the sights on the creatures throat asit raised its head to snarl at him, then squeezed the trigger
dowly, carefully.

The creatures remaining eye glared balefully at him asit braced itsdf for another leap.

The hammer sparked down on the frizzen; the butt of the rifle dammed into his shoulder; and agout of
flame from the barrdl of the gun tore blood and flesh from the side of the animal’s neck.

But the anima didn't dow, didn't stop, didn't fall down and die like it was supposed to.

Jason dropped hisrifle to one sde and snatched at the pistal in hisbelt holster.

"It happens sometimes,” Vaeran had oncetold him, the old man's eyes glazed, his voice durred with
drink, "that when the whole world is going to shit around you, time does funny things. Freezes, likeice,
and you've got from now until forever. Don't smile, boy. There's nothing good about it." The battered old
warrior leaned back and took another long pull on his bottle. "Only troubleis, you're fastened into place,
too, like aroach frozen in anice chip. Won't do you any damn good. Doesn't ever do you any damn

The monster didn't stop; it legped a him. Jason took it dl in, Sghts, sounds, and smells: the woody scent
of smokein theair; the musky reek of the cresture; the cries of the villagers; Jane's shrill shouts from
behind him; the pop of apair of pistols, and the blood and gore splattering the creature's Sde; the tight fur
on the creature's muzzle, terminating in awet, leathery snout.

His periphera vison was clear asfine crystd and the light was heady aswine, taking on an amost
golden glow. In that glow Bren Adahan was on hisfeet again, blood streaming from his mouth and nose,
his saber in hishand, al skillsand training forgotten as he raised the sword over his head, asthough
preparing to hack down on the huge beast.

Durine had hisrifle up to his shoulder; his brow was furrowed in concentration, his bottom lip caught in
histeeth.

Jason bent time, forced his dow right hand up and pulled the trigger, once.
Fire and smoke nipped off a corner of the creature's ear, that was all.

And then lightning spoke, once, from hisright, and the world crashed down on him.

He wasn't sureif he'd been unconscious, but the world was ablack pit of pain. He tried to breathe, but
the black mass crushed him down against the ground, blinding him with the weight of the stinking fur, the
immense burden grinding the mass of the pigtol in his shoulder holster into his chest.

Therewas blood and grit in hismouth. He forced alittle air into hislungs, feeling broken ribs grate,



moving in his chest in sharp, agonizing counterpoint.
From adistance, he could hear them.

"Moveit, moveit, get it the fuck off him," Tennetty said. "Y ou--use that spear asalever. All of you
there, push.”

A single shot rang out, and Jane Slovotsky's clear contralto cut through the sound and pain. "Do it, now,
please” shesad.

Theweight lifted, margindly, and hefelt strong hands clawing at his ankles. When they pulled on his|eft
leg the pain in his knee drew a scream from between his clenched teeth, but they didn't stop dragging him
painfully across the rocky ground. Bones ground in hisknee.

Hetried to gasp for breath, but couldn't draw any in.
Somebody forced the mouth of a bottle between hislips, glass knocking hard against histeeth.

Thetoo-sweet taste of Eareven healing draughts washed the taste of blood from his mouth, giving him
enough strength to swalow.

Hedid, and astheliquid warmed histhroat and chest the familiar miracle happened again: he heded.

Oneof hisribs had shattered, broken in half adozen places, splinters of bone ripping into hisflesh with
every breath. The splinters became pieces and the pieces snapped into wholeness with aflurry of sound
like corn popping.

He could breathe again and the air, even though it tasted of blood and dirt and shit, was sweseter and
richer and tastier than afine puff pastry.

Bruises unbruised; as he brought hisright hand up before hisface, a degp gash across his palm closed,
ragged edges sedling themsalves together until what had been dash became ared line that turned pink
and vanished before his eyes. His broken right knee closed in on itself, blood vessals expelling tendons
and bits of bone, ruined nerves reasserting themsalves, while ruptured muscle, tendon and bone knitted
and strengthened.

Dozens of villagers crowded around as he lay on the ground, next to the mountain of fur and flesh.

He could see Jane Slovotsky and Bren Adahan out of the corner of his eye; she stood arrogantly apart,
one hand on her hip, another holding a cocked flintlock, while Bren Adahan leaned against the vast bulk
of the dead creature, tilting back the bottle of healing draughtsto drink fromiit.

"Durine. .. ." It felt asif hewere shouting, but al he could hear was athin croaking. Recovery was
draining; there was alimit to what the healing potion could do.

The bigman kndt a hissde. "I'm right here, young sir,” he said. Tennetty stood next to Durine, the left
side of her face caked with blood.

"Ten? Areyou--7"

She amiled through amask of blood and dirt. "They got to me first with the hedling draughts. I'm dl



right.”
"She'sfing" Durinesaid. "Everybody isfine, young Sr."
"Your bullet?'

Durine nodded, as he rested the butt of hisrifle on the ground, leaning on it. "Best shot | ever made. Cut
right through the spine, killed it ingtantly.”

"Luckiest shot you ever made," Tennetty said. "Or were you realy aming between the vertebrag?”

A sense of strength and power hummed in Jason's head, like strong whiskey; he rolled to his knees,
waving off ascore of helping hands.

Heforced himself to hisfeet, but his new legs wouldn't support him; if Durine hadn't caught him, he
would havefalen.

"Who. .. ?" hetried to say, he couldn't get the words out. "Are al of us okay?'
"Werejud fine" Durine said.
Jason had failed, but they hadn't failed. "Bren?!

The baron was quickly at hissde, smiling broadly, athough the front of his tunic was bloodstained and
he was mopping at his bloody face with awet cloth that avillager had provided.

"Wereadl dive" hesad, hisvoice quietly triumphant.

They were surrounded by ahundred smiling villagers, ranging in age from a scattered few infantsto the
old wizard who stood apart, watching them.

Something pulled at Jason'stunic. A barefoot, brown-haired little girl, five or Sx yearsold, dressed ina
torn shift that had been made from agrain sack, held his pistol with one hand and tugged at histunic with
the other. "Isthisyours?' sheasked. "Sir?'

He accepted it, and stored it away in his belt holster, patting once at his other gun. "Yes, it'smine.”

She smiled up at him, quickly hugged hiswaist, then vanished into the crowd.

Something caught in histhroat; he couldn't spesk for a-moment.

Tennetty snickered. "Very nice, very nice. But isit worth getting killed?"

"Shut up.”

Other villagers had gathered together their gear and piled it on the grass, not far from the dead beest.
What had terrorized the villagers was now just apile of fur and flesh. Two boys, one maybe ten, another

perhaps ayear or two older, were poking at the body of the beast, one with a short wooden stick,
another with the hilt of abroken sword.

Bren Adahan's scabbard was empty. Jason drew his own sword, rapped theflat of it smartly against his



now-solid knee, hard enough to make the stedl ring with the distant sound of bright bells.

"Borrow mine," he said, reversing hisgrip and holding it out to the baron, who gave aquick slute with
it, then dipped it into his scabbard. It was aloosefit; Bren's preferred saber was longer and heavier than
Jason's.

The gray-robed wizard stood apart from the rest of them, watching them with eyesthat didn't seemto
blink. "I am DavaNatye," he said dowly. "We arein your debt."

Tennetty snorted. "Bet your fucking assyou are." She gestured at the beast. "What was that?"

The wizard shook hishead. "I do not know. Traders have brought rumors of strange things coming out
of Faerie. The Warrior spoke of --"

"The Warrior?' Jason asked. "He was here?'

"Two tendays ago,” the wizard said.

"Describe him," Tennetty hissed.

Thewizard shook hishead. "1 only saw him for amoment, outlined againgt the flames of the burning
shack of the daver, Nosinan. A big man; | can say no more. He told me to be gone, that thiswas a

matter between him and the guild.

"He left amessage, and then he vanished.” The wizard spread hishands. "I never saw hisboat, nor his
companions. But they were here; and now they are not.”

"The message," Tennetty said, taking a step toward the wizard, then stopping herself. "He left amessage
for us?'

"Not for you. For the davers. He shouted a me, Tdl them,' he sad, 'tell them that the warrior lives, and
tell them | am coming for them." Then he shouted a his companions to meet him and the boat, and gave
the body of Nosinan afina kick . . . and then he was gone.”

Severd of the villagers nodded in unison; one of them, athin pock-faced man with deep-set eyes, spoke
up. "It'sjust as DavaNatye sad. It'sjust aswetold Laheran, of the guild.”

CHAPTER 20
Comfort
Be cheerful while you are alive.

--Ptahhotep

Grab what comfort you can, however you can, whenever you can. Theride getsreal rocky ‘way
too often.



--Wadter Sovotsky

Bren Adahan had decided that Jason and Tennetty, still recovering from the shock of their wounds and
the healing, needed a good night's rest. Jason wasn't in the mood to protest.

So they spent the night ashore, explaining to the villagersthat it would not be agood ideaif anybody
from the village came up on them at night. They camped out on the grassy fringe just above therocks, in
clear view of theGazelle, where it floated at anchor. The others preferred to deep under the stars, but
Bren Adahan and Jason each pitched asmall raider tent.

Jason was ad eep when something touched hisfoot. He woke suddenly, reaching for hispistal.

"Easy, Jason," Jane Slovotsky's voice whispered from the mouth of the tent. She tapped him on the foot
again. Y ou were crying out in your deep.”

There was a bitter taste in his mouth, and his head felt asif someone was regularly jabbing adull icepick
into the back of his head. He brought himsdlf up to his elbows.

"It must have been adream,” he said. But the dream was gone now. Something about wading through
knee-deep rivers of boiling blood, holding a crying baby girl over hishead. It had been distinct, sharp as
the edge of aknife. . . but now it was gone.

He wiped sweat from hisforehead and stretched, his blankets damp and musty around him. " Thanks for
waking me." Her outline was vague in the dark, and then it was gone. She was gone.

His mouth till tasted sour as he checked his weapons. There was no waterskin near his head; held
forgotten to put one nearby. Asfar as he knew, Tennetty had the only bottle of Riccetti's Best on the
idand. He needed adrink of something, and his bladder was full, tight asa drum.

Hedidn't like waking Tennetty. Not only did she need her rest, but she aways came awake armed. Two
or three times the-Gazelle had taken an unexpected pitch or roll and he/d found himself bumped up
agang Tennetty, the dim woman coming awake wide-eyed, aknifein her hand.

Hehad dept in hisjeans, but unbuckled thewaist for comfort; he buttoned himsdf up, dung his holster
over his shoulder, then crawled out and stood up in the night.

Tennetty was adeep afew yardsto hisleft and Jane had returned to her blankets and deeping canvas, to
hisright.

Tireless Durine was on watch, sitting on arock down by the water. The big man raised hishand in
gresting.

Bren Adahan's tent was a stone's throw from Jason's, and -beyond that was the forest; Jason took the
traditional twenty steps beyond the farthest deeper and urinated againgt the nearest tree. He buttoned his
fly and walked back toward the camp.



Beyond the charred bones of the waterfront buildings, beyond where gentle waves stroked the shore,
theGazelle stood at anchor, supported by a seathat seemed built more of reflected starlight and faerie
light than of water. It caught the twinkle of the million points of light overhead, and mixed it with the
pulsations of the distant faerie lights.

There were light footsteps behind him--bare soles on dirt.

Jane Slovotsky cleared her throat. She stood therein the dark, wearing loose drawstring pants and a
shirt, holding apair of clay bottles. "Pretty, isn't it?"

"Yegh"

"Which do you want? Whiskey, water?'

"Both," he said, accepting the whiskey bottlefirst.

"Y ou're not exactly your father," she said. "He wouldn't have let me sneak up behind him."
"l heard you."

"Sure"

He uncorked the bottle and took a swig. Lou Riccetti's corn whiskey might not have been asimportant a
development as guns and gunpowder, but it had its points. Still tasted like horse piss, though.

"Easy onthat," shesaid. "You had abit of ashock today. Don't push yoursdlf.”

Hisfirg reaction wasto bristle, to tell her that he was capable of judging how much he should drink and
that it was none of her damn business. . . but she wasright.

"Good point,” he said. He exchanged bottles with her, and she took a quick swallow before recorking
the whiskey.

A cold wind blew out of thewest, but her smile was warm in the darkness.

The water was cold and fresh. It tasted good, particularly clean and bright tonight. Vaeran had once
said something about the vaue of amost getting killed: it did tend to sharpen the senses.

He handed her the water bottle. "Thanks."
"Mindif | ask aquestion?’ she said as he started to turn away.

He shrugged. "Go ahead.”

"Why haven't you made apassa me?' Therewasacuriouslilt in her voice, anote he hadn't heard
before. "Isit me, or isit you, or isit some combination?”

"Has every man you've ever known tried to get you to degp with him?”’

She amiled. "Almost. Sincel turned fourteen.”



He looked down the dope toward the others, and she nodded.
"Sure. All three of them. Durine was kind of cute about it. Bren's being kind of anuisance.”

He shook his head, once. "Bren Adahan says he wantsto marry my sister,”" he said coldly. "I'm not sure
| likethat."

"No harm done." She snorted. "I said no. Besides, | didn't know that it fitsin only one," shesaid. "Yours
shaped like akey?'

There wasn't anything to say to that, but he did anyway: "Do you haveto tak like that?"

"I don't know." She shrugged. "Runsin thefamily. A lot runsin my family. . . . Did you ever ask yourself
why my father sent you after me?"

"Because he wanted you and your mother and your sister to relocate to Biemestren,” he said.

She snorted. "Y oudo need akeeper. Didn't it occur to you that he thought that the two of us might pair
off? Or don't you have dl the parts?'

"No." It hadn't occurred to him. He swallowed. Why was she bringing this up? Just to make him
uncomfortable. It should have occurred to him, though. Back in Biemestren, around court, there had
been congtant subtle pressure from most of the baronsto pair him off with abaronia daughter. Any
baron who had a daughter had no difficulty seeing her asthe next empress. Why should Walter
Sovotsky bedl that different?

"Oh, that'stoo bad," she said haf-mockingly. "Y ou don't have al the parts, eh?"

"Y ou know what | meant."

"Yes, | do."

Hedidn't remember her putting down the bottles, or moving closer to him, but suddenly shewasin his
arms, her hands locked behind his back, her mouth warm on his.

After awhile shelet go of him, moved afew inchesaway. "About time, Cullinane.”

Durine had been watching the whole thing casudly from his place by the water. Jason wasn't sure, but he
thought he saw Durine smile before he turned away.

"He knows," Jason said.
She shrugged. "So what? Doesn't your tent have enough room for two?"

"Y-yes" hesad, biting hislip in frustration at the way his voice shook for amoment. He was the man,
damn it; he was supposed to be smooth and sophisticated. "But, why?!

"Didn't your father ever tel you not to look a gift horsein the mouth?' She laughed quietly, then kissed
him gently on the lips when he frowned. "No, no. I'm not laughing at you. It's because, like, you're
irresstible, maybe?"



"Try again." Hissmiledidn't fed entirely genuine. Maybe Jane Sovotsky saw herself asan empress at
court, too, en?

"Who knows?" Asthough she was reading his mind, she nodded. "It won't bother me that from the
morning on, itll get eesier to keep Bren's hand off my ass. That's getting redl tiresome. But mainly it's
because of my father."

"Your father?"

"Something he said. Something about what dmost getting killed does. Or doesn't it make you horny,
too?'

CHAPTER 21
To Salket
Thelogic of the heart is absurd.

--Julie de Lespinasse

Lying, like eating, can be overdone.

--Walter Sovotsky

Klimosto Geverat, and they hadn't been there, but maybe on Menelet? No, no, the raid on Menelet was
tendays ago. It was Klimos. Thethree of them, the dozen of them, the hundreds of them, had struck on
Klimos, burned everything to the ground.

And did you see that thing fly by last tenday? | don't know if it was adragon, but you wouldn't have any
essence of dragonbaneto sdll, would you?

Geverat to Heshtos, and Jane thought that might beit, so they fired off asignd rocket that night and lay
anchored offshore for anight and aday, supposedly rerigging the mast.

A boat came out to investigate, but it was only somelocal fishermen: Did you see those sStrange faerie
lightslast night? And have you heard about the Warrior? He could be anywhere--1 hear the daversare
pissng down their legs any timethey hear aloud fart.

They went ashore, but there was nothing but rumors.

G G G



Jane Sovotsky kndt by the map. "Salket," she decided, tapping the parchment, then resting her hand on
Jason'sleg. "It fedsright.” Her hand was warmer than it had any right to be.

"Two days," Bothan Ver said, hauling in the mainsheet, nail-bitten fingers directing the rope precisdly,
delicately, like a puppeteer pulling on the strings of his marionette. " Perhagps.”

"If thewind holds" Thivar Anjer added, leaning on thetiller, squinting & the distant horizon. "Which it
might."

"Weéll find him there,” Tennetty said, stropping her bowie againgt awhetstone. "And maybe only one or
two of uswill die

"Everybody dies" Kethol said quietly. "Some of usalittie piece a atime."
"It'syour play, Jason," Durinesaid. "Y oure the Heir."
"Thet you are," Bren Adahan said. "And may oneinquire why you're glaring at me?'

"You and | will have atalk about my sster,” Jason said. "After Salket. And give me back my damn
sword."

INTERLUDE
Ahira
The world is a vast temple dedicated to Discord.

--Voltaire

The dwarf wastired, dirty, and sore as, fill on the back of hisgray pony, he was hurried past the guard
gations, into theinner bailey of Biemestren castle. The tendonsin histhick neck burned like hot wires
and a hot gray film had taken up residence behind his eyes. Hisright shoulder was a constant dull ache. It
never went away, not even when he dept. The skin around the edges of the wound was raw and red.

After he had been picked up near New Pittsburgh, riders had been sent ahead, bringing word that he
was on hisway. So it was no surprise that they were waiting for him on the grass.

But it was gill good to see them; it had been too long.
He dropped heavily to the ground and tossed his weapons to one side.

Kirah, D.A. in her arms, ran over to him. She dropped to her knees, burying her face against his good
shoulder, and wegpt.



"Tahavath, Kirah, tahavath," he said, awkwardly patting her on the back. "Walter wasfine, last | saw
him." But that was too damn long ago.

He'd taken abolt in his shoulder three weeks before, but he -ignored the pain as he scooped up little
D.A. She baanced easily on hisforearm for amoment, then planted awet kiss on hiswet cheek.

"I loveyou, Uncle Ahira," she said, clear asabell.

Hefolded thelittle girl in hisarms and held her gently, carefully, in armsthat could, thathad snapped a
man's ribcage like matchsticks. Fingers that had crushed, fingersthat had destroyed, fingers that ripped
flesh, toyed with her pageboy-length hair. "Got anew haircut, en?' he said.

She nodded and smiled, practicaly bubbling. "Aunt Doriaand Auntie Andy did it."

They surrounded him, Dorig, looking as she did in his dreams sometimes. young again, if you only
looked at the arms and neck and face, and didn't quite notice the eyes.

Stll holding D.A. in hisright arm, he wrapped hisleft around her waist. "It's good to see you, old friend,"
he said, damning the quaver in hisvoice. "Is Ellegon here?' he asked, athough he'd been shouting with his
mind for the dragon for hours.

"No." Doriashook her head. "He's trying to rendezvous with Jason and the rest in Mipos. Hell be
back--maybe with them--in aday or two. | hope." She bit her lip.

Thomen Furnadl stood afew yards apart, hisface creased in concern. He was dressed informally:
trousers, alight shirt, ablack robe tucked over hisarm. "We have to know, Ahira: ishe dive?’

Andreas face was amask of grief. She didn't have to ask.
God, she looks old.
The dwarf shook hishead. "Of course not. He blew himsdlf up in Melawe, just like Jason and the others

must've told you. Get me adrink, and get me into a hot bath, and welll talk about it. Weve got aday or
two before we can do anything. If we can do anything.”

The water was aready hot in the officers bath, over by the barracks. Ahira crouched in the oaken vat,
the water up to his neck, steam rising from the surface.

It had been forever since held had a hot bath.

He sat back and tried to ease his muscles; he was strung tight as alute's treble strings.

It had made sense, when Walter had proposed it on the beach at Melawel.

"Look," Wdter had said, "he's dead, and there's nothing we can do about that.”

"Except gather together what we can for burid,” Ahirasaid, kneding in the hot sun over Karl's hand.

It was Karl's |eft hand: the three outer fingers were just ssumps.



Miraculoudy, the hand had survived intact, severed dmost cleanly at the wrigt, dthough it had been
thrown easily ahundred yards from the center of the explosion.

Antswere dready crawling on it, but Ahiracouldn't force himsaf to reach out and pick it up, or brush
them off.

Damnit, damnit, damnit.
"We can't bring him back to life," Wadter said. "But we can kegp him from dying."

"Y ou're getting clever, Slovotsky," the dwarf said. " Sounds like abad ideato me.” But he didn't mean it,
not redly. It wasjust areflex, after so many years.

"First thing we got to do is bury the hand, plus any other parts of him we can find. Or parts of the davers
that might be him. We can't let the Md see that hand, and work it out. The officia story isthat Karl left.”

"And then?'

"Weve got to kill ussome davers." Sovotsky's smile was broad in the sunshine. But it wasn't redlly
Walter Sovotsky'ssmile.

It wasKarl's.

"When the Md came back down from the hills, we--well, Walter, actualy, lied his head off. Karl had
|eft aboard Ganness's boat, we said, and we were to follow, once the davers were dead.

"Old Wohtansen wasn't any too happy about that--1 think he gill remembers the time Karl punched
him--but some of the Eriksen men volunteered.

"Didn't like the trip much. If anybody ever asksyou if you want to face astorm on the Cirric in nothing
more than an outrigger canoe with the doppiest lateen rigging the universe has ever seen, tdl them no.

"We hit them in Ehvenor. And then Lundeyll, and then Erifeyll, careful to leave evidence of three of usat
al times

"Walter and | split up in Erifeyll. The next part of the plan cdled for sometime a ses, in the Shattered
Idands. I'd be too -conspicuous. A dwarf sailor? No; better they ook for two humans and a dwarf. And
just in case the legend of Karl Cullinane were to reach here, and raise false hopes, | wasto hie mysdlf
back, fast as possible.”

Ahiraleaned back in the water and toyed with a cake of pear-scented soap, blunt fingers gently stirring

up lather on its -tranducent surface. He tried to loosen his tense muscles, but that didn't happen. He
fastened his hand around the bar of soap and squeezed. The soap flowed between hisfingerslike wet

clay.
"l raninto abit of trouble. Tell you about it sometime.”

Doriafdt at his shoulder, dry, practiced fingers touching -impotently at awound that was only partly



heded. "Weve sent for ahedler,” shesaid. " Spidersect.”

He shrugged. "Walter's hopping among the Shattered | ands now, working hisway--asindirectly as
possible--to Elleport, then back up the Orduin toward Endell. He may head there, or he could change his
route and head toward Home."

"Idands?' Garavar's voice sounded like gravel.

"Yes, yes, idands. He hires on asasailor, and spends some time in the taverns across the idands, talking
up the Warrior, and how he's been heard of here, there and everywhere. With histwo, or twenty, or two
hundred sidekicks. He should be finished soon; by now therell be far too many hunters on the Warrior's
trail, and Walter won't want to run into them.” The dwarf sighed.

"Or, maybe hewon't befinished. Not if he seesaHome signal rocket. Hell have to investigate that,
which meansthat he's going to be looking for the kids just as hard as they're looking for him. Say, about
haf as hard asthe davers arelooking for the Warrior."

Doriasfingers gripped hiswith surprising srength. "I'll come with you."

The dwarf shook his head. "No. Just me and the dragon. Well try the next rendezvous that Jason and
Janie sat up, and if that doesn't work welll try to find him.”

"No," Andreasaid. "No. It'syou, Ellegon and me. | can find them."

"How do you expect to do that?' Doriawas angry.

"I have my methods, Doria. Magic." Andreamuttered afew quick syllablesthat could only be heard and
forgotten. She held out her right hand, and sparks danced between her fingers. "1 know you think | use
too much magic, but don't you think it'sworthwhile for this? For my son'slife?"

The sparks grew more violent, more frenzied, snapping like whips between her thumb and forefinger.
Andreds skin flinched where the sparks touched her, but she didn't shrink from it. Her lips moved
slently, and the sparks grew louder, the flashes brighter and sharper, until with aquick flick of her fingers
she dismissed the light and sound into nothingness.

"1 know abit about magic." Doria pursed her lips. "Sure, you can make amodel of Jason, but you can't
break through the protection spell of hisamulet, no matter how much power you use. Magicaly, heisn't
even vaguely Smilar to any form, not while heéswearing it.”

"You'requiteright." Andreasmiled thinly. "I can't. And I can't find Bren Adahan, or Tennetty, or Walter.
Not while they're wearing their amulets. But Kethol and Durine aren't wearing amulets, are they?' She
stalked out of the bath house, her skirtsflaring asthe breeze caught them.

And then she was gone.

"I don't like her using magic,” Thomen Furnael said. "But | don't see any good way around it.”

Or of stopping her,Ahiraadded slently.

Doriakept her thoughtsto hersdlf.



There was nothing to do, for the moment, but lean back and soak in the hot water, and rest.

He closed hiseyes.

CHAPTER 22

Steer'sHead Inn
All hell broke loose.

--Milton

Tell me again why it's a good idea to take a lot of chances.

--Walter Sovotsky

The storm moved in as the day was moving out. The sun hung just above the horizon, but the sky was
dark with oncoming thunderheads. The damp wind whipped grass and leavesinto the air around Jason as
he stood on top of the hill.

Jason shivered and pulled his cloak around him, then bent to pick up the signd rocket. " Set the launching
pole" hesaid.

Durinefirmly shoved the thin metal pole into the bare ground, canted just a bit into thewind.

Jason straightened, then carefully dipped the rings on the Sde of the Signd rocket along the launching
rod. He knelt to unwrap the base of the rocket; it had been covered in waxed paper to keep the damp
out.

It seemed to have worked just fine; hisfingers couldn't fedl atrace of wetness. Theroll of fusing he took
from a canvas bag was another matter. Something or other had gotten to it, and it was soggy.

It would probably burn, but perhaps not. Best not to fool with it. They had aready taken that possibility
into condderation; Jason had aflintlock pistol stuck into his belt, its tamping rod protruding from the

barrd.

Dragging the hedl of hisboot to carve ashallow trench in the dirt, Durine kept his eyes on the road
below.

Down there, Bren Adahan waited with their rented transportation: two saddle horses and the flatbed
wagon, drawn by apair of ragged mules. Janie and the others were aday's ride away, at Tesors, the port
village, with the boat.



Durine handed him a powder horn, and Jason carefully tipped atrail of the powder into the trench,
leading up to the Sgna rocket. He finished up with ahegping spoonful under the base of the rocket.

That ought to get it going.

"Okay, now, head on down there. I'll be with you in amoment." He could move fagter than Durine, and
whileit was unlikely that the rocket would blow up, there was no sensetaking achanceonit.

Hewaited for Durineto get to the base of the hill, and noted with approva that the big man had the
horses reinshdd firmly in hishands.

Standing at the far end of thetrail of gunpowder, Jason took the tamping rod out of the pistol and stuck
it carefully initsdot -below the barrel. He primed the pan, then snapped the frizzen down, cocking the
pistol before heamed it carefully at the snaking trail of black powder.

Why was he aiming? He didn't need to aim. He kndlt and set the muzzle against the end of thetrail of the
powder, and pulled the trigger.

Theflintlock pistol spat fire, lighting the trail of gunpowder, sending aline of fire Szzling toward the
rocket.

Jason didn't wait to seeif the rocket would launch safely; he was dready partway down the dope, out of
line of sight of the rocket.

A vast cloud of smoke billowed from the base of the rocket, the reek of sulfur sending Jason huddling
into hiscloak, in acoughing fit.

He straightened, his eyestearing, asthe rocket roared away, leaving behind smoke and sulfur. Risng on
apillar of smoke and fireinto the darkening sky, it climbed faster and faster, the fire growing more and
more intense, asthough challenging the brightness of the dim starsthemsdlves.

Therocket's propellant charge burned out. The flame died, only to be replaced afew seconds later, a
few degrees higher in the sky, by a bright green flash that expanded into a globe of fiery points, and then
was gone.

Jason climbed back up, donning his damp leather gloves so he could pull the launching rod out of the
s0il. Heated by the flames of the Sgnd rocket, it hissed againgt the gloves.

By the time he made hisway back to the road, the others were saddled up. Bren Adahan had finished
nailing apiece of parchment to the tree. They'd thought of using paper, but the parchment ought to wear
better.

They'd thought about the date, too. With the increasing popularity of English numbering over the Erendra
addition-based notation, it was entirely possible that somebody might decode the date. So they'd spelled
that out phoneticaly, and followed it with ashort messagein English, Smilar to other notesthat they'd | eft
invarious places across Salket over the preceding tendays.

It read:



Mother's health delicate; it's important that you abort this and reach Holtun-Bieme before word
reaches her. We are heading into the Triple Hamlet; otherswaiting aboard a single-master, the
Gazelle, at Tesors, until this Tenthday. Rendezvous, with Ellegon on Mipos, next Ninthday. Next
rendezvous, with Ellegon, two tendays later, outside of Elleport.

Bethere.

--Jason

Jason tossed the launching rod into the back of the flatbed, and stripped off his gloves.

"Let'sgo,” Bren Adahan said. "1 want to be agood ways away from here before we make camp for the
night." They'd bein the Triple Hamlet tomorrow, and see what could be found there. Apparently that was
the only Savers Guildhdl left on Salket; the others had been closed down.

If Karl Cullinane, Wdter Sovotsky and Ahirawere hunting davers on Saket, they'd be hunting them
there. If.

"Y ou're too impatient, Baron," Jason said. The baron wasn't the only one who wastoo impatient. As
Jason climbed into the saddle, his mare whinnied and took a prancing sideways step. He tightened the
reinsfirmly, then patted her gently on the neck as she settled into adow walk.

"Y ou think they saw it?" Durine asked Jason.

Why was Durine asking him? What did Jason know?"| hope s0," he said. "Even if we had another
rocket, we wouldn't get any benefit from setting it off, not with that ssorm moving in. And | hopethey're
here, and if they're here, | hope. . . | just hope."

He shrugged it away, and gave another hitch to thereins.

The storm had long since broken when they rode into the Triple Hamlet of Kaifeld, Bredham, and New
Runsek.

While lightning flashed across the sky and thunder crashed in hisears, cold rain clawed at Jason like an
animd, icy fingers clutching at hisface, his neck, his shoulders. Rivers of water ran down his back; he
hunched forward, over the pistol under histunic, trying to shield it with his body. He doubted that it was
working, but maybe the roundsin his saddlebags were dry.

Histrembling fingers, twisted tightly in the reins, were wrinkled from the wetness, and hisjaw ached; the
only way he could stop histeeth from chattering wasto clamp hisjaw tightly.

He was thoroughly cold and thoroughly miserable. But he couldn't complain. Bren Adahan and Durine,
every hit as utterly water-logged as he was, didn't say aword. They just rode on, Durine stolidly ignoring
the water that ran down his neck, Bren Adahan pulling his sodden cloak around him, asingle hand
emerging to handle the reins of the flatbed.

The road had been dirt; it was now atreacherous, clinging, stinking mud that clawed at the legs of their



tired mounts, pulling the horses down.

Only the mules seemed unaffected. Despite the way the mud threatened to cover the iron-rimmed
whed s up to the hubs, the mules smply put down their heads and trudged on miserably.

An oilskin tarpaulin covered their gear in the flatbed; Jason hoped that the water hadn't gotten to
everything important, athough he was sure that the rifles were soaked, and would have to be carefully
dried and oiled when they stopped, lest they rust through their blueing.

Thankfully, at the crossing leading into the villages, the mud turned to cobblestones, and the horses steps
ceased to be asullen, leaden plodding. Their hooves, cleaned somewhat as they walked through the
pools and rivulets and streams that coursed over the cobblestones, actually resembled hooves now,
instead of muddy stumps.

But the rain intengfied, dmost blinding him.

"Ahead, there," Bren Adahan called over the crash of thunder, and, sure enough, Jason could seethe
sgn of an inn ahead, a piece of hammered slver that waved in the wind, beckoning them. It looked likea
glver mushroom.

Acrosstheroad and further ong it, another tavern's sign, this one amounted cow's head, seemed to
nod at them. But the Silver Mushroom Inn was the closer, and that was where Bren Adahan got down
from hishorse, tying it to the hitching rack.

Jason and Durine were quickly at hisside. The three of them walked up the steps, and on to the covered
porch, out of therain.

Jason had been fantasizing about getting out of therain, but it didn't help much. He was till wet and
shivering, and thoroughly miserable.

The thick door was closed. Durine lifted the heavy brass goathead knocker and dammed it down twice.

There was no answer, but warm light peeked out through the shuttered windows, and Jason fancied
therewas adistant whiff of hot soup in theair. Hetried to dismissit, but his mouth began to water.

The door swung partly open; afat, red-bearded man stood there, wearing a pullover cotton tunic,
blousy pantaloons and a grease-gpattered apron. He eyed the three of them for along moment before he

spoke.
"Theres no room at the Silver Mushroom,” he said. "Try the Steer's Head, down the street.”
Bren Adahan started to turn away.

Voiceswhispered insde. "Theres three of them, but the big oneskind of fat. N' if one of them'sa
dwarf, it'sthe biggest fucking dwarf | ever saw."

"Wed best be sure. About dl of them.”
"Hold one moment.” Theinnkeeper svung the door open and beckoned them in. "Thelad is shivering.

Y ou should at least comein for amug of hot wine," he said. "1 wouldn't want you to think unkindly of the
Mushroom.”



They walked insgde. The entryway of the inn was a conventional mud room, barely lit by an overhead
lamp; boot scrapers mounted on the floor to make afirst pass at the mud, grass mats farther in to catch
the remnants.

Jason was shivering; he stood on the stone floor, water running off himin rivulets. Bren Adahan, his
finery asodden mess, leaned againgt awall, brushing his hands down hisarms, trying to get some of the
water off.

Only Durine seemed unmoved: he stood to one Side, sllently, indifferently, methodicaly scraping the mud
off of hisboots, looking more like acorpse fished out of the river than anything ese.

Two men waked quickly through the inner door, one holding two pairs of seaming slver tankards; the
other, atdl, dim blond man, held only his own tankard.

Thefirst was amost a caricature of aguild daver: he was a sullen, thick-jowled man, a crop tucked into
theleft Sde of hisbdlt, atruncheon into theright, his bulging belly threatening to dop over both wegpons.

The other, asmall-boned man who stood half ahead taler than Jason, smiled gently at Jason and Durine
before turning his -attention to Bren Adahan.

"My nameisLaheran,” he said, striking apose. He was dim, and studioudy eegant, from the silver pin
stuck through the collar of his short cape, down to the polished, pointed toes of hisboots. A light rapier
hung from the left Sde of hiswaist, and while the scabbard was trimmed in slver and shell, the wegpon's
basket hilt was wound with smple cord and brass; it was aweapon that advertised itself as something
that was to be used, not merdly displayed.

Jason kept his hands away from the hilt of his sword as Laheran set histankard down on adressing
table, then passed out the steaming mugs of mulled wine.

"| th-thank you," Bren Adahan said, histeeth chattering. He stripped off hisleather glovesto accept a
mug of spiced wine, then started to raise the mug to hislips.

"No, Trader Hofna," Jason said. "Durine. Mix them, if you please."

Durine blankly accepted the mug from Laheran, then walked over to the table and picked up Laheran's,
pouring wine from histankard into the other's and then back. It was very quiet for amoment while Durine
offered Laheran atankard.

The daver amiled as he accepted it, then drank. ""Laheran wishesyou luck," he said. "Although your
precautions are excessive," he said, tilting his head to one side, asthough idly consdering the matter.
"The guild doesn't drug or raid here.”

"Durinewishesyou luck," the big man said, "dthough | try to make my own. Perfunctory gpologies,” he
said, "but Taren and | have been hired to guard the trader, here, and we do our job." He accepted the
tankard from Laheran.

"Sol see”

"Taren wishesyou luck," Jason sad, drinking.



"Why did you do that?' Bren Adahan hissed as soon asthey were back outsde, intherain. "If you
thought that the wine was drugged or poisoned--"

"1 wouldn't have accepted it at al," Jason said. He hadn't been warned about that; the localswouldn't let
the davers smply go around poisoning or drugging travelers at random. The time Uncle Chak had been
tricked was a specid case; he and some other mercenaries had been decoyed away from Pandathaway,
off the trade routes, and then drugged, chained and sold. "I didn't want to seem to be too eager to
please" he said. "They're dready suspicious there; that would have raised their suspicions.”

Durine's massive head nodded dowly, heavily. "It was just the right move."

Thethree of them sat on the floor facing the fireplace, each with asteaming mug of teanext to him.

Jason reached up and felt at hishair; it was only dightly damp. Hewasfindly getting dry. It would be
good to be dry, if only for ashort while.

Their room in the Steer's Head Inn was cold and drafty, the air smoky, the straw-ticked bedding musty
and bedbug-ridden, but the fire was hot and so wasthe tea. It tasted mainly of sassafras, Jason decided,
athough there were definitely overtones of ferique and cinnamon. Too much honey, though. Still, ona
cold, wet night, who was going to complain about that?

Thething he liked best of dl wasthe private bath off the room, the kettle-like tub elevated over aniron
stove that vented to the outside. A hot bath would be wonderful.

It had once been amore eegant place, perhapslong ago. The oaken columns at al four corners of the
room were carved to -resemble towers of dwarves, each standing on the shoulders of the one benegth.
Under the smoky residue that covered the walls, Jason could make out the outlines of ancient muras
depicting deer frolicking in awoody glen.

The chill wasrdieved by amassive fireplace on the wall -opposite the glass-paned doorsto the bal cony;
the fireplace was crammed full of blazing logs. To theright of thefireplace, their clothing, both what
they'd been wearing and what had been in their bags, hung on a cagt-iron drying rack. Jason could
actualy see wisps of steam rising from his sodden jerkin.

A blocky iron rested on a heating plate by the fireplace, and a heat-scarred oaken ironing board stood in
front of awoven-grass knedling mat, but none of them had used it, either to pressthe clothes or to finish
drying them.

The clothes could wait. Their gear had dl survived, but it was all soaking wet; it would be late evening
beforethey'd befinished withiit al.

Durine looked more silly than threatening as he sat on afloor cushion, the hair on hisface, chest and
belly sweaty from the fire, his skin reddened, awoolen blanket wrapped around hiswaist, hisbig
smoothbore on his Iap as he worked over it with afew handfuls of cotton batting and amottled green
bottle of olive ail. The latter was one of the nice things about Salket; olive groves stood al over the
idand, and there was dways good ail, reasonably cheap.



Jason had finished oiling the second of hisrevolvers, and had it pretty much squared away. But the
cartridges, spread out on the blanket like nutsfallen from atree, were aproblem. Water wasn't going to
harm the lead bullet, or the brass casing, and the built-in igniters were sedled, too, but the powder itsalf

was suspect.

Would it fire? Best to be sure.

Hetook apair of pliersfrom the tool kit on the floor between him and Bren Adahan, and setting around
backwardsin a quickloader for leverage, carefully pried the bullet out, then tipped the powder on the
worn floor boardsin front of him.

It didn't ook awholelot different from the usua Home powder, although it was finer. Just black dugt,
seemingly dry.

Hetook aspare flint from Bren Adahan's kit and, taking his now-oily bowie from the blanket where it
rested, stroked the flint down the length of the knife. The bowie was awfully aily; it took three strokesto
get aspark.

The powder flared into fire and smoke and then was gone, leaving behind only an acrid smell and alot
less smoke than Jason would have expected if he hadn't fired afew rounds at Home.

Bren Adahan and Durine were dl eyes, but neither of them said anything. Everybody knew that the
Engineer had given Jason some new pistals, but they'd been secret, up to now.

They werefor hisuse. Andhis, if hedill lived.

Jason shook his head. That didn't make sense, not now. The purpose of gunswasto kill people who
needed killing, not to be a Cullinane family secret. Both Durine and Bren Adahan were trustworthy,
within their limits; Ellegon had svorn to that.

"Y ou said my ingtincts were good when we braced the davers,”" Jason said.

Durine nodded. "Y es. They were. Some of him has rubbed off on you."

That was arrant nonsense; Vaeran had alot more to do with how Jason turned out than Karl Cullinane
did. But maybe the old soldier had taught Jason well--before held fallen to the ground, the smooth
wooden hilt of athrowing knife projecting from his eyesocket.

"Then they'd better be good now. | want to lend you these. If | don't come back, they're yoursto use.
Return them to the Engineer; helll decide what to do with them." He checked to make sure that the
cylinder was gtill empty before he clicked it into place, then dry-fired the gun haf a dozen times, the
barrd carefully pointed away from either of them. "They are operated like this-"

"Excuse me?' Bren Adahan's brow furrowed. "Y ou're giving us your guns?’

"l can't risk any gunshots, so | shouldn't take them with me." Jason shrugged.

"Y ou don't mean to say that you're going out into therain?' Bren Adahan shook his head. "To what
end?'

"Think it through, Baron," Jason said. He was glad that Adahan had missed the obvious; it gave Jason a



chanceto lecture him. " Salket has been left conspicuoudy aone by thiswarrior and his men. Jane--and
she knows her father better than anybody el se--thinks Salket is next.

"So do the davers; they've closed down their other houses on the idand, leaving this one as the only
target. Thiswhole place smells of atrap within atrap. Weride into town, and the largest inn is completely
taken over by davers, who are advertisng who they are, in case we missed it. Can't you smell atrap?

"And we've put them on guard, brought their aertness ‘way up. Y ou think they haven't noticed the signal
rockets? Whether he's seen our notes or not, the rational thing for Father to do under the circumstances
would beto give Salket abye.

"Now, somebody real subtle would let them rot here forever, waiting. Let them spend tendayswaiting
herefor an attack that'll never come.

"But Father's not that subtle. He's dways figured that the right way to scare daversisto kill them. Hell
go for it. Somebody's got to see wherethetrap is.”

"Wadter Sovotsky iswith him," Durine said. "He can do a better job of reconnoitering than you can.”

Jason shook his head. "But not if he's not here yet. Tonight I've got astorm to hide in; tomorrow he
won't." And Jason might not have too long to hide in the storm, &t that. A storm that moved in fast could
move out fast, too.

Durine nodded, rummaging through his gear for amoment before coming out with along strip of black
cloth. "You'd best blindfold yoursdlf until you go; give your eyes a chance to adjust to the dark.”

Jason nodded. "Good idea."

Bren Adahan shook hishead. "Y ou're going back out in that? To seeif you can find where the traps
ae?'

No, Jason wanted to say.l'm seventeen years old, andl'm so fucking scared that it'sall | can do to
not shit all over the floor. But thefirst time | ever faced real danger | ran away, and | can't ever
let myself do that again. 1've got to be Karl Cullinanesson, and that means that | do what's
necessary, in cold blood, whether it's hacking a rebellious baron to death or putting my own ass
ontheline.

Hisfather wasalegend. A legend was, above dl, alie. And Jason was the son of alegend. But maybe
lies could become real, maybe you could twist the universe, bend it to shape, and maketheliesred, if
you could only keep your voice from shaking, your hand from trembling.

"Of course |l am, Baron," he said, as he stood, drawing the damp, smelly, woolen blankets around him
asthough they were robes of gate. "1 am aCullinane.”

The baron didn't quite know how to take it, so Jason forced himself to meet his gaze until the baron
looked away.

"l guessyou are," Bren Adahan said.



CHAPTER 23

A Tap on the Shoulder

Am| agod? | see so clearly!

--Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

His clothes had been uncomfortably damp until he stepped out into the rain, but his belly waswarm, his
tongue and throat gill aching with the taste of alast cup of amost scalding tea.

Now his clothes were smply soaked again as he splashed down in the waterlogged grass behind the
Steer's Head I1nn, then stepped back into the cover of the balcony.

Between the flashes of lightning the night was dark, the darkness broken only by lampsin the windows
of the buildings that vanished into the distance in the rain and the gloom. Most places, that was enough

light to see by, but just barely.

He stood silently next to the shingled side of the building. Wiping the back of his dripping hand acrosshis
eyes, hetook amoment to get his bearings.

Theinnwasto his back and to the south. Immediately to the east were the inn's stables, where their
horses waited under the none-too-watchful gaze of the stablemen, both of whom had reeked of chesp
wine. To thewest, further up the street, were three residences, clearly of upper middle-class merchants,
and then the stables of the Silver Mushroom Inn. The Mushroom itself was across the street from its

Sables.

Two streets over and three down was the Savers Guildhall. That was Jason's ultimate target for the
night, but it was hours away, at least. When you're on astalk, move dowly and carefully, Walter
Sovotsky had said. Movenot at dl, if possible; wait for the prey to cometo you.

Wadll, that wasn't possible here.

He'd have to keep away from open spaces. Dressed as he was in wet, dark clothes, he would be
invisblein the shadows, but in aflash of lightning he could easily be seen if somebody happened to be
looking the right way.

On the other hand, immediatdly after aflash of lightning would be a safe time. He closed hiseyes and
waited. When brightness flickered through his eydids and thunder crashed in his ears, he opened his eyes
and stepped off into the night, adjusting the cail of thin climbing rope that ran diagonaly over hisleft
shoulder.

With every step, his boots would sink ankle deep into the muck. That did no harm, but they made
sucking sounds when he pulled them out. Nobody would be able to hear it very far, not over the sound
of therain, but it did carry afew yards.

Jason hid in the lee of an old oak tree, leaning againgt it, the wet bark painfully rough againgt his back



even through his-tunic. He pulled off first one boot, then the other; he tied them together with athong
from hisbelt pouch and dung them over his shoulder, then used another thong to tie them to his chest.

A stone hit into the ball of hisright foot with hisfirst step; the edge of arock cut into the Sde of hisleft
foot when he hopped to one side.

Shit. Thiswasn't going to make it. He leaned back againgt the tree and fdlt at histoes. This had the
makings of adisaster, but you had to do the best with what you could. That wastherule.

Rinsing hisfeet off as best he could in the muddy water, he untied his boots, then pulled them back on,
mud squishing -between histoes. With hisfirst step, something gave benesth hisright foot; he tripped and
fdl flat on hisfacein the mud, thefal knocking thewind right out of him.

Some hero.

Face down in the mud, he fought to get his hands undernesth him and push himself out of the mud,
struggling both to not breathe in the cold goo and to get some air.

Findly hewas ableto force himsalf up to his hands and knees, and draw ajagged, shuddering bregth,
before he dmost fdll over in acoughing fit. He knelt again and wiped as much of the mud from his mouith,
eyes and nose as he could.

There was nothing to do but press on. He staggered to hisfeet and off into the night as quietly ashe
could, ataste of mud and grit between histeeth, shivering, miserable, exposed, cold, dirty and utterly
done.

Thefirgt four buildings he checked turned out to be just what they had appeared to be: the homes of
middle-class merchants, or noble merchants--it was hard to tell which, in Salket. Jason guessed that one
was an ironmonger, another an olive dealer, the other -involved in the sdle of dried fish, but he could have
been wrong, and couldn't guess what the owner of the fourth house was.

Wheat the houses weren't were barracks, and that was what was important.

Wastherain garting to ease, or wasthat just hisimagination? Asif in answer it beat down harder on his
head, thewind picking up, driving theicy water into hisface.

He moved on.

The Slver Mushroom Inn had been built primarily for comfort, not security; each of its severa suites
seemed to haveits own balcony, lower than those of the Steer's Head Inn. Ladderlike trellises supported
tralsof ivy.

Above hishead, anarrow shaft of light from agap in the curtains cut into the night; laughter and therattle
of dicein acup suggested what was going on. Jason waited under the bal cony until he could count at
least four different voices, dthough he thought it was probably more like haf a dozen. He moved on to
the next ba cony; the window above was dark.

He thought for amoment about climbing the trdlis, but that was just too tempting, and too dangerous.
There could easily be some sort of trap, some sort of alarm cord hidden benesth the dripping leaves.



Still, that was the sort of thing that it was best to find out about. He stooped to check one of the rungs of
thetrdlis, oneat hiskneeleve. He carefully inserted hisfingersin the gap, gently probing for anything
suspicious. Nothing. He tiffened hisfingers and arm, and then rested part, then dl of hisweight onit.

Therung didn't give at dl. Not surprisng; the Salkes were known for building thingsto last. Still, the
wood was old and splitting. He thought about splinters, and about pulling on his climbing gloves, but
decided that good touch was the better part of valor here.

He tested another rung, and then another, and then dowly, carefully began to climb. He reminded himself
again: patience on astalk wasn't preferable--it was essentid. Y ou had to master time, not let it be your
master.

Haste was dangerous.

It was fifteen rungs to the balcony; dowly he put some weight on it, until he was stlanding on the ninth.
He reached up to close his hand on the railing and pull himself the rest of the way up--and then he caught
himself. He couldn't seeit, and held better see it before he put hisweight onit.

He put his hand on the top rung, and started to draw himsalf up, but it gave fractionaly. Sowly, dowly,
he withdrew his hand, then felt around, dowly, carefully. Pretend that there might be sharpened razors
hidden behind the trellis, at any moment, that wasthe trick. There might be.

Hedidn't find any razors, but hisfingers found a hinge on one sde of thetrellis rung, and a cord running
from the other side. Some sort of darm.

He pushed avine asde far enough so that, in the dim light coming from the next ba cony over, he could
seethat the floor of the -bal cony was empty. There was nothing but water there, and not much of that;
the floor was ever-so-dightly convex, like the lens of amagnifying glass, dlowing water to run off thesde
andinto thevines.

His probing fingers found nothing on the rain-dickened marble of therailing. Not alikely candidate for
some sort of pressure switch; he pulled himself up and over therail.

The panelled glass doors to the bal cony were locked, and probably stronger than they looked, perhaps
constructed like the panelled doors to the bal conies at Castle Biemestren: what appeared to be
criss-crossed wooden support members were actualy wrought iron covered by thin wooden dats.

He unstrapped and drew his bowie, and tested the point against one of the criss-cross members; the
sharp point sank easily a-quarter-inch into the wet wood, but touched metal beneath. Just like home.
There was no easy way indde, a least not through this balcony.

Jason dipped hisknife back into its sheath and tied it into place.

He moved to the other sde of the window; the curtain didn't quite cover there. Beyond the wet glass,
light cameinto the room through the door leading to the bright hall beyond. He could see four tightly
crowded deeping palets, two of them containing dim forms, and arack of eight rifles, certainly
daver-powder rifles, set up near the door. It was afair bet that this was adeeping room for at least eight
davers. Multiply that by the six other bal conied roomsin the inn, and he could guessthat there were
about fifty daversin the Slver Mushroom Inn done.



The next step was to--

A creak from insde the room froze him solid. His hand dropped to the bowie a hisbelt, but that was
slly. There was nothing he could do with abowie that wouldn't reved him.

He stood next to the door and unwound the twin wooden handles of the garrotte from hisbelt. The
thought of killing again made his hands tremble, but if the door opened held have to. Sip the thin strand
of woven sinew over the neck, tighten and pull, and then ease the body to the ground and get the hell out
of here.

Hisfingerstightened on the grips when there were low murmurs from inside the room. He couldn't quite
make out the complete sentences, but caught afew fragments:. "Your turn . . . awakethistime. . . yeah,
aure, if it don't rain.”

Pressing his ear to the door, he could hear the sounds of somebody dressing, then ssomping out of the
room, while somebody e se undressed, boots hitting the floor.

Then the thump of somebody dropping, dead tired, to adeeping pdlet. Jason waited until all he could
hear were snores before climbing gingerly down thetrellis. The rain was still coming down hard enough to
make him miserable.

The Silver Mushroom Inn stables were next. There were only twenty horsesin the stable, which wasn't
in accord with his -estimate of fifty daversin the house. But there you had it: twenty horses, and one
drunk stableboy deeping up in the hayloft.

Next would be the guildhouseitself, and held have to be very careful there. It was only two Streets over
and three down, but walking down the cobblestone streets wasn't agood idea, dressed as he was. If
they had any watch out at al, he'd be spotted.

He stuck to the service dleys behind the rows of houses. They were muddy, but there were more places
to hide.

G G G

This businesswas miserable and dull, and when it wasn't dull it was dangerous. Something dippery
under the mud behind one of the houses shot hisfeet out from him, landing him on hissde, something
biting into his back, just below hisright shoulder blade.

He reached back, and pulled a piece of wood from hisflesh. It was a splinter aslong as hisfinger, and
hisback hurt like hell whereit had gonein. He had asmall metal bottle of healing draughtsin his pouch,
but it wasn't for minor injuries; he had to saveit for something that redlly hurt.

While the wind was getting colder and colder, the rain was starting to ease up, and, from the top of ahill,

he could even see the stars through a distant break in the clouds. If he was going to check out the
Savers Guildhal, hed best hurry.

Standing in the lee of thewall surrounding the Slavers Guildhdl, it occurred to him that there must not



have been alot of warring going on ininland Salket, not for along time. The houses, once they'd gotten
away from the port area, had seemed to be designed for comfort, not security: there were windows at
many levels, -albeit often barred; few of the homes were surrounded by a protectivewall. While the
houses of the poor were of the -familiar wattle-and-daub, the homes of the wedlthy were built of brick,
not thick blocks of stone.

The Savers Guildhall, though, was an exception, as were the buildingsto either Sde.

Just to the west of the daver compound was awooden stable, more of abarn, redly, probably property
of the davers: there was a covered wakway between the two. To the east was what had been a Stately,
three-storied home, but it had suffered fire damage. Whiletheloca lord's firemen had clearly put out the
blaze before it spread, the house was ruined and hadn't yet been repaired or replaced; part of the facade
was ripped clean off, up to the third story.

The daver compound hadn't been damaged by the fire. It was two-storied, built of stone, not brick, and
completely surrounded by aten-foot-high wall topped with arailed walkway, with two guardposts at the
rear corners of thewall, athough neither of them seemed to be occupied a the moment.

It wasn't acadtle; it wouldn't withstand asiege, or alarge-force assault, but it wasintended to stand up
to anything lessthan that.

It was reasonably new, too; the edges of the stone were still sharp, not worn smooth by hundreds of
years exposure to the dements, aswere the walls a Biemestren Castle. Jason would have been willing
to bet that it had been built out of fear of an attack by the Home raiders, and only finished perhaps ten
years before.

But it could be taken. Y ou could take anything, if you had the means. Batter hard enough againgt any
wall and it would come down. Fire enough bolts, enough arrows, enough stones, enough bulletsinto an
enemy mob, and they'd run or die.

The davers had gone to the expense of mounting mirror-backed glowstedls on poles a each of the four
corners and halfway down each of thewalls, and while their blue glow was dim--aither the spellswere
initialy weak or they badly needed refreshing--it was enough to see by.

The davers hadn't thought of everything, though; a huge oak tree spread its leaves and branches dmost
againg thewest side of thewall. He walked to the side of it and checked carefully around the bark for
anything out of place, some tripwire, some pressure plate. There wasn't anything.

He shrugged. Could they have left such aholein their defenses? At the same time as they were beefing
up their defenses by -stashing anywhere from twenty to fifty extraarmed davers at the Silver Mushroom
Inn? That didn't make sense. Still, from where he was he could see that there wasn't any other tree near
enough to -overlook the wall.

Best to take aquick turn around the wall before he tried anything. He wouldn't want to risk checking out
the streetside door, but that left three sides of the square.

Staying near the wall, though, was probably not the best idea. He crossed to the other side of the dley
and, his back to the wooden fence that ran along the edge of the neighboring property, heworked his
way toward the next corner, moving dowly and silently intherain.

Therewasadaver in the guardpost at that corner, after al. Muttering something or other under his



breath, adark form leaned out into the night.
Jason froze.

In seconds that felt like minutes, like hours, the guard leaned back in. He hadn't heard anything. Jason
waited a dozen heartbests, then moved on.

As heturned the northwest corner, something touched his -shoulder.

CHAPTER 24
Walter Slovotsky
He who has patience may compass anything.

--Francois Rabelais

Vaeran used to say something about how, in acombat Situation, it was about sixteen times better to do
something useful and violent right away than to wait and figure out something even more ussful and violent
later.

Jason spun on the bals of hisfeet, hisleft arm coming around to block, while hisright hand snatched a
his belt, hisfingersfaling on the wooden handles of his garotte, not his bowie,

It didn't matter; better something than nothing. He struck out--
--and let hisfist drop.
Walter Slovotsky was standing a few feet away from him, dropping a crooked stick to the ground.

"Easy, kid, easy," Slovotsky whispered, beckoning him into the shadows. " Just your Uncle Walter, who
doesn't want to get killed. Now or ever."

Jason could see enough of himin the light of the glowsted to seethat he looked different: thinner, older,
more shopworn. His beard was thicker and longer than it used to be; ashock of graying hair that badly
needed cutting framing hislined face.

But it was ill Wdter Sovotsky; his
all-is-peachy-keen-in-any-universe-clever-enough-to-contain-Walter-S ovotsky-smile was intact,
dthough barely.

"What thefuck are you doing here?' Slovotsky whispered.

"Where are the others?' Jason looked around. "Ahira, Father--"



Wadter Slovotsky's brow furrowed. "Y ourfather ‘AWe need along talk," he whispered, "and thisisn't the
place. Y ou got a place around here?’

Therain had started to let up; asthough bidding afarewell, aflurry of distant lightning bolts crackled to
the ground.

Jason nodded. "The Steer's Head Inn. Two--"
"--gtreets over and three up." Slovotsky nodded. ™Y ou want to lead the way, or want meto takeit?

"Mefirgt." It wasn't just that the rain was letting up; it must have been getting warmer, too; Jason didn't
fed quite so cold anymore.

So Father was dead. Hefélt asif he should be crying, asif he was supposed to be crying, but he didn't
fed likeit. He had -aready mourned his father once, and perhaps once was enough.

Or perhaps not. Maybe the tears would come later. It was hard to tell about thingslikethat. Try to lay
down arule, try to -reduce what you do fed, should fed, ought to fed, will fedl. . .. Youtry to turn that
into some sort of formula, and you fail; emotions just didn't work that way.

Damn, damn, damn.

"Shit, folks" Water Sovotsky said quietly, hishands cupped around a steaming mug of herb tea, "you
weren't supposed to buy the bullshit." He frowned at Jason. "Y ou werethere, Jason. Nobody could have
survived the explosion, and Karl couldn't run far." He shook his head, then tossed it to clear the Stringy
wet hair from his eyes. He had called the toss, and won thefirst bath.

There were lines at the corners of Sovotsky's eyesthat Jason didn't remember from before, and his
eyelids were puffy and red from lack of deep. "Yeah," hesaid. "I know | look like death warmed over,
and not too well warmed over, at that." He Sipped histea "The only reason | sent the dwarf off toward
Holtun-Bieme wasto get him out of the way. | couldn't take to the Cirric with him aong, and hes every
bit as much of apotentia martyr asyour dad was. -Always has been, from well before we faced The
Dragon.”

Helooked like he was going to say more, then decided not to. There wasn't anything they could do
about Ahiraright now, and right now was the problem.

"How firm's your rendezvous with thisGazelle of yours on the tenth?' Slovotsky asked.
Durine shrugged. "They'll bethere"

"Good. Then you bethere, and I'll seeif | can makeit to the next pickup. Got to finish this, first." He
chuckled. "That daughter of mine is something, isn't she? She'sright that | wouldn't haveingsted on
finishing things off with Salket--thisis atough nut--but Karl would have. Particularly if he had a couple of
dozen men with him." Sovotsky smiled. "They're ready for amagjor assault. They're not ready for me.
Theré's both too many of them and not enough of them.”

Bren Adahan shook his head. "'From yours and Jason's description, it soundstoo difficult. Evenif you
can climb in by way of that tree--"



"Which you can't. It's booby-trapped--there's at least four tripwires hidden on the branch you'd use to
get to the top of the wall. Jason, didn't you see the other sstumps?”

"Stumps?"

"Fucking Greek chorus--yes, sumps. They cut down al the other trees near the wall and |eft that one.
Didn't you see?'

Jason was going to protest that he had been about to do afull recon, and that he would have noticed the
stumps, but that would have sounded like an excuse.

Begdes, Wadter Sovotsky, himsdlf an inveterate liar, wouldn't have believed him anyway.

"Y ou can't do anything about it, S0 get out of here. It'smine." Sovotsky shrugged, his shouldersworking
their way out of hisblanket. He pulled it tightly around him. "Those damned signal rockets of yours have
the davers stirred up like abunch of -angry bees.”

"Perhaps your killing them has something to do with it aswell,” Durine said gently.

Sovotsky laughed, but it was atired laugh. "It might, at that. | don't see any way to get dl the daves o,
but | can take out the watchersin the two other houses on the stret. . . ." Heraised an eyebrow. "You
did notice that they've got watchmen in the loft of the barn, and in the garret of the burned-out house?"

"Don't bedlly. Of coursel did." Jason forced asmileto match thelie. "Would | miss something as easy
asthat?'

"Y ou are your father's son, at that. Sometimes | forget.” Slovotsky smiled back. "Okay, so | take them
out, get inside, leave behind afew deaders, get the cages open, and then start enough of afire, create
enough of adistraction to give some of the poor bastards a chance to get away, and then vanish. | don't
need you around for any of that; you can't disappear into the woodwork like | can. Even if they hadn't
Seen you, which they have.”

Mogt of the escaped daves would be rounded up by the citizenry, of course, which was one of the
reasons that Home raiders eschewed the cities--much better to get the davers where there wasn't much
of aloca population to handle, either way--but some might be able to grab clothes and weapons, and
perhaps enough money to buy themselves passage a one of the ports. Saket, like many areasin the Eren
region, was aloose federation of smdl baronies, the barons meeting occasondly to settle internecine
disputes, but without a unified government. It wasin everyonesinterest that, say, ahostler inthe Triple
Village return to Beteran of Tesfors a horse whose lip bore histattoo; it was another thing to return an
escaped dave who might, at least in theory, be related to the hodtler.

But there was one problem with Walter Sovotsky's plan.

Jason leaned forward. "And what are you going to do when twenty to fifty davers—-armed with riflesand
whatever else they can get their hands on--run over from the Silver Mushroom Inn, surround the place
and shoot whoever or whatever comes out the door or over thewall?"

Sovotsky eyed him coldly. "I didn't know about them. Y ou didn't tell me.”

"I didn't think you'd miss something as easy asthat.” Jason smiled. "Besides, you were too busy taking.”



After along moment, Sovotsky smiled. "l was, at that. Let methink it over for amoment." He sat and
drank some tea, staring into the flickering flamesin the fireplace, asthough he could find some wisdom
there.

Finally he shook hishead. "Can't be done. Shit. There's somewhere between a dozen and eighteen of
them ingde. We could probably kill the watchmen and afew of the guards and be gone, but we don't
have anything near the manpower or the firepower to knock down adozen quickly if it dl hitsthe fan."
He raised an eyebrow. "How're you fixed for money?*

Jason shrugged his shoulders. "Werefine. Why?'

Sovotsky scratched at himself. "Well, tomorrow afternoon seeif you can rent about half adozen horses,
and station yoursalves aways down the road. I'll catch up with you, and we can get well ahead of any
pursuit by switching mounts alot. We should be able to makeit to your boat half a day ahead of any
chase, and be over the hori-zon by the time the davers show. We hit the rendezvous with the dragon,
and hit theair." Herubbed at his eyeswith the back of hishand. "I'm burning out, boy. This shit takesa
lot out of an old man."

Jason sat back and watched the older man carefully. It wasn't supposed to be like this. The Other Siders
were supposed to be specid, particularly Walter Sovotsky, a man who tossed off clever sayingslike
Lou Riccetti spun off new inventions: cardessly, -casudly, easlly.

Walter Soovotsky was supposed to be something specia, something more than just an exhausted old
man, growing moretired and older by the moment. Slovotsky wasinto hisforties, practically ready for
the grave, and helooked every year of it as he drained the last of histea and then staggered over to a
deeping pallet, dropped first to his knees, then to al fours. He sagged down into the straw mattress,
seemingly adeep by the time hewasfully horizontd.

Bren Adahan stood and stretched. "1 would prefer it if you take first watch, Durine.”

Durine nodded. "Very well."

Jason went over to the bath room and tested the water with hishand. It was warm, and that'd have to be
enough; his eyeswere sagging, and he didn't want to go to deep filthy. Durine had washed his cuts, so
they weren't in much danger of becoming infected, but it felt asif the grit Jason had dopped through had
worked itsway into every pore of hisskin. He dropped hisfilthy clothesto the floor and mounted the
Step ladder, then lowered himsalf gingerly into the water.

Water Slovotsky's plan would have to do, he decided. They didn't have the fire--

He stood up straight. "Walter, wake up--Durine, wake him up," Jason said, quickly ringng himself off
and getting out of the tub.

"What thefuck isit?' Sovotsky said after Durine had shaken him awake. He rubbed the back of ahand
againgt reddened eyes.

Jason held out the two revolvers. ™Y ou said we didn't have enough firepower," he said, flicking open the
cylinders. "Y ou know what these are?"

"Where did you?--fucking Lou," Slovotsky said, holding one of the gunsin hishand, cradling it likeit



wasachild. Hebit hislip for along moment, and then straightened. "Fucking Lou," he repeated, hisvoice
firmer, younger. "That hairless son of abitch did it again." He didn't seem sotired, not anymore. "Yeah. |
know wheat thisis. How many rounds you got?"

"Two hundred. No, one-ninety-nine. Now, have we got enough firepower?'

Slovotsky stood silently for along moment, so long that Jason was going to speak up, but thought better
of it.

"Yeah," Sovotsky findly said. "That we do." He cocked hishead to one side. "Y our father used to get
more mileage out of people than | would have thought they had in them. Including me, cometo think of it.
Looks like you inherited that from him, too." His eyestwinkled. "Get some deep. Tomorrow we write
the note, the one that saysthe Warrior lives."

Durine smiled. "I didn't think you wrote them on the scene.”

Slovotsky laughed. "Hope | don't look that stupid. We write the note and rest up tomorrow, and
tomorrow night, and the day -after." He amiled, hisface framed with abeard that somehow didn't seem
quite so gray, not anymore. "And then we hit them." He cocked his head to one side. " Jason, you look
like there's something you don't understand.”

"| guessit's not important.”

"Giveit atry. You've got a problem with the assault plan?’

Jason shook his head. "It's not that. What | don't understand is about al the rumors. It took yearsfor the
story about you and Dad taking on Ohlmin and the daversto, wel, inflatelikeit has. But dl this stuff
about the Warrior running around with dozens, sometimes hundreds of men--those rumors have
exploded.”

"And you're wondering why?" Sovotsky nodded. "Couple of reasons. For one thing, your father was
aready legendary; these new rumors have just piggybacked on his legend. There are dready dozens of
gories of Karl Cullinanefloating around; for the Warrior to build on them wasn't difficult.” He rummaged
through their gear and found the clay bottle of Riccetti's Best, pulled the cork, and took a heavy swig.
"The stories would have spread quickly, even without the other thing.”

"The other thing?'

"Well," Sovotsky grinned wolfishly, "I've been hitting damn near every tavern and hookshop in the
Shattered Idands. I've been doing my best to spread the rumors mysdif.”

Jason laughed. If anybody could find something heroic to do in every tavern and borddlo in the
Shattered Idands, it would have to be Walter Slovotsky.

CHAPTER 25
In Cold Blood

My men, yonder are the Hessians. They were bought for seven pounds and ten pence a man. Are



you worth more? Prove it. Tonight the American flag floats from yonder hill or Molly Stark sleeps
awidow!

--John Stark,

before the Battle of Bennington

Theway Wdter Sovotsky explained it, most of the problemswere front-loaded; if things went to hell
early, they should be able to bresk off and get out beforeit dl fell gpart.

Two days of rest had Jason fegling human again as he crouched near Durine, hiding in the dark next to
the fence, with thewakway to hisleft. The daver compound was behind him. In front of him was his
target: the stable next door.

Hewas tiff, and hisknees and lower back burned with pain; he longed to straighten up, but it was
amogt twefth-hour and the guard should be changing shortly. That wasthetimeto hit the davers,; it gave
Jason and his companions as much leeway as-possible.

With acreak of protesting hinges the door opened and a blocky man marched quickly toward the
stable, someone behind him closing the door. He was dressed in ametal cap and chain mail, adaver rifle
and pike over hisleft shoulder, ahooded lantern held high in hisright hand.

He passed perhaps fifteen feet from where Jason and Durine hid, and it was tempting to take him now,
but it would have been wrong; his relief would be watching amarked candle burn down, and would be
both expecting him and would be expected shortly by whoever was on the other sde of the door.

They let him pass.

After waiting to be sure that the door to the compound was closed, Jason and Durine rose and followed
the guard into the stable. Best to let hislight lead the way.

The stable was as Walter Sovotsky had described it: athree-story building, two partia floors
surrounding an open space. At each corner of the building, stairwaysled up to thetop level, where
another man waited for the daver they werefollowing. It smelled of rotting straw and old horseshit.

The horses could smell them; alarge roan threw back its head and whinnied, its hooves besting a heavy
tattoo on the floorboards. They ducked into an empty stall, knowing that the two daverswould attribute
the sound of the horsesto the disturbance by the relief watchman.

Jason took adeep breath and let it out. "Wish meluck,” he more mouthed than whispered as he crept
off toward the stairs.

Wadter Slovotsky had done athorough recon of the stable the night before last; and he had tested
Jason's memory on which stairs didn't squesk.

Jason worked hisway up the far stairway to the second level whiletherelief watchman called out a
password that he couldn't quite make out. He seemed to take the responding grunt from above asa



matter of course, and then put his weapons in awooden box that was suspended from the ceiling viaa
rope and pulley arrangement. He pulled on the rope, raising them. The pulley needed greasing; it made
enough noise to cover any sound that Jason would have made going up the stairs, dthough he was only
ableto get halfway up the second staircase before the weapons carrier reached the top.

The daver pulled it in with along crook. The rattling sounds suggested that he was replacing the new
guard's wegpons with his own; it was enough noise to cover Jason's careful creep up the second set of
dairs, avoiding the eighth, eeventh and twelfth steps.

Findly he was on the top floor. He waited for the weapons carrier to creak and shudder itsway to the
ground, and then he drew his garotte.

And waited, while the sound of the retreating footsteps of the off-duty watchman diminished, then
disappeared.

The watchman over by an unshuttered window had been waiting, too. As soon asthe other was gone,
he set hismeta cap down on the floor and then took off his chain mail overshirt and dropped it to one
sde, chuckling to himsdlf asit clanked and clicked to the floor. Mall is heavy stuff; he sighed ashe
worked his shoulders, then picked up his pike and leaned on it, looking out into the night.

Jason was right behind him and quickly, gently, dipped the noose of his garotte over the daver's heed,
jerking it tight, dragging the man backward to the floor as he kicked and shuddered, then voided himsalf
with ahorrible flatulence and an awful stench.

Jason held the garotte tightly while the daver gave onefina jerk and then went limp.

Jason stood over the body for amoment. It was strange. He didn't fedl anything; thiswas just another
daver who had gotten in hisway, and now it was adead daver. It just didn't matter.

Hewhistled twice, softly, and was relieved to hear three short whistles back. In afew moments Durine
was at the top of the stairs, lowering his gear to the floor: four heavy crossbows and awindlassto wind
them, plus adozen bolts. While Durine quickly loaded the crossbows, Jason put on the dead daver's
stedd helmet and stood in front of the window, holding the pike.

Across the way, the garret in the burned-out house was dark. Jason wondered if Walter Sovotsky had
done hisjob and taken out the other guard.

Apparently he had; there was something moving in the dark under the far guard shack on top of the wall.

"He'sfagt, that one," Durine whispered, handing Jason one of the crossbows and taking the other for
himsdf. They were just backup; if everything went right, Walter Sovotsky would take out the guards on
thewadll. If everything went right.

If he hadn't been looking for it, Jason wouldn't have seen the rope snake up and around the pole
supporting the glowsted and mirror next to the guard station. Jason dipped the pike twice to the left, and
then to theright.

At that signal, Wdter Slovotsky climbed quickly up the rope and disappeared over the Sde. There was
slence for afew moments, and then a dark form dumped out of the window of the narrow guard shack
at that corner.



"Guard," Durine hissed. There was movement at the near guard shack.
The door to the shack opened and the guard stepped out onto the walkway.

"Now." Two bolts hissed into the night, vanishing in the darkness. Jason was sure it was Durine's that
pinned the daver'sthroat to the wall of the shack.

The man struggled feebly and Durine put another bolt into him, this one piercing his chest squarely.

"Let'sget downdtairs," Durine said, quickly reloading the crossbows, then tying the windlass and aquiver
of boltsto hisbdlt.

It was abit awkward walking down the stairs with a cocked crossbow in each hand, but in afew
moments they were at the rear door. It dowly opened, just far enough to admit the two of them.

Walter Sovotsky stood there, smiling in the dim light of the overhead glowsteds. He hitched at the pistol
at theright Sde of hiswaig.

"Now?' Durine asked.
"Now, we go kill some daversin their beds"

Sick to his stomach, Jason returned Slovotsky's smile.

They stood in front of the locked door to the dave pens while Jason fumbled with the keys.

It had al gone bloody, but well; they'd killed six deeping men, Water Sovotsky ditting their throats
whilethey lay in their deeping pallets, while Jason and Durine had stood in the doorway, reedy to put a
bolt in anyone who woke up.

But none of them woke up; Sovotsky had dit six throats, with no sound except for gurgling gasps.

They'd walked through the deeping room, the floor dick with blood and shit, and through aswinging
door into akitchen, where five men, sitting around atable, drinking wine and talking, had sprung up, only
to fall beneath hissing bolts and swords.

Three of them had shouted and |egped to their feet, reaching for weapons. One had whimpered as he
tried to parry Slovotsky's lunge, only to be spitted on a sword, and another had thrown up his hands and
begged for hislife; Durine had hacked through his neck like awoodsman chopping down atree.

Just numbers. That was al they were: Six men deeping, five men Sitting, three shouting, one whimpering,
another begging, eeven men dying. Just numbers.

Finally Jason found a key that fit into the lock of the knobless door. Durine stood behind him, ready to
kick the door open if necessary.

Water Slovotsky's brow furrowed; he held up a hand.Wait, he mouthed, running hisfingersaong the
frame, up to the top of the door.



Ashisfingerstested the oak timber above the door, hisface brokeinto asmile.

He gestured Jason to move away. Slovotsky took asmall metal rod from his pouch and inserted it into
the holein the end of the key, tying the lockpick into place with aquick twist of string. He tied another
length of string to the end of the pick, took afew quick turns around the key, and stepped back.

Slovotsky beckoned the two of them over. "That timber above the door isn't atimber," he whispered,

his voice barely audible eveninchesaway. "It'sadeadfdl. My guessisthat if weturn the key
counterclockwise, the way you usudly would, it'll dam down. But | want to hedge my bet; it might be set
to fal when the door opens, so when you do the door, Durine, get your leg out of the way, quick.”

Durine nodded, and took up a position in front of the door, no longer quite below the timber.

Jason drew his pistol, opened the cylinder and thumbed a cartridge into the empty chamber, while
Sovotsky did the same. If there were other davers behind the door, thiswas a place for guns; asixth

round in the cylinder might make adifference.
Sovotsky pulled on the string. Slowly the key turned in the lock. Somethingsnick edinside.

Durine, hissword in hisright hand, hisleft arm wrapped in acloak and left hand holding alantern doft,
drew back hisfoot for akick.

Slovotsky nodded. Durine's booted foot kicked the door, hard; wood splintered and shattered as it
dammed inward.

Missing Duringsfoot by only inches, the deadfdl timber dammed down on the sone floor, splitting
lengthwise with a pistol-like crack. Hopping over it, Slovotsky wasfirst through the door: he broke left as
he skittered insgde in a half squat, the pistol held out in front of him.

Jason followed him in, bresking right.
There were shouts and cries, and Jason brought the pistol around, looking for targets.

Thereweretargetsin front of him: behind the bars, haf--naked men crouched and shouted, some of
them flinging hands up in front of their faces.

Hiswrist wavered, seeking atarget. Hisfinger tightened on the--
No. Those were the davesin the cages, there were no davers, no targetsin the room.

Durinewas smiling. "Were dl set." The big man hung the lantern on ahook by the door, and left. Hed
be keeping watch for amidnight relief party of daversfrom the Silver Mushroom Inn.

Sovotsky was dready straightening. "Tahavath, dl of you. Shutup. Y ou're being freed, assholes,” he
sad, sticking his pistal into the front of hisbelt. He drew his knife and rapped on the barswith its hilt.
"There's clothes upstairs, and you're wel come to what money and wegpons you can find,” he said, as

Jason tried to stop the pounding of his heart.

Jason sagged againgt the coolness of the stone wall while Slovotsky rel eased the daves, ten unamiling
men in collars and filthy, ragged breechclouts, some of them standing in the front of their cage asthough
not sure what to do next, some of them still insde. They didn't appear to beill-fed, but the dave kennels



reeked of unwashed swest; it was almost as bad as the charnel house outside.

Jason'slungs ached for the taste of fresh air.

"You'l find tools over there for getting the collars off," Sovotsky said as he worked the keysin the lock
of the second cage. "The Warrior's next door, finishing off the guardsin the stable. Help yourself to
horses and saddles. I'd suggest you grab some food and weapons, and then get out of here. You'reon
your own."

One of the daves, askinny man, nodded briefly at another.

There was something very wrong here. The metalic taste of fear filled Jason's mouth, clutched at Jason's
gut with icy fingers. -Jason stepped away from thewall.

One of the daves was having trouble getting up; Slovotsky took a step into the cell.
"No."

A black-bearded man reached out and pulled Jason off balance while strong fingers grabbed at Jason's
left arm. Ingtinctively, -Jason jerked on thetrigger.

The blast wasimpossibly loud in the close confines of the kennels, the gun kicking hard in his hand, flame
lancing into the ceiling.

A blow to the head set the world spinning, sent him redling back, but he brought the pistol down and
shoved the cold metal barrel against an unwashed belly.

The hammer rose and fell. The gun kicked hard againgt hishand. A warm, sdty spray and awful stench
splattered Jason's face as the man staggered back, two more rushing to take his place.

Jason shrugged off one attacker and pulled the trigger again, flame lancing out, spearing adaver in the
neck, sending him stumbling back into the bars.

A hairy arm snaked around Jason's throat, but he had dready drawn his bowie with hisleft hand and
stabbed backward, dicing into flesh, twisting his knife out when he hit bone. The man's scream deafened
Jason's right ear before fading off into asobbing whimper ashefdl away.

"Backoff, " Jason screamed, shooting another one. Three shots; three to go. " Back off."

It was al obvious, now; these weren't daves. They were the trap within atrap--davers, masquerading as
daves.

Three of them had wrestled Slovotsky up against the bars, and one of them had gotten hisknife, setting it
againg histhroat while another clawed at the butt of his pistol. But Slovotsky, his eyes glazed, pressed
hisbelly hard againgt the bars, trapping the pistol.

"Put it down. Put it down, or hedies," the daver said, digging the point in for emphasis. "Do it now."
Sovotsky's teeth clenched around a groan.

Fuck you, asshole, Jason thought as he brought up his pistol and shot the daver intheright eye.



Slovotsky elbowed the other daver away, drew his pistol and shot him, then picked up his sword and
quickly speared two of the moving injured.

Jason had holstered his pistol and drew his own sword. He crouched, his bowie in one hand, ready to
block, the point of his saber weaving, searching, hunting.

But they weredl dead, al lying on the stone floor that was dick with the blood and the piss and the shit,
and not only didn't it bother him, heliked it that way.

" 'Put it down or he dies?" Jason spat on the body of the daver who had said that.

Durine wasin the door. Hetook it al in with one quick look, then turned to Jason.

"Go get the horsesready,” Jason said. "And fire the place. Well bealong.”

Water Sovotsky faced him, hisface and beard speckled with blood, not dl of it his.

"Y ou could have shot me, Jason,” Walter Sovotsky said.

"Y ou complaining?’

"Not at al. Not at dl." He pressed a hand tightly against the side of his neck, staggering.

Jason was quickly at his sde, supporting the older man. He dug aflask of hedling draughts out of his
pouch and handed it to Sovotsky, who pulled the cork out with trembling fingers, then drained it quickly.

"Let'sget the hel out of here, kid," Water Sovotsky said, his voice degpening, strengthening. "We can
skip thenotethistime.”

"Like hell." Jason was dready untying the strings of Sovotsky's pouch; he fumbled out two
speedloaders, then quickly loaded both his and Walter's pistols, careful to put the spent brass back in
Sovotsky's pouch. Hed leave the bastards only dead bodies and a note to remember him by.

Hetook the note out of his own pouch, and stuck it in the mouth of a dead man. "Like the man says, the
Warrior lives”

He kicked the body in the face. " And we are not nice people,” he said. He clapped ahand to Walter
Sovotsky's shoulder. "Come on, old man.Now we get the hell out of here.”

CHAPTER 26

Laughter in the Dark
You know how to win a victory, Hannibal, but you don't know how to useit.

--Maharbal



Jason couldn't deep. The hold had been dank and musty, and the constant, abeit gentle rocking of the
boat had him vagudly nausested. Again.

Whatever I'm good at, it isn't sailing,hethought. Again.
At least he wasn't done, and hadn't been dl night. He'd taken aturn with thetiller, letting Bothan Ver

and Thivar Anjer get some deep. With the search for the Warrior behind them, and with Salket long
vanished over the horizon, tight muscles were beginning to loosen.

They'd madeit away, again.
Aslong asthewind held steady it was easy, and Thivar Anjer had made it easier on Jason by lashing a

rod to the starboard rail; he didn't even need to use the compass. From Jason's seat in the cockpit, al he
had to do was keep the pole star, high above, over the rod.

Jane Sovotsky had taken the first turn with him, just Stting dongside him on the steersman’'s bench, his
free arm around her, the back of her head resting against his chest. Her hair smelled of sogp and
unshine

"Y ou got any bright ideas about what we do when we get back?' she asked, toying with hisfingers.

"Not redly.”

"Y ou don't want to, like, get married and start making babies and stuff?’

"Nah." Hetouched hislipsto thetop of her head. "Maybe |ater.”

Shelaughed. "WEéll, that's good, 'cause | don't, either.”

"Besides, you've probably got to work your way through most of the young barons-to-be around court.”
"JesonCullinane, " she said, half-pretending to be shocked. "What kind of girl do you think | am?’

"Y ou're Walter Sovotsky's daughter. And what's the matter--does only onefit?'

They both laughed.

Jane had gone below to deep, and Durine had come up on deck a bit later, to noisly urinate over the
sdefor longer than Jason would have thought humanly possible.

After hefastened himsdlf up, Durine had started to go below, then shrugged. "Would you mind some
company, young Sir?"



"Not at dl, Durine"

He sat down across from Jason and spent some time with him, not saying much. They just watched the
garsand the night sky, and the distant pulsing of the fagrie lights, until Durine yawned and got to hisfedt.

"I don't suppose,” he said, "that you and | will be seeing much of each other after this, young Emperor. |
just wanted to say that I'm glad to have been with you."

"Getting maudlin in your old age, Durine?' Tennetty's head poked through the curtains covering the
hatchway.

Durine shrugged, his massive shoulders working benesth the thin cotton of histunic. A bit, perhagps.”

She dropped to the deck, squatting tailor-fashion next to Jason. "Walter's been talking alot about you.
He saysyou did good. Real good.”

"Yeah, but heliesalot.”

Tennetty's smilewarmed him in the dark. " Pretty pleased with yoursdf, aren't you?"

Durine started to bristle, but Jason touched him once on the arm; he subsided.

"Yes, | am," Jason said. "l am very pleased with mysdf.”

"You should be" she said. "None of usgot killed on thisone.”

"l noticed." Although that wasn't true. Vator had died, and Vator was Jason's friend, even if Tennetty
wouldn't think of him as one of them. But dead was dead, and there was nothing that could be done
about it. Next time he'd do better.

He hoped.

Shewasslent for along time. "Y ou're not Karl, you know."

"I know."

"But you are a cold-blooded little killer. Y ou'd dice aman open from crotch to his sternum, and then dit
histhroat for dirtying your bootswith hisblood and his guts."

He didn't remember drawing it, but hisbowie wasin hisfree hand. "Bet your ass, Tennetty," he said.
"And not just aman.”

She laughed. It wasn't a pleasant laugh, but that was fair enough, because she wasn't a pleasant person.

And he laughed back the same way.

Durinejust looked at them asif they were both crazy.

Bren Adahan hadn't taken aturn, but he had come up on deck to relieve himsdlf, too. He started to go



back down, but then shrugged and sat down across from Jason.

"I want to talk to you about your Sster.”

Jason thought about telling him to go away, but Bren Adahan had been a good hand with the horses, had
them at just the right spot down the road. He'd had them wait afew minutes while he walked back down
the road and fastened a blackened rope across the road, at about the height of arider's neck, and held
eveningsted onriding in front, his own sword drawn and held in front and to the Sdeto &t least give
them a chance to catch any similar trap that had been set for them.

S0 Jason said: "Good idea”

"I'm aproduct of my time and place, Jason Cullinane. Don't judge me harshly. In Holtun, abaron hasthe
right to ask. Besides," he added with asmile that was clearly man to man, "Janeis awfully attractive, at
thet."

"What are you asking me?"

"Don't mention anything to your sster. It wouldn't do any good.”

Jason pretended to think it over, then nodded. "Perhaps | won't,” he said.l will, hethought. Let Aeia
decide whether or not she wanted to take official notice of it. "No problem, Bren. Go to deep.”

Betraya? No. Aeiawas family. Family camefirg.

Asdawn broke over the horizon, he felt afamiliar presencein hismind.

*Jason, areyou dl right?* Ellegon was just a speck on the horizon, but the speck grew.
I'mfine. But this thing about the Warrior --

*| know--I've got Ahiraand your mother with me.*

Jason stood. "Okay, people. Everybody, wake up,” he called out. He stood, more tired than a deepless
night accounted for. "It'stime to go home."

PART FOURATfter the Search
CHAPTER 27
"TheWarrior Lives'
A Roman, divorced from his wife, being highly blamed by his friends, who demanded, "Was she
not chaste? Was she not fair? Was she not fruitful ?"holding out his shoe, asked them whether or

not it was new and well made. "Yet,"added he, "none of you can tell where it pinches me."

--Plutarch



Jason stood outside the great hal, waiting, until he decided held had enough of waiting. It didn't take
long for him to have enough.

There were three ceremonia guards at the door tonight: Durine, Kethol and Pirgjil.
"Let'sdoit," Jason said.

Pirgjil started to protest that it was too early, but Durine shook his head and Kethol rapped the butt of
his halberd on the stone.

"Ladies and gentlemen, the Heir."
Jason walked across the carpet, uncomfortable in hisvelvet finery. It didn't fed right.

But that didn't matter. Got to keep a sense of proportion about everything. Control what you can, and
let therest go.

He paused for amoment at the foot of the table. Mother's chair. He rested a hand on her shoulder for a
moment. She was stronger every day. Just have to keep her away from that damn magic that threstened
to drive her crazy. Her fingers gripped hiswith surprising strength.

Ellegon, tell my mother that | love her -- He stopped himself. She knew it.

To her right Water Slovotsky and Kirah sat; to their right was Doria. A few days rest had done
Slovotsky aworld of good; he looked a decade younger, and his I'm-so-clever-to-be-Walter-Slovotsky
smile was perhaps a degree wider.

Ahirasat next to Doria, and the dwarf smiled broadly a him. He raised a clenched, hamlikefist to chest
levd, for just a-moment, as though to say, Be strong.

Count on it.

Aelawas next to the dwarf. Jason had aready talked to her about Bren Adahan; he didn't know what
she'd decided to do about it, but that was her decision.

Flame flared noisily in the courtyard outside. *We al have to make our own decisons.*

That we do.

*Thomen is upset that you haven't discussed anything with him.*

Tell himto sit till.

"Good evening," Jason said as he walked to his seet at the head of the table. He looked over the

assemblage of Holtish and Biemish barons, and their advisers. "Be seated, dl. Y ou have afull agenda; |
have ashort one. I'm going to stand.



"Tennetty--" Hetossed her the large brass key to the strongbox. "Get it, will you?"
"Your high--"
"Shutup, Thomen," Jason said. "I'm going to speak my piece, then you can talk al you want.

"Hrgt item of business," he said. "Thomen, you've got too much to do, what with managing the Empire,
gtting in court and dl. I'm taking your barony away from you."

It wasjust aswell that Thomen's mother, Beralyn, wasn't there. Of course, that wasn't by
accident--Jason had ordered that she absent hersalf from council. Probably the last time held be able to
do that.

Thomen Furnad was white-lipped. "And who are you giving it to?"
Tell himto keep his mouth shut, and make him.
* Asyou wish, Jason.*

"Me. It's Barony Cullinane, as of now. I've dwayswanted abarony. I'm going to have Lou and Petros
send over ateam of engineersto manage it for me. And--oh, thank you, Tennetty,” he said, taking the
bag containing the crown and tossing it casudly to the table. "Garavar, I'm releasing Durine, Kethol and
Pirgjil from their oaths to you and the crown, and hiring them. | want to have them around mewhen I'm
there.

"Next matter,” he said. "The Other Siders." Slovotsky pushed his chair back. "Go ahead, Uncle Walter."

Water Sovotsky drained hiswine glass and stood. "Y ou folks expect alot of us Other Sders,” he sad.
"Which isfair enough. The onesthat Deighton sent over aredl pretty specid, and I'velong since given up
on believing that theres any coincidencein that.

"But we can't do everything. | don't build things. Ahiracan't work magic--and you'll notice that the
Engineer doesn't go around trying to get hisasskilled, the way Karl used to. Andy came closeto burning
hersdf out by pushing her abilitiestoo far too fast.

"We can't do everything, but you've been expecting that we can. It's one of the reasonsthat | was able
to keep the legend of Karl dive longer than we could keep Karl dive. Thekind of magic that lets
somebody do everything doesn't exist." Slovotsky sat down. "It'sal yours, kid."

"Which leads usto the last thing on my agenda,” Jason said. "I can't do everything, people. And neither
could my father. He tried to be everything--prince, emperor, father, husband, warrior--and he fdll flat on
his face too often.

"His mistake was letting you people put the crown on his head. How many times has one of you said to
him, 'An emperor has no business doing this or that? Garavar, how many times?'

Theold generd muffled aamile.

*Hesfigured it out.*



"But you didn't redly believeit, Garavar. It was ajoke to you, sometimes. Y ou thought he could get
away with whatever hedid. Y ou were wrong. He couldn't do everything, and neither can |. The
differenceisthat I'm going to pick what | do. And | will do it very well."

He unwrapped the crown and stood. " Thomen, you've been governing the Empire since my father left to
try to save my life. Y ou put theredm first." Jason let hisfingers run acrossthe polished silver, resting
lightly on the coolness of the central emerald. "About time we stop pretending that it takesa Cullinaneto
govern." Hefaced the barons. "Any of you Biemish who thinks this means the Empire's abandoning the
plan of railsing the Holtsto full citizen status had better think again; it was Thomen'sideain thefirst place.
Any of you Holtswho think now'd be ared good timeto revolt can speak now," he said, letting his hand
drop to the butt of hispistol.

Jason waited in the silence. "I didn't think so."

"And what are you going to do?' Tyrnael asked.

"Changetheworld, Baron," Jason said. Therewas afriend of his, somewhere out in the Middle Lands,
looking for the man that had endaved him and hisfamily. That was agood place to Sart.

"I've got some partnersto work with, some teacherstolearn from," he said, nodding toward Slovotsky
and the dwarf, who smiled back asthey pushed their chairs away from the table and stood.

Sovotsky shrugged. "I'm going to start by teaching him how to drink," he said.

"Sit fill, Thomen," Jason said, placing the crown firmly, not at al gently, on Thomen's head.

Thomen eyed him for along, long time. "Y ou're not giving me much choice, are you?' he whispered.
"No, I'm not giving youany choice." Jason waked to the foot of the table and stood there for amoment,
looking from faceto face, fully ready and willing to kill anybody who objected. "Don't fuck with him,
people. It wouldn't be agood idea.”

But there were no objections.

It wastimeto go; he turned and walked out of the grand hall, Slovotsky and the dwarf beside him.

He paused at the door to shake hands with Durine, Kethol and Pirgjil. " See you out at the castle," he
sad. "And don't get into any fights."

Tennetty was waiting next to Ellegon in the courtyard, leaning againgt the dragon's bulk, her arms
crossed.

Ellegon'swings furled and unfurled. * How doesit fed not to be Heir anymore? Just acommon baron.*
Jason laughed. "Hey, I'm used to having atitle. Can't giveit up dl at once. --Let's get out of here."
"Y ou're not going without me," Tennetty said.

"Of course not," Ahirasaid.



"Wouldn' think of it," Jason said.
Slovotsky chuckled. "1 wouldn't want to be the one to stop you."
Sheamiled. "I haven't heard any invitetion.”

Jason shrugged. "Wdll, what would you say to coming aong with us? We've got to settle Walter'sfamily
into Castle Fu--Castle Cullinane, that is, and then we've got some thingsto do.”

*| heard something about changing the world.*

Bet your scaly asson it.

She nodded, and hitched at her belt. "What would | say?" There must have been some dust in the air, or
something. She rubbed at her eye. "'I'd say that the Warrior lives."



