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BOOK 1V
Duty cannot exist without faith.

-Benjamin Disrach

Earl of Beaconsfield
TANCRED, BK. II, CH. 1
Prologue

THE GENERAL KNOCKED.

"Enter," said the self-styled King of the Bitter Sea as he looked up

from a hastily scribbled note just handed him by his Captain of Intelligence,
Kabhil.

General Nordan entered and shook off the snow from his cloak. "You



found us a cold land to rule, Majesty," he said with a smile. He gave
Kahil the briefest nod of greeting.

Fadawah, former Commanding General of the Army of the Emerald
Queen, now ruler of the City of Ylith and the surrounding countryside,
said, "At least it's a cold land with food and firewood." He waved in a
vague fashion to the south. "We're still getting stragglers in from as far
away as Darkmoor who paint a bleak picture about conditions throughout
the Western Realm."

Nordan motioned to a chair and Fadawah nodded. while old companions,
they observed the formalities, as Fadawah prepared to launch

his spring campaign. The General still wore the ritual scars on his cheeks,
marks given him when swearing loyalty to the Pantathians. He had considered
attempting to find a witch or healing priest who could remove

them, for when he had finally realized that the Pantathians were as much
dupes as he was, he had killed their remaining high priest. As far as
Fadawah was concerned, he was no longer bound to anyone. He was his
own man, and he was in a rich land with an army. But Kahil had reminded
him the scars were intimidating and kept the men in awe of him.

Kahil had served the Emerald Queen before she had been destroyed by
the demon, but he had proven a valuable and trusted advisor since the
change in leadership of the invading army.

By last count over thirty thousand men had found their way into the
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south end of the province of Yabon. He had organized them, stationed
them, and now controlled all the lands from Ylith south past Quester's
View, north to the outskirts of Zun, west to the city of Natal, which was
now occupied by more of his own men than their own pitiful defenses.
He had also captured Hawk's Hollow, a small town, but one giving him
control of a vital pass through the mountains to the east.

"Some of the men don't like the idea of staying," said Nordan. The
stocky soldier rubbed his bearded chin, and cleared his throat. "They're
talking of finding a ship and going back across the sea."

"To what?" asked Fadawah. "To a land burned out and overrun by
barbarians from the grasslands? Besides the dwarven stronghold in the
Ratn'gari Mountains and some surviving Jehsandi in the North, what is
there left of civilization? Did we leave a city standing. Is there anything
there to support us?" Fadawah scratched his head. He wore a single long
fall of hair and shaved the rest of his head, another sign of his devotion
to the Emerald Queen's dark powers. "Tell any of the men who are talking
this way that come spring, if they can find a ship and take it, they're free
to leave." He looked off into space, as if seeing something in the air. "I
want no one here who isn't ready to serve me. We're going to have a
serious fight on our hands."

"The Kingdom?"

Fadawabh said, "You don't think they're going to sit idly by and not
attempt to regain their lands, do you?"



"No, but they were terribly mauled at Krondor and Darkmoor. The
prisoners tell us they don't have much of an army left to put in the field."
Fadawah said, "If they don't bring their Army of the East over from
Darkmoor, true. But if they do, we need to be ready."

"Well," said Nordan, "we won't know until spring."

"That's only another three months," said Fadawah. "We need to be
prepared."”

"You have a plan?"

"Always," said the wily old general. "I don't want a two-front war if

I can help it. If I was stupid, I could find myself in a four-front war." He
indicated a map on the wall of the room. They were currently occupying
the estate house of the Earl of Ylith, dead by all reports along with the
Duke of Yabon and the Earl of LaMut. "If our information is right, we
face a boy up in LaMut." He rubbed his chin. "We need to take LaMut
as soon as the spring thaw begins, and I want Yabon in our grasp by
midsummer. " He smiled. "Send a message to the leader in Natal . . . " He
turned to Kahil. "What's his title?"

"The First Councilor," supplied his Captain of Intelligence.
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"Send the First Councilor our thanks for his hospitality in providing
billets for our men this winter, and send him some gold. A thousand pieces
should do."

"A thousand?" asked Nordan.

"We have it. And we'll get more. Then withdraw our men and bring

them here." He looked at his old friend. "That will at least keep the First
Councilor on our good side until we return to Natal, take and keep it."

He pointed to the map. "I want Duko and his men down in Krondor

by then."

Nordan raised an eyebrow in curiosity.'

Fadawabh said, "Duko makes me uneasy. He's an ambitious man."

He frowned. "It was only chance that put you and me first and second

on the Pantathian's roles, else we could be taking orders from Duko."
Nordan nodded. "But he's a good leader, and he's always obeyed

without question."

"That he is, which is why I want him at the front. I want you down
behind him, in Sarth."

"But why Krondor?" Nordan shook his head. "There's nothing

there. "

"But there will be," said Fadawah. "That's their Western Capital,

their Prince's City, and they will move back there as quickly as they can."
He nodded to himself. "If Duko can keep them busy until we seize all of
Yabon, then we can turn our sights on the Free Cities, this Far Coast
region." He pointed to the western coast of the Kingdom. "We'll reoccupy
Krondor and move back toward the old battle line. What's that place?"



"Nightmare Ridge."

"Well named." Fadawah sighed. "I'm not a greedy man. Being King

of the Bitter Sea is enough. We'll let the Kingdom of the Isles keep their
Darkmoor and the lands to the east." Then he smiled. "For now."

"But first we must retake Krondor."

Fadawah said, "No, first we must make them think

Krondor.

we want to retake

These Kingdom nobles are not stupid, they are not self-consumed

like those of our homeland." He remembered how shocked the
Priest-King of Lananda had been when Fadawah and his army had refused
to heed his order to leave his city. "These are smart men, duty-bound
men; they will come at us, and they will come hard. We must

expect that.

"No, let them think Krondor is the prize, and when they realize we

are firm in Yabon, perhaps they will negotiate, or perhaps not, but either
way, once we have control of Yabon, we are here for good. Let Duko get
punished lest he become ambitious."
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Nordan stood. "If you permit, I'll tell the men those who wish to
leave in the spring may."
Fadawah waved his permission.

i
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"Majesty," said Nordan, leaving Fadawah alone with Kahil. ~

To Kahil, Fadawah said, "Wait, then follow Nordan and see who he
speaks with. Mark the men who are the leaders of these dissidents. They
will have accidents before the thaw, and then we can put to rest this
nonsense about returning to Novindus."

"Of course, Majesty," said the Captain of Intelligence. "And I applaud
your design in putting Nordan down in Sarth."

Fadawabh said, "Design?"

Kahil leaned over, putting his arm around Fadawah's shoulder, and

he whispered, "Put all your disloyal commanders to the south, to insure
that when the enemy exacts their price for our conquest, those we can
most afford to lose pay it."

Fadawah's eyes became unfocused, as if he was listening to something
in the distance. "Yes, that is wise."

Kahil said, "You need to surround yourself with those who can be
trusted, those who are loyal beyond a doubt. You need to return the
Immortals to a place of prominence."

"No!" said Fadawah. "Those madmen served dark powers-"



Kahil interrupted. "Not dark powers, Majesty, but vast powers. Powers

that can insure your rule not only in Yabon, but in Krondor, too."
"Krondor?" asked Fadawabh.

Kahil clapped his hands twice, and the door swung open. Two warriors,
each with ritual scars on his cheeks that matched Fadawah's, entered,

and Kahil said, "Guard the King with your lives."

Fadawah repeated, "Krondor."

Kahil rose and departed, closing the door behind him. A faint smile

passed across his face before he turned and left upon his next task, following
Nordan and marking those men for death who displayed even the

smallest hint of disloyalty.

Fadawah looked at the two soldiers and motioned for them to stand

away from him. The scars on their faces reminded him of the dark and
distant time he was caught up in the magic of the Emerald Queen and

the lost months when the demon had ruled her army. He hated feeling

used and would kill anyone who again attempted to use him as the Emerald
Queen had.

He moved to the map on the wall and began to plan his spring campaign.

THE WIND ~ died.

Dash waited. The frigid bite of the air still brought tears to his eyes

as he scanned the road below. The reconstruction of Darkmoor had been
tedious, slowed by continuous snows and rain, as the winter proved a
fickle one. If slippery ice wasn't making footing treacherous for those
workmen attempting to rebuild the walls around the western portion of
the city, then knee-deep mud stalled wagons carrying needed supplies.
Now it was icy again, but at least Dash was thankful there was currently
no snow. The sky was clear, the late afternoon-sun hinting at

warmth that wasn't really there. Dash knew it was his mood as much as
the weather, but this particular winter seemed to have lasted longer than
any in his young life.

The sounds of the city carried through the still, icy air as the day

wound down. With luck the new gate would be finished before sunset,
and an extra modicum of security would be added to the sum of things
that needed to be done yesterday.

Dash was tired, fatigued beyond anything he could remember in his
twenty years of life. Part of it was from the seemingly endless list of things
that needed attention, and the rest was from worry; his brother Jimmy
was overdue.

Jimmy was acting the part of exploring officer, a scout behind enemy
lines. Prince Patrick of Krondor had decided to move hard and fast against
a threat of Keshian expansion into the southern flank of the Kingdom in
the spring. That meant that the retaking of lands lost during the invasion
the previous summer would be left to Owen Greylock, Knight-Marshal of
Krondor, and Erik von Darkmoor, Knight-Captain of the Crimson Eagles,
an elite mobile force of handpicked men.

Which had meant the Prince needed information on what the invaders
were doing between Darkmoor and Krondor. And Jimmy had volunteered



to go see what was going on.

He was now three days overdue.

Dash had come to the edge of the patrolled area, a series of burned-out
walls that marked the western edge of the foulbourgh of DI~oor.

The Prince's army in the city insured that there was little danger within

a day's ride of the city, but these partial walls and piles of tumbled masonry
provided ample cover for ambush and had been refuge to more than

one band of scavengers or outlaws.

Dash scanned the horizon, watching for his brother. The sounds of

the winter woodlands below were few and infrequent. An occasional rustle
as snow fell from tree branches, or the crack of ice some miles away as
the thaw began. A bird call or the rustle of some animal in the brush.
Sound carried for miles in the winter cold.

Then Dash heard something. A faint sound, coming from far away.

It wasn't the sound of hooves striking hard dirt and rock Dash had hoped
to hear. Rather it was the rolling crunch of ice underfoot. And whoever
made the sound was coming toward him with a methodical step, even
and unhurried.

Dash flexed his gloved fingers and slowly pulled his sword from his
scabbard. If the previous conflict had taught him nothing else, it was to
always be ready. There were no safe positions outside the fortress that
was the city of Darkmoor.

In the distance he dected motion, and he focused on it. A single figure
trudged along the road. He was moving at a plodding walk, and as Dash
watched, he hurried to a slow trot. Dash knew he was walking one hundred
paces, then trotting one hundred paces, a practice drilled into Dash

and his brother by their arms teachers as boys. For a man without a mount
it could cover almost as much distance as a horse could in a day, more
over the course of weeks.

Dash watched. The figure resolved itself into a man wrapped in a

heavy grey cloak; clothing designed to make it difficult to see the wearer
from any distance in the gloom of winter. Only on the bright days when
the sky was clear would the wearer be easy to spot.

As the man on foot came closer, Dash saw he was without a hat, but

had his head covered in a thick cloth, a scarf or tom remnant of another
piece of clothing. He carried a sword at his side, and his hands were clad
in mismatching gloves. His boots were filthy with mud and ice.

The crunching of snow under his tread became louder by the moment,
until he stood before Dash. He stopped and looked up, and at last he said,
"You're in my way."

Dash moved his mount aside and swung the horse's head around

toward Darkmoor. He put his sword away, urged the animal forward and
walked beside the man on foot. "Lose your horse?" he asked.

Jimmy, Dash's brother, hiked his thumb over his shoulder. "Back
there. "

"That was pretty careless," said the younger brother. "That was an
expensive horse."

Jimmy said, "I know. But I didn't feel like carrying him. He was
dead. 'l



"Pity. That was a really good horse."

"You don't miss him nearly as much as I do," said Jimmy.

"Would you like a ride?" asked Dash.

Jimmy stopped, turned, and regarded his brother. Neither son of Lord
Arutha, Duke of Krondor, resembled the other. James looked like his
grandmother, slight, blond, and possessing features that could only be
called finely drawn, with sapphire eyes. Dash looked like his grandfather,
with tight curls of light brown hair, dark eyes, and a mocking expression.
In nature, they were as alike as twins. "About time you offered," said
Jimmy, reaching up to take Dash's hand.

He swung up behind his brother and they rode slowly toward the city.
"How bad was it?" asked Dash.

"Worse," said Jimmy.

"Worse than we thought?"

"Worse than anything we could have imagined."

Dash said nothing more, knowing his brother would report directly to
the Prince, and that Dash would hear every detail.

Jimmy took the hot cup of coffee, sweetened with honey and made
rich with cream, and nodded his thanks. The servant quickly departed,
closing the door behind him. Jimmy sat in the Prince's private chamber,
while the Prince, the Knight-Marshal Owen Greylock, Duke Arutha of
Krondor, and Erik von Darkmoor patiently waited for his report.
Patrick, Prince of Krondor and ruler of the Western Realm of the
Kingdom of the Isles, said, "Very well. What did you find?"

Jimmy finished his first sip of the hot drink, and said, "It's far worse
than we feared."

Patrick had detailed five men to ride into the West, toward Krondor,
his capital city, and only three of them had returned so far. The picture
he was having painted for him could be called nothing but bleak. "Go
on.")

Jimmy put his cup down on the table and started removing his heavy
Raymond E.Feist
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cloak as he said, "I got to Krondor. It took some doing, but most of the
remaining soldiers between here and there are nothing more than bandits.
After a couple of months of snow, rain, and sleet, they are dug in, hugging
their fires and trying hard to stay alive.?)

"what of Krondor?" Patrick asked.

Jimmy said, "It's almost deserted. There were a few people around,

but no one wanted to talk to me, and frankly, I wasn't anxious to strike

up many conversations myself. Most of those I caught a glimpse of were
soldiers, foraging for what they could find in the rubble."

Jimmy stretched, as if tired. He took another sip of coffee. "Though



what they could possibly find is beyond me." He looked at Patrick. "Highness,
Krondor looks like nothing I've seen before or could dream of in

my worst nightmare. Every stone blackened, and almost no board unburned.
The smell of char still lingers in the air and it's been months since

the fires. Rain and snow have yet to cleanse the city.

"The palace-"

"What of the palace?" asked Patrick, his voice anxious.

"Gone. The outer walls stand in place, but great breaches exist. The

inner palace is little more than a huge pile of blackened rubble-the fire

was so hot the timbers burned through and some inner walls collapsed.
Only the ancient keep still stands, if you use the term 'stands' generously.
It's a blackened shell of stones. I climbed the stone steps inside, for no
wood remains untouched, and reached the roof. From there I could see

the entire city and some distance to the north and west.

"The harbor is a sea of sunken ships, their masts blackened and rotting.

The docks are gone. Most of the first street after the docks has been

leveled. All the buildings in the western third of the city have been gutted
or reduced to rubble, as if the fires burned the hottest there."

Arutha, Duke of Krondor, nodded. His father, Lord James, who had
preceded him in his office, had fired the city to trap the invaders inside

the flames, and had died, along with his mother, in doing so. Arutha knew
the placement of Quegan fire oil in the sewers below the city would have
concentrated the damage where his father would have judged it most appropriate,
at the docks, near the ships unloading troops, then throughout

the maze that had been the poor quarter of the city, then the merchant
quarter.

"The central third of the city is seriously damaged, but there may be

a building or two that can be salvaged on every street. The rest will have

to be razed before any construction can begin. The easternmost third is

also heavily damaged, but many of the buildings there can be restored."

"What of the outlying estates?" asked Erik, thinking of his friend
Rupert's large house, a day's ride to the east of Krondor.
"Many burned to the ground; others were sacked and left empty. A

few of them were being used as headquarters for what I took to be companies
of the invaders, so I didn't get too close," answered Jimmy. He

sipped at his coffee.

"I was about to leave when things turned interesting." Patrick and

Arutha looked at Jimmy expectantly. Jimmy took another sip of coffee,
then continued. "A command of at least a hundred men rode past where

I was camped-" He glanced at his brother. "That little inn up the street

from Weavers' Road, where you got into that fight?" Dash nodded. Looking
back at the Prince, Jimmy continued, "It's atop a little rise, and had

an intact roof, which was welcome, and best yet, provided an unobstructed
view of High Street and Palace Road, as well as several other byways

from the north gate."

"The men?" prompted Owen Greylock.

"T{T- A + A+,
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is now on his way to Krondor or is already there."

Erik swore. Then he glanced at Patrick and said, "Sorry, Highness."
Patrick said, "I understand. All the reports I've read tell me Duko is
a worthy foe."

Erik said, "He's more than a handful. He kept constant pressure on

our northern flank along Nightmare Ridge, without wasting soldiers. He's
the closest thing the invaders have to a Kingdom general in his knowledge
of tactics and deployment."

Owen nodded. "If he's in Krondor, and ordered to hold it, our job

just became a great deal more difficult."

Patrick looked worried but stayed silent a moment. Then he said,

"Why would they move into Krondor in strength? There's nothing left,
they don't need it to protect their southern flank. Could they know of our
new base down at Port Vykor?"

,"Perhaps," said Owen. "Or they simply wish to keep us from using
Krondor as a forward base."

Patrick suddenly looked tired, and worried, thought Jimmy. After another
long silence, the Prince said, "We need more information than we

have. "

The brothers exchanged glances, each acknowledging what the other
knew: they were among those most likely to be sent ahead to get that
information.

Patrick asked James, "How long did you stay?"

"Long enough to see them start to secure the area, so I made for the

I
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eastern gate to get free before they spotted me. I got out of the city, but
ran right into a patrol between Krondor and Ravensburg. I managed to
get loose from them in the woods, but they killed my horse."

Patrick said, "Patrol? That far east?"
Owen nodded and said, "Erik?"

Erik's expression showed he was as perplexed as anyone else in the
room. "We've gotten reports from refugees that General Fadawah might
be pushing south again, or at least is making his presence known. If
Duko's in Krondor, those rumors are true. But to have patrols already



that far east means they're quickly deploying to welcome us should we
march home."

Patrick said, "It's icy hell out there. What's he up to?"

"If we knew that," said Dash dryly, "we wouldn't have to go slogging
about in that icy hell."

Owen smiled. Duke Arutha tried to hide his own amusement, but

failed.

Patrick said, "True," ignoring the breech of protocol. The winter

shared in close quarters had turned this group into a fairly informal band
of friends when court wasn't in session.

The invaders had been defeated at the Battle of Nightmare Ridge, but
the destruction done to the Western Realm of the Kingdom of the Isles
was unimaginable. As spring approached, and with it the ability to move
his forces, Patrick was desperately trying to imagine what had happened
to his principality.

Patrick turned to Greylock. "How soon can you move?"

"Highness?" asked Owen.

"How soon before you can move to retake the city?"

Owen said, "I can marshal the men and have them ready to march

in under a week. We've got some of the garrison scattered along the ridge
and down toward the Vale of Dreams, but most are near enough to muster,
though from what I've seen, we'll need better information than we

have to know what strength we'll face."

Patrick sat back. "I was hoping for better intelligence."

Jimmy glanced at his father, who shook his head slightly, warning

him from making any comment. Dash allowed his brother the confirmation
that what the Prince had just said was thoughtless by raising his

eyebrows ever so slightly.

Patrick said, "We've got a massive front to the south, and all the

major units of the Army of the East are ready to answer any invasion

from Kesh, but we have limited resources to reclaim the Western Realm.
Jimmy said nothing.
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Finally the Prince noticed Jimmy, nodded and waved his hand. "Dismissed.
Get some clean clothing and bathe. We'll discuss this again at

length after the evening meal."

Jimmy left, finding his father and brother following him out of the
room. They paused just outside the door. Arutha said, "I've got to get
back inside, but I just wanted to see if you were all right."

"I'm fine," said Jimmy, with a faint smile of appreciation for his

father's concern. With the death of their grandparents, Arutha's features
had taken on a drawn, haggard edge, from too much worry and too little
sleep. "Just some cold toes."

Arutha nodded, squeezed his son's shoulder a moment. "Get some

food and rest. This isn't half over, and while Patrick may be ready to
storm the enemy, we need a great deal more information. " He opened
the door and returned inside to the Prince's council. Dash said, "I'll go



with you to the kitchen."
Jimmy said, "Fine."
The two brothers walked down the long hall.

Erik entered the kitchen. He waved across the large stone room to

Milo. The innkeeper from his hometown of Ravensburg had been put to
work in the castle's kitchen, along with his wife, so they could be close
to their daughter, Rosalyn, mother of the next Baron of Darkmoor. She
and her husband Rudolph the baker lived in the castle where they took
care of the baby baron.

Erik's own mother now lived in one of the buildings close by the

castle-the long history of animosity between her and the Dowager Baroness
made it prudent to keep the two women separated. The Baroness

had been humiliated publicly for years by Erik's mother Frieda over Erik
being the Legitimate son of the late Baron Otto. Erik's stepfather, Nathan,
was furiously working in the Barony's smithy, readying weapons and

other iron goods for the coming spring campaign. It was a socially awkward
situation at times, but Erik enjoyed having his family close by.

Erik sat. "You all right?" he asked Jimmy.

"Just tired. Came close to not making it once, but it's not much of a

story. I had just lost my horse and had to hide from a patrol for a while,

and damn near froze hiding under a log. The snow was falling so they
didn't track me after I had crossed some rocks, but I could barely move
when they finally left."

"Frostbite?" asked Erik.

"Don't know," said Jimmy. "I haven't taken my boots off. My fingers

are fine." He wiggled them.

t'Down the hall from the Prince's quarterrnmy 9 s, next to my own. His name
is Herbert. Tell him who you are; you look like a rag-picker.~'

Dash watched his brother leave and said, "As his feet thawed he could
barely walk. I think that priest is going to earn his keep."

Erik took a cup of coffee from Milo, said thanks, then turned to Dash.

"He already has. I've got a score of men fit for duty who would still be

laid up if it wasn't for that priest. And Nakor.

"Where is that scrawny natic. asked Dash. "I haven't seen him in

a week."

"He's out in the city, gathering converts for his new faith."

"How goes the summoning of the Blessed to spread the word of

Good?"

Erik laughed. "Recruiting those willing to work on behalf of good in

the midst of winter, after a war has reduced the population to near starvation,
is nearly beyond even Nakor's conniving ways."

"Any takers?"

"A couple. One or two are earnest, the others looking for a meal."

Dash nodded. "Is this next mission something I could do? Jimmy

could use a rest."

"We all could," said Erik. Then he shook his head. "But you're not

being spared, my friend, for we're all going."

""ere?" asked Dash.



"Krondor. Patrick can't sit here forever. And if what your brother has
reported jibes with the other reports we're getting, the longer we wait, the

I We have a healing priest here. The Temple of Dala, at Rillanon, sent
one to provide advice to the Prince." into having one

Dash grinned. ,you mean the King bullied them

close by in case Patrick was wounded."

"Something like that," admitted Erik as he returned the smile. "Have
him look at your feet. It wouldn't do to have you going toeless."

Jimmy chewed, then swallowed. "Why am I suspicious you're motivated
more by my fitness for duty, Captain, than out of any concern for

my well-being?"

Erik shrugged theatrically. "Because you have a reasonable comprehension
of how things work in court?"

Jimmy suddenly looked very tired, as if letting down his mask. "How
soon?" he asked.

Erik looked sympathetic. "The end of this week. Three, four

days."

it nodded He stood and said "I'd better find that priest."
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stronger Fadawah's forces are going to get in Krondor. We may have to

hit them with everything we have sooner than we'd like.

"With Kesh threatening our southern border, Patrick's been reluctant

to return the Armies of the East. Well, the King has ordered some elements
back. Seems some of the Kingdom's eastern neighbors are getting
fractious now there isn't a large standing army or huge fleet there to keep
them in line. So Patrick's in a hurry to retake Krondor before King Borric
orders more soldiers home to the East."

Dash said, "So how many of us are going to Krondor?"

"The Eagles," said Erik, naming the special command of soldiers that
had been gathered and trained by Dash and Jimmy's grandfather, Lord
James, the late Duke of Krondor. "We'll have some auxiliaries, Duga's
crew"-he named a large force of former mercenaries who had come over
to the Kingdom's side during the invasion-"and we'll be working with
Captain Subai's Pathfinders."

"That's all?" asked Dash.

"That's all to start," said Erik. "We're not trying to conquer all of the
Principality in the first week." He sipped at his coffee. "We were going
to find a likely place to hold so we can stage, then we ride in and secure
Krondor."

"Sounds easy," said Dash in a sarcastic tone. "If there wasn't another
army already there." He studied Erik's face. "There's something else going
on. Why is Patrick in such a hurry to secure the city? I can think of

a half-dozen better places from which to stage a retaking of the West if |
didn't care about Krondor; we could cut it off and starve out whoever's



there, staging from a camp to the east."

"I know," said Erik, "but part of it is pride. It's Patrick's city, the

capital of his realm. He was Prince of Krondor for only a short while
before it was lost. And he followed a legend in that office."

Dash nodded. "Growing up in Rillanon, Jimmy and I met Prince

Arutha only a few times; when I was old enough to appreciate him, he
was getting on in years. But what my father and others said about him
made him impressive, even then." He looked at Erik a moment, then
said, "You think Patrick's of the notion that Arutha would somehow have
held the city?"

"Something like that," said Erik. "The Prince doesn't confide in me.

But there's more to it than just wounded pride. The other part of it is
logistics. That harbor is going to be useless for years. If we had the manPower
and equipment we had before the war in Krondor, all the workers,
dredges, and a few cooperative magicians, even, it would still take a year
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to clear the harbor, maybe more. As it is now, I have no idea if Krondor
will ever become the shipping center it once was.

"But we have a new port south of there, in Shandon Bay, Port Vykor,

and for it to be any use to us, we have to insure we have a clear trade

route between there and the rest of the West, which means Krondor needs
to be secured. We don't need it, but we certainly can't have Fadawah's
generals using it as a base to attack us." He lowered his voice, as if not
wishing for a perverse fate to overhear. "If we get cut off from Port Vykor,
we may never reunite the Eastern and Western Realms."

Dash nodded. "That makes sense."

Erik put down his now empty mug and said, "That's about all that

does."

Dash nodded in agreement as Erik stood. Looking up at the tall, powerfully
built captain, he said, "I haven't seen my sometime employer about

lately. How fares your friend Rupert?"

Erik smiled. "Roo is hauling some ridiculous amount of goods

through mud and ice to be first into Darkmoor with what we need." Then
Erik laughed. "He told me he's the richest man in the world, according

to his accounts, but has almost no gold left, so his only hope for recovery
is to insure the Kingdom survives long enough to pay him back."

"An odd kind of patriotism, wouldn't you say?"

Erik smiled as he nodded. "If you knew Roo as well as I, you'd judge

it entirely in keeping with his nature." Pausing for a moment as if considering
a second cup of coffee, Erik looked with a faint show of regret

at the empty mug. After a moment of silence, he said, "I'd best get back

to see what Owen wants done."

He departed. Dash pondered what had been said there, amidst the

bustle of the kitchen, then rose to find Jimmy and see how he fared.



The priest was just departing Jimmy's quarters when Dash arrived.
Sitting on the bed next to his brother, who lay under a heavy wool
blanket, Dash said, "That was quick."

"He gave me something to drink, washed my feet in an unguent, then
told me to get some sleep."

"How bad are they?"

"I was going to lose toes, at least," said Jimmy, "if he hadn't been
here." With a nod of his head he indicated the departed priest.
(&You paint a pretty bleak picture of what's out there."

jimmy sighed. "I saw places where men had stripped the bark off of
trees to make soup."

Dash sat back. "Patrick's not going to be happy."

"What's happened here while I was gone?" asked Jimmy, stifling a
yawn.
Dash said, "We've got reports that things are stable up north, though

no one has seen sign of that bastard Duko lately."

Jimmy said, "If Fadawah is sending Duko south, Krondor could be

very difficult to seize."

"Yes," agreed Dash. "Kesh is not happy about what went on down

in Stardock, and we've got elements of the garrison of Ran and half of
the King's Own down near Landreth, just waiting for an excuse to move
south. Kesh has pulled away from Shamata, but they're a lot closer than
Patrick likes, and the vale is once again a no-man's-land. Negotiations are
underway, even as we speak."

"The East?" asked Jimmy, this time unable to stop the yawn.

"We won't know until the spring, but some of the smaller kingdoms

may get playful. Patrick and the King have exchanged messages, and I
get the impression Borric wants some of his Army of the East back as
soon as the thaw starts."

"What's Father say?"

"To me?" asked Dash. Jimmy nodded. "Not much," said Dash with

a smile that reminded his brother of their grandfather in his more playful
moods. "He's pretty closemouthed about things."

"Mother?" asked Jimmy.

Dash nodded again. "I get the feeling it may be a long time before
Mother visits us. She seems to find court life in Roldem preferable to living
in a tent in the burned-out remains of Krondor, irrespective of the rank
of Duchess."

Jimmy closed his eyes. "She and Aunt Polina are most likely shopping
right now, or having gowns fitted for a banquet or dance."

"Most likely," agreed Dash. "But it's hard on Father. You've been

away for most of the winter, and the few times you've been here you've
seen him when he's busy."

,"Grandfather and Grandmother?" asked Jimmy.

"Yes," said Dash. "when he's alone and thinks I don't notice, he



broods. He knows there was nothing he could do, but he silently rages
about it. I hope once spring comes and we start the campaign he'll snap
out of it, but he's drinking more than he used to and seems withdrawn
most of the time."

When Jimmy said nothing, Dash glanced at his brother and saw his
chin on his chest, his eyes half-closed as he fought to remain awake. Dash

quietly stood up and moved to the door. He took a long look at his
brother, and for a moment saw an echo of their dead grandmother in his

I
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features, the pale skin and nearly white blond hair. Finding a tear coming
unbidden to his eyes, Dash quickly left, silently closing the door behind,
while he said a silent prayer of thanks to Ruthia, the Goddess of Luck,
for the safe return of his brother.

"'Erik! "

Dash turned to see Rosalyn hurrying down the corridor, and stood

aside to let the young woman pass. Dash knew the girl felt overwhelmed
at times by being the mother of the next Baron-she was Gerd's mother
because of her rape at the hands of Erik's half-brother-and Erik was her
closest friend. They had been like brother and sister as children, and he
was the first person she turned to when in distress. Dash watched as she
came to the Captain's door and started knocking.

Erik opened the door and said, "What?"

Dash hesitated a moment, then continued to walk past as Rosalyn

said, "It's the Baroness. She's refusing to let me bathe my own son! It's
just one more thing she's taken from me! Do something!"

Dash stopped and said, "Excuse me."

Both Erik and Rosalyn turned to the young man. "Yes?" asked Erik.

"I hesitate to intrude on the basis of overhearing a conversation I'm

not party to, but to avoid any embarrassment, may I make an observation.
"What?" said Rosalyn.

"Given her somewhat ... forceful nature, the Dowager Baroness has
actually been rather leisurely in acquainting your son with his new office."
Rosalyn shook her head. She had been a pretty girl growing up in
Ravensburg with Erik, but the birth of two children, hard work in her
husband's bakery, and the travail of the recent war had put premature

grey in her hair and robbed her face of the softness Erik had known in

his youth. Her eyes were now hard, and she was leery of hearing anything
from Dash that would further remove her from her son.

"Gerd is now Baron von Darkmoor," said Dash, trying to be patient

and instructive without sounding patronizing. Rosalyn might be an untutored
common woman, but she wasn't stupid. "For the rest of his life,

many of the things you did for him will be done by servants. Had you
been Baroness, you would never have bathed him, nor changed his diapers,



nor perhaps even nursed him.

"It's time for you to begin his education as Baron." Dash waved

around, indicating the castle. "This is now the frontier of the Kingdom,
until the West is retaken, and may continue to be a critical stronghold for
years, far into Gerd's adulthood. Gerd is almost five years old, and soon

1)
SHAP,DS OF A BROKEN CROWN

will spend most of his day with tutors and instructors. He needs to learn
to read,,, to write, the history of his people, riding, weapons, court protocol ...

Erik nodded, putting his hand on Rosalyn's shoulder. "Dash is right.

The young woman looked defiant and Erik felt her shoulder tense under
his hand. He smiled. "But there's no reason you can't stand nearby an
watch as the servants care for him."

Rosalyn said nothing for a moment, then nodded and turned off t(

retrace her steps to where her son was housed in the Baron's quarters o
the castle. Erik watched her retreating back, then turned to Dash. "Thank,
for pointing things out."

"I hesitated to insert myself into your conversation, but it's only the
truth. "
Erik glanced down the hall to the corner where Rosalyn had turned

out of sight and let his eyes fix on the distant space. "So many changes.
We all have so much to adjust to."

Dash said, "Again, I don't mean to presume, Captain, but if you

require any assistance . . ."

Erik smiled. "I suspect I will. And I will count on you and your
brother. If you haven't heard yet, you're both being assigned to my command. '
p

"oh?" said Dash.

"It's your father's idea. He's going to take a hand personally in this
coming campaign."”

Dash nodded. "He's his father's son."

Erik said, "I didn't know your grandfather well, I must say, but well
enough to know that's a compliment."
Dash grinned. "If you had known him better, you might not think so.

Ask my mother if she ever decides to return to the West."

"Anyway," continued Erik, "the King has his hands full in the East,
with. most of his army absent and his navy sunk, in keeping the Eastern
Kingdoms from starting trouble. The Prince has Kesh in the South, so
that leaves it to our merry little band to reclaim the West."

"Why does that not fill me with joy?" asked Dash rhetorically.

"I believe you would be in need of a healing priest if it did. You



Would obviously be bereft of your senses. "

"When does this campaign begin?" asked Dash.

"When you hear the first sound of ice breaking in the West, start
packing.)?

Dash said, "I heard ice break this morning.
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"Well, get packing," said Erik. "We leave for Krondor within the
week."

Dash nodded. "Very good, Captain."

As Dash turned away, Erik said, "One other thing."

"what, sir?" asked Dash.

"Your office as Court Baron does you no good in the army, so you
and James are both being given the rank of Knight-Lieutenants."
"Thank you, I think," said Dash.

"Tomorrow head down to the quartermaster and draw uniforms for
yourself and James."

"Sir," said Dash with a weak salute, then he turned and walked toward
his own quarters. Muttering to himself, he said, "Damn. I'm in the
army.)~

Jimmy tugged at his ill-fitting black tunic. "Damn. I'm in the army."

Dash laughed. He gently elbowed his brother, indicating the Prince

was about to speak.

"My lords, gentlemen," he began, addressing the gathering in his audience
hall, formerly the Baron vonDarkmoor'ss. "The King requires the
presence of most of the Army of the East along the Keshian border and

to the east. That leaves it to what is left of the Armies of the West to

drive the remaining invaders from our shores."

Dash whispered to his brother, "Perhaps we shouldn't have sunk all

their ships. It makes the trip home so much more difficult."

Arutha, Duke of Krondor, threw his younger son a dark look, and

Dash fell silent, while Jimmy attempted not to laugh aloud. One thing
James admired about his younger brother was an ability to find something
funny in almost any situation, no matter how bleak.

Prince Patrick said, "Of course it does," looking directly at Dash.

Dash had the good grace to blush before his Prince.

"But we can arrange to transport them home at a later time. First they
must surrender."

Dash tried to wish himself invisible.

Patrick continued. "Intelligence confirms that this General Fadawah

is seizing the opportunity created by the Emerald Queen's defeat to fashion
a little Empire for himself."

He walked to a map and took a pointer and indicated the area between
Krondor and Ylith. "From Sarth to Ylith, Fadawah's forces are in complete
control." The pointer swept to the east. "They control the forests up

to the mountains, and most of the passes to Nightmare Ridge. We have

a stable front along the ridge.
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pointer moved north of Ylith-"he's run into

"To the north"-the

some stern opposition at LaMut. Earl Takari's holding the city, but barely.
Only the harsh winter kept Fadawah from taking the city." Looking at
Arutha, he said, "Tell me of Duke Carl."

Arutha said, "The Duke is a boy. He's barely seventeen. Earl Takari

is only three years older."

The men in the room knew the fathers of the two nobles mentioned

had died in the invasion. Arutha continued, "But Takari is Tsurani stock,
and has been studying under his Swordmaster since he could walk- He'll
hold LaMut until the last man if needs be.

"Carl may be a boy, but he's surrounded by a strong, if small, army."
Arutha nodded to a man standing behind Erik von Darkmoor, a tall, darkhaired
man wearing a kilt and sporting a longsword hung over his back.

Dash and Jimmy knew him to be the leader of a company of Hadati
hillmen from Yabon, by name of Akee.

Akee said, "Most of my people are serving in Yabon. Fadawah will

not take Yabon."

Almost to himself Patrick said, "But come spring he'll be inside the
walls of LaMut, and all the Tsurani honor in that city won't keep him
from doing it." Patrick was silent a moment, then said, "Can Duke Carl's
forces save LaMut?"

"Yes," said Owen. "If we can assume we'll have no trouble from the
Brotherhood of the Dark Path"-he used the common term for the moredhel,
the dark elves who lived to the north-"and count on the elves

and dwarves, and the Free Cities keeping the western front stable, then
Carl can strip his garrison, leaving what he must along his eastern flank,

and move the bulk of his men south to LaMut. He should be able to hold
Fadawah under those circumstances. "
"If he does, can he then retake Yl1ith?" asked Patrick.

Akee glanced at Erik and Arutha, both of whom nodded to him. Akee
looked at Patrick and said, "No, he cannot. He would need three times
the number of swords he has at his call to stand a chance of retaking
Ylith. He can hold where he is, unless this General Fadawah turns his
entire force northward-which he won't do if he's moving soldiers south
to hold Krondor-but Duke Carl cannot retake Ylith."

"My lords and gentlemen," said the Prince, "LaMut is, by necessity,

the anvil." He looked at Owen Greylock and said, "My Lord Marshal,
Your army must by needs be the hammer."

Owen said, "It's a small hammer, Patrick."

The Prince said, "Indeed, but Kesh is arrayed in force along our southern



border, what's left of our fleet is keeping Queg and the Durbin pirates
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at bay, and some of the eastern kings are getting ambitious. You'll have

to make do with your current force."

Owen said, "That's barely twenty thousand men, against how many.?

A hundred thousand?"

Patrick said, "We can't just let them keep what they've taken until

we resolve these other issues, can we?"

His question was greeted by silence.

Patrick looked from face to face in the room. "I'm not ignorant of the
flaws of my own ancestors. We took every inch of land from somebody
else to make the Western Realm. Only Yabon joined the Kingdom willingly,
and that because we saved them from the Brotherhood of the Dark

Path, else they would have fallen.

"But the only reason there's a Baron von Darkmoor in the first place

is the bandit ancestor of your own Captain Erik was too tough a nut to
crack, and it was easier to make him a Kingdom noble and let him keep
the land he had already taken than it was to kill him and put some king's
idiot nephew here in his place." Patrick's voice began to rise. "And several
other accommodations have been made over the years, allowing former
enemies to become valued vassals." Now his voice was raised to the point
of yelling. "But I'll be damned to the Seventh Hell if I let some murdering
bastard set himself up as 'King of the Bitter Sea' and rule over my Principality.
If Fadawah does, it will be with one foot on my dead body!"

Dash and James exchanged glances. They didn't need to say anything.

The message was clear. Owen Greylock and Erik von Darkmoor, and
what remained of the Armies of the West, would have to retake the Principality
without any outside assistance.

Owen cleared his throat. Patrick glanced at his Knight-Marshal of
Krondor and said, "Yes?"

"Is there anything else, Highness?"

Patrick was silent a long moment, then said, "No." To the men in

the room he said, "My lords and gentlemen, you are all under Marshal
Greylock's command from this moment on. Treat his orders as if they are
MY own. ~p

He lowered his voice. "And may the gods smile on us," he said. And

left.

The nobles in the room began muttering comments to one another,

then Owen said, "My lords!"

Silence returned to the hall.

Greylock said, "We move in the morning. I expect to have advanced

units in Ravensburg by nightfall, and scouts to the walls of Krondor by

Nala

the end of the week." He glanced from face to face, then said, "You know



what to do."
The men began to file out of the room, and Erik came to stand before

Dash and James. "You're with me," he said, turning and walking toward
a small door off to one side.

The brothers found their father waiting in the room already, and in
moment Greylock entered, closing the door behind. "I just wanted to I
you two know," said Owen, addressing the brothers, "that you're going
to be given the dirtiest, most thankless job we've got."

Dash smiled. "Smashing!"

Jimmy threw his brother a dark look, and said, "What is it?"
"Jimmy, you're in charge of our special advance unit."

"Special advance unit?" asked Jimmy.

Arutha nodded. "Him," he said, pointing to Dash.

Dash rolled his eyes heavenward but said nothing. He had long ago
accustomed himself to being under his older b th

they were working together.

Arutha said, "Owen said he needed a couple of sneaky bastards to
operate behind enemy lines." He smiled at his sons. "I told him your
parentage wasn't in doubt, but that you were sneaky enough for the job.',

"When do we leave?" said Jimmy.

"Now," said Erik. "There are a pair of horses waiting for you by the
postern gate, with supplies for a week."

James said, "A week? That means you'll want us inside of Krondor
when your scouts reach the walls?"

Owen nodded. "Or close by. Leave those uniforms here and dress like

a couple of free swords. If you get caught tell them u're willing to enlist."
Dash grinned, but his tone was mocking. Oh, joy. We're playing at

spies again."

. Jimmy again looked at his brother as if he were crazy.
"You do find the oddest things entertaining."

Arutha looked at his two sons and said, "We just got confirming
intelligence that Duko has come south."
"That's the stick in the anthill, isn't it?" said Dash.

Arutha nodded. "Indeed. If Duko gets established in Krondor before

we do, he threatens Port Vykor. Cut off Vykor and we have no

communications with the fleet; cut off the fleet, and we have no chance to resupply
from the Sunset Islands and the Far Coast."

Owen said, "It might be a feint, with Sarth being his real objective.

But there's a report that a second force moves south along the road from



Hawk's Hollow under the command of Nordan, Fadawah's second."
"That's a lot of soldiers slogging through the ice and mud," said
Jjimmy.

Arutha said, "Krondor's harbor is useless; Fadawah knows this. We
don't know if he knows of Vykor's harbor down in Shandon Bay, but if
he does, then this isn't a feint."

Jimmy glanced at his brother, then said to his father, "So you want
us to find out which?"

"if possible," said Arutha. "If he's just trying to slow down our
march, so he can reinforce Sarth, we have to know."

Dash looked around the room, then asked, "Anything else?"

Arutha said, "Stay alive?"

Jimmy smiled. "We always plan on that, Father."

Arutha came and embraced his sons, Dash first, then Jimmy.

Dash said, "Come on, we have some riding to do this night."
Jimmy resumed looking dubious as they left the room.

DasH SIGNALED.

Jimmy took out his sword and ducked behind the boulder. Dash left

his own position on the south side of the King's Highway and dropped
into a ditch that ran parallel to the road for several hundred feet.

The brothers had been riding for two days. The thaw had begun and

there was actually some warmth in the sunlight when it came out from
behind the seemingly constant cloud cover. But the temperature didn't fall
below freezing anymore, and the rain helped melt the snow. As Dash lay
in the cold mud he wished for the ice again. The ooze slowed travel and
he didn't seem able to get dry, even when staying close to a fire at night.
They had heard voices in the woods ahead a few minutes ago, had
dismounted, tied their horses, and advanced on foot. As the sound of
approaching feet grew louder, Dash chanced a glance over the edge of the
berm, and saw a ragged band of travelers looking about in a fearful manner
as they moved eastward along the King's Highway. There was a man

and woman, and children, three of them though one-Dash couldn't tell

if it was a girl or boy under the heavy hood-seemed almost of adult
height.

*Dash stood as Jimmy came from behind the boulder. The man in the
van of the small party of refugees pulled a wicked-looking hand scythe
from under his ragged cloak and held it in menacing fashion as the others
turned as if to flee.

"Hold!" Jimmy shouted. "We'll not harm you."

The man looked dubious, the others fearful, but they halted their
movement. Jimmy and Dash both put away weapons and slowly approached.

The man didn't lower his scythe. "Who be you?" he said, his words
heavily accented.
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Jimmy and Dash exchanged glances, for the man spoke with the accent



of one who had come from Novindus. This man at one time had

been a soldier with the invading army of the Emerald Queen.

Dash held up his hands to show he was not holding any weapon, and
Jimmy stopped moving. Jimmy said, "We're travelers. Who are you?"
The woman ventured to step from behind the man's protection. She
was gaunt and looked weak. Jimmy glanced to the others and saw that
the children were equally underfed. The tallest of the three was a girl,
perhaps fifteen years of age, though appearing older for the deep dark
circles under her eyes. Jimmy returned his attention to the woman, who
looked at him and said, "We were farmers." She pointed to the east.
"We're trying to reach Darkmoor. We hear there's food there."

Jimmy nodded. "Some. Where are you from?"

"Tannerus," said the woman.

Dash pointed at the man. "He's not from Tannerus."

The man nodded. He motioned at himself with his free hand and said,
"Markin. From City of the Serpent River." He glanced around. "Long
way from here."

"You were a soldier of the Emerald Queen?" asked Jimmy.

The man spat on the ground and it looked as if the gesture was taking
most of his strength. "I spit on her!" He started to wobble and the woman
put her arms around him.

"He's a farmer," she said. "He told us his story when he came to
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Jimmy looked at Dash, then motioned with his head back toward the

horses. Dash didn't need to be told what was on his brother's mind. He
turned and walked back while Jimmy said, "why don't you tell us his

story. II

"My man went to fight for the King," said the woman. "Two years

ago." She glanced back at the three children and said, "My girls are fit

to work; Hildi's almost grown. We did all right for the first year. Then

the soldiers came and took the town. Our farm was far enough away we
weren't troubled for a while."

Dash returned leading the horses. He handed the reins to Jimmy, then

went back and opened a saddlebag. He returned a moment later, unwrapping
a bundle. Once opened, he revealed some heavy travel bread, thick

with honey and nuts and dried fruit, and some jerked beef. Without hesitation
the children passed their mother and grabbed what they could.

Dash glanced at Jimmy and nodded slightly. He gave the rest of the

bundle to the man, who passed it along to the woman and said, "Thank
you.t~

"How did an enemy soldier come to be guiding your family to Darkmoor?"
asked Dash.

The woman and man both nearly wept in gratitude as they chewed

on the heavy bread. After swallowing, the woman said, "When the soldiers



came, we hid in the woods, and they took everything. We had only

what we had carried away. Then out of spite they burned the roof off our
house and broke down the door. Sticks and thatch was all it was, but it
was the only home the girls had known."

She glanced about, afraid other threats might appear suddenly from

the surrounding woods. "Markin found us when we were trying to rebuild
our house. It was never what you'd call fine, but my man had spent years
adding to it, making it more than just a hut. But the soldiers had burned
it down and the girls and me had no tools."

"I find them," said Markin. "They needed help."

"He came and he fought for us. Other men came, many with swords

and bows, but he kept them from taking me or the girls." She glanced at
him with obvious affection in her eyes. "He's my man now, and he's a
fair da' to the girls."

Jimmy sighed. To Dash he said, "We'll hear stories like this one a
hundred times before we're through."

"Why Darkmoor?" asked Jimmy.

"We hear the King's there and there's food for the asking."

Jimmy smiled. "No, the King's not there, though he was last year.

But there's food for work."

"I work good," said the foreign-born soldier.

"Can we go?" asked the woman.

"Yes," said Dash, motioning for them to pass.

Markin said, "You soldiers?"

Jimmy grinned. "Not if we can help it."

"But you noble man. Markin can tell."

Dash said dryly, "I've known him all my life and can tell you he's

far from noble most of the time."

The old soldier studied the two, then said, "If you try to look like
common men, you don't." He pointed down to Jimmy's feet. "Dirty, but
nobleman's boots."

He motioned for the woman and girls to follow him and moved carefully
on, not taking his eyes off the brothers until his small band was past.
Then he turned and hurried along, taking his position in the van, against
any other unexpected encounters

"First time I regretted having comfortable boots," said Dash.
Jimmy looked down and said, "Well, we may be muddy, but he's
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right." Glancing around, he added, "This is a place of little food and even
less comfort. "

Dash remounted his horse. "I suspect by the time we get to Krondor

we won't look quite so prosperous."

Jimmy also mounted, and said, "Maybe we should get off this high

way. ~y s one-time
Dash said, "The north road?" He referred to an old road hi
employer, Rupert Avery, used regularly to move goods, avoiding the tolls



charged on the King s Highway.

Jimmy shook his head. "No, that's almost as busy as this one, and

those woods are going to be full of deserters and bandits."

"The south?"

"Slower going, but there are enough trails along the lakes if we don't
head too far into the southern hills."

Dash said, "Since Kesh pulled south to the old border, everything

from here to their nearest garrison is going to be wilderness."

Jimmy laughed. "What's the difference if we run into fifty deserters

from the Emerald Queen's army, or fifty bandits, or fifty Keshian mercenaries. . ."
He shrugged.

Dash made a show of shivering under his heavy cloak. "Let's hope
whoever's down there is hugging their fires. As any sane man would do."
Dash urged his horse forward and soon the two brothers were riding
south at a steady walk. "Why do we do these things?" he asked.

Jimmy said, "Because our King commands and we obey."

Dash let out a theatrical sigh. "I thought it was something like that."
Softly, Jimmy began to sing a very old song:

"To Kesh-'s heartland or Queg-'s harsh shore,
Our blood, our hearts, our lives and more,
For honor's sake do we obey,

And go over the bilk and faraway.

The sound of cracking ice rang through the cold morning air and both
brothers pulled up just before entering a clearing. Using hand signals,
Jimmy motioned for Dash to move south along the edge of the clearing
while he circled north.

Dash nodded, dismounted, and tied his horse to the branch of a small
birch tree. Jimmy did likewise and moved silently away.

Dash moved through the thinning trees, bordering a burned-out farm,

he judged from the appearance of tree stumps nearby. The sound resolved
itself into a repeated hammering at ice.

I
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Dash saw a man in the distance.
A slender figure, he crouched over the frozen ice on a large pond,

perhaps a hundred yards away from where Dash watched, hammering at
the ice with a rock. Up and down the rock moved, and Dash couldn't

help but be fascinated with the sight.

Dash couldn't get a good look at the man, but his clothing seemed a
hodgepodge of rags and ill-matched garments. He might have worn boots,
but all Dash could see was a collection of rags tied around each foot for
warmth.

Dash saw movement in the woods beyond the pond and judged

Jimmy was in place. He waited.



Jimmy walked slowly out of the woods and the man leaped to his feet
with astonishing speed. He turned away as Jimmy shouted, "Wait! I won't
hurt you!"

Dash slowly took out his sword as the tatters-clad man hurried toward
him, trying to keep his movement from alerting the ragged man. As the
man reached the first line of trees, Dash stepped out, extending his foot,
and tripped him.

The man went down in a tangle of clothes and turned over, scuttling
backward as he shouted, "Don't kill me!"

Dash moved quickly to put the point of his sword before the man's

face, as Jimmy caught up, out of breath.

Dash said, "We're not going to hurt you." To demonstrate his good
intentions, he quickly sheathed his sword. "Get UP. pp

The man got up slowly as Jimmy leaned over, hands on knees, and

said, "He's fast."

Dash grinned. "You'd have caught him had you had another mile or

so to overtake him. You've always had endurance, if not speed." Turning
his attention to the figure on the ground, he said, "Who are you and what
were you doing?"

The man slowly rose, as if ready to bolt at the slightest threat, and

said, "I am called Malar Enares, young masters." He was a slender man,
with a hawk nose sticking out over a large rag wrapped around his face.
His eyes were dark, and they shifted back and forth between the brothers.
"I was fishing."

Jimmy and Dash exchanged glances, and Dash said, "With a rock?"

"To break the ice, young sir. Then when the fish comes up to sun
himself, I would strip bark and make a noose."

Jimmy said, "You were going to snare a fish?"

"It is easy if you but have patience and a steady hand, young sir."

Dash said, "I hear Kesh in your speech."
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"oh, no, mercy, young sir.

of Shamata, Kiran Hessen."

Jimmy and Dash had both heard the name. A trader with Keshian
connections who did a great deal of business with the late Jacob Esterbrook.
Since the destruction of Krondor, the boys' father, Lord Arutha,

had pieced together several accounts that had clearly indicated two facts,
that Esterbrook had been a long-standing agent of Great Kesh, and that
he and his daughter were both dead. Jimmy could see what Dash was
thinking: if Esterbrook had been a Keshian agent, so then could Kiran
Hessen.

"Where is your master now?" asked James.

"oh, dead I fear," said the thin man with a display of regret. "Fourteen
years was | his servant, and he a generous master. Now I am alone

in this cold place."

James said, "Well, why don't you tell us this story."

"And show us how you planned on catching those fish," said Dash.

"If I might have some hair from your horses' manes," said the ragged



man. "Then it would be so much easier."

"'Horses?" asked Dash.

"Two young noblemen such as yourselves didn't walk into this forsaken
wilderness, I am certain," supplied Malar. "And

them snorting a moment again." He pointed. "That way."

Jimmy nodded. "That's fair."

"What do you need hair from their manes for?" asked Dash.

"Let me show you."

He walked toward the place where Dash's horse had been tied, and
said, "The ice was almost broken when you startled me, young sir. If you
would but use the hilt of your sword to break it open, that would be a
great service. "

Jimmy nodded and started back toward the icy pond.

Dash asked, "Now, about how you came to be lost in this forsaken
wilderness."

"As you are no doubt aware," began Malar, "there was much trouble
between Kesh and the Kingdom lately, with Shamata for a time being
deeded to the Empire."

"So we had heard," said Dash.

"My master, being of Kingdom allegiance, decided it wise to visit his
holdings in the North, first in Landreth, then Krondor.

"We were traveling to Krondor when we encountered the invaders.

We were overtaken and my master and most of his other servants were
put to the sword. I and ;i few others managed to flee into the hills, south
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I am but a humble servant of a great trader

I heard one of

of here." He pointed southward with his chin, as he reached Dash's horse.

Malar reached up and gripped a few hairs from the horse's mane, yanking
expertly, and came away with several long stands of hair. The horse
moved at the unexpected pressure, snorting displeasure. Dash reached out
and took the reins from the tree branch where they were tied, and Malar
yanked out some more hairs. He repeated the procedure twice more.
"That is sufficient," he observed.

"So you've been in these hills how long?"

"More than three months, young sir," said Malar, as he started deftly
weaving the hair into a braid. "It has been a bitter time. Some of my
companions died from hunger and cold, and two were captured by a band
of men-outlaws or invaders, I do not know which. I have been alone

for all of three weeks or so, I judge." He sounded apologetic as he said,
"it is difficult to keep track of time."

"You've survived in these woods for three weeks with nothing but

your bare hands?" asked Dash.

Malar started walking toward the pond, continuing to weave the horse
hair. "Yes, and a terrible thing it has been, sir."



"How?" asked Dash.

"As a boy I was raised in the hills above Landreth, to the north of

the Vale of Dreams. Not as hostile a land as this, but still a place where
the unwary can perish easily. My father was a woodsman, who put food
on your table with bow and snare, as well as gold in his pouch from
guiding men through the hffis."

Dash laughed. "He guided smugglers."

"Perhaps," said Malar with a broad shrug. "In any event, while the
winters in the hills near my home are nowhere near as inhospitable as
here, still a man must have skills to survive."

Malar moved slowly as he approached the hole. He glanced skyward
to see the angle of the sun, then moved to face it. "Do not let your shadow
cross the hole," he instructed.

Dash and Jimmy followed behind. The man from the Vale of Dreams
slowly knelt and said, "Fish, I have been taught, see movement, so we
must move ever so slowly."

Dash said, "This I must see."

Jimmy nodded.

Malar said, "The sun shines through the hole in the ice, and the fish
swims up to feel the warmth."

Jimmy looked over the man's shoulder and saw a large brook trout
lazily circling the hole. Moving slowly, Malar inserted the noose of
horsehair into the water, behind the fish. The trout ceased moving for a
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:moment? but Malar resisted the urge to move quickly, instead inching the
snare toward the fish's tail.

After another long minute, the fish darted away, and Malar said, "Another
will come. They see the fight and think insects may land upon the

surface. "

After a silent five minutes, a trout appeared near the edge of the hole.
Dash couldn't tell if it was the same fish or a different one. Malar again
started moving the noose slowly and got it around the fish's tail. With a
jerk, he snared the trout and yanked it out of the hole, landing it on the
ice, where it flopped.

Dash couldn't see the man's face behind the rags that covered it, but

the crinkles around his eyes showed Malar was smiling. "If one of you
young gentlemen would be so kind as to light a fire, I will catch some
more."

Jimmy and Dash exchanged glances, then Jimmy shrugged. Dash

said, "I'll get some wood. You find a campsite."

They hurried off while the strange man from the Vale of Dreams

sought out another fish for supper.

For three days they moved slowly toward Krondor. Several times they
I men moving through the woodland

heard distant voices and the sound of

lands, but they had avoided contact with anyone.

Jimmy and Dash both found Malar an enigma. He had surprising



skills for wilderness survival, odd for one claiming to be the servant of a
rich trader. On the other hand, Jimmy a confided to his brother, the
servant of a rich smuggler might prove in need of such skills. Still, they
were pleased to have him along, for he had found several shortcuts
through the undergrowth, had identified edible plants that supplemented
their stores, and had proven a reliable night sentry. As they were walking
their horses, leading them more than half the time, his keeping up had
proven to be no difficulty. Jimmy judged they were less than a week's
travel from Krondor.

At midday they heard horses in the distance, from the north. Jimmy
spoke at a low conversational level. "Duko's men moving along the I way?
11

Dash nodded. "Probably. If we can hear them from here, we've

headed back toward the highway." He turned to Malar. "Do you know

of any southern route to Krondor?"

"Only the highway that loops around from Land's End, young sir.

But if we are nearing the King's Highway, within a few days we should
start encountering farms."
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Jimmy was silent for a long moment, then said, "They'll almost certainly
be burned out."

"But," suggested Dash, "if they are, no one is likely to be living in

them, and we might slip into the city unnoticed."

"No farmers, you mean," corrected Jimmy. "But they'd be decent

shelter for some very unpleasant men with a fondness for weapons, I bet."
Dash's brow furrowed, as if thinking he should have thought of that,

but a moment later, his grin returned and he said, "Well, then, we will
just blend in. You've told me often enough how unpleasant I can be, and
I am certainly fond of my weapons."

Jimmy nodded. "Two more hired swords will scarcely be noticed.

And if we can get close to the city, we'll find a way inside. There are
enough holes in the walls, that's for certain."

Malar said, "You've been to Krondor, then, young sir? Since the war,

[ mean."

Jimmy ignored the question, saying, "We've heard of the damage."

Dash agreed. "More than a few people left Krondor and came east."
"This I Imow," said Malar, falling silent.

They moved on through the woods for the rest of the day and made

a cold camp that night. Huddled under their blankets, Jimmy and Dash
stayed close together while Malar took the first watch. They slept fitfully,
coming awake many times.

In the morning, they resumed their journey.

The woods were filled with the sounds of the thaw. In the distance

the cracking of ice rang through the suddenly warm air as ponds and lakes
began to lose their frozen skins. Large mounds of snow fell from trees in
sudden, wet attacks on the travelers, while everywhere water dripped from



branches. The footing beneath their feet alternated between crusty patches
of ice and thick mud which gripped at boots and horses' hooves. The
constant noise was a backdrop against which the occasional sounds of
spring could be heard. The distant call of a bird that had returned from
the south early, seeking others of its kind. The faint rustle in the distance
Of small creatures coming out of their winter's burrows stirred as they
passed, only to resume after a while.

When they paused to rest, Jimmy tied his horse to a low tree branch

and motioned for Dash to do likewise. Dash did as he was bid, and said,
"Keep an eye out. We're going to relieve ourselves." He moved to where
Jimmy stood, making a show of urinating into the snow.

Dash did likewise, whispering, "what is it?"
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"Have you formed an opinion of our chance companion?" asked the

older brother. is head slightly, saying, "Not really. I,m certain he's
Dash shook h

more than he claims, but I have no idea what."

"There's not a lot of fat on him," said Jimmy, "but he doesn't move
like a man weak from hunger."

Dash said, "Do you have a theory?" trader, what PS
jimmy said, "No. But if he's not the servant of a rich

~y

he doing up here?

"Smuggler?~ uld

''Maybe, ' Y answered JimmY, doing up the front of his trousers. " CO

be anything we could imagine. II

Remembering what their grandfather had cautioned them over the

years about leaping to conclusions, Dash said, "Then we'd best not imagine
anything.,,

"Wait and see," agreed Jimmy.

They returned to the horses, and Malar hurried off to relieve himself
away from the trail. When he was out of hearing range, they continued.
Jimmy asked, "Remember that abandoned farm a day's walk this side of
where we met Malar?"

"The one with half a thatch roof and the fallen-down cow shed?"

"That's the one. If we bolt, and get separated, meet there."

Dash nodded. Neither chose to discuss what to do should the other

never appear.

Malar returned and they started off. The servant from the Vale of
Dreams had been as closemouthed as the brothers. Part of the reason was
the environment. The nights were still and even in the day noise carried.
They knew they were approaching an area likely to be patrolled by the
invaders; they were leading their horses rather than riding them, as, even
in the woodlands, a rider presented a much higher profile in the distance
than a man on foot or a horse. Periodically they stopped to listen.



Rains came later that afternoon and they sought out what shelter they
could, finding a hut of some sort, burned out, but with just enough thatch
to give slight respite.

Sitting atop their saddles, hastily removed to get them out of the
weather, they took stock.

"We've got another day's grain, then we're done," said Dash, knowing
his brother was just as aware of supplies as he.

Malar said, "Shouldn't there be winter grass under the snow, sirs?'
Jimmy nodded. "Not much in it, but the horses will eat it."

Dash said, "If there are horsemen in Krondor, they'll have fodder."
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jimmy said, "The difficulty will be in persuading them to share,

brother. "

Dash grinned. "What's life without a challenge or two?"

The rain stopped and they resumed their trek.

Later that afternoon, Malar said, "Young sirs, I believe I hear something.)~

All conversation ceased and the three stopped walking as they listened.
The frigid days of winter had given way to a promise of spring,

but it was still cold enough they could see their breath in the late afternoon
air. After a moment of silence, Dash was about to speak when a voice
echoed from ahead. It spoke a language neither brother recognized, but
they knew it was the Yabonese-like tongue of the invaders.

Glancing around for a place to hide, Jimmy pointed and mouthed the
word, There.

He indicated a large stand of brush that surrounded an outcropping

of rocks. Dash wasn't sure they could secrete the horses behind it, but it
was the only thing nearby that offered shelter from whoever came their
way.

Malar hurried around the upthrust rocks and pulled aside a low

branch, allowing Jimmy and Dash to lead their horses around to a relatively
sheltered hiding place. In the distance horses could be heard.

Dash's horse's nostrils flared and her head came up. Jimmy said,

"What?"

"This witchy mare is in heat," whispered Dash as he tugged hard on

her bridle. "Pay attention to me!" he demanded.

Malar said, "You ride a mare?"

"She's a good horse," insisted Dash.

"Most of the time!" agreed Jimmy, hissing his words. "But not now!"
Dash tugged on the horse's bridle, trying to focus her attention on

himself An experienced rider, Dash knew that if he could keep her attention,
she might not call out to the horses that were approaching.

Jimmy's gelding seemed relatively indifferent to the proceedings,

though he did look on with some interest as the mare's excited state built.
Dash held tight to the mare's bridle, rubbing her nose and speaking close
to her ear in a reassuring fashion.

The riders came close and Dash judged there must be at least a dozen



of them from the clatter. Voices cut through the air and a man laughed.
These were men who patrolled a familiar area and expected nothing out
Of the ordinary.

Dash held tight to the bridle and continued to speak softly to his mare

i
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as the horses came to the point of closest approach on the trail. Suddenly
Dash's horse pulled backwards and her head came up.  to him, but

For an instant there was a tiny hope she might come back

then she called out her greeting, a loud whinny.

Suddenly shouts filled the air and other horses

call Jimmy didn't hesitate. "That way!"

answered the mare's

Malar shoved through underbrush and ignored scratches from

branches as he went where Jimmy had directed. Jimmy came next, leading
his gelding, eyes wide and nostrils flaring from excitement. The mare
balked and resisted as she screamed her welcome to the other horses. A
stallion's herd cry answered, and Dash knew the only way he could control
his mare was from her back. Letting her head come around toward

the stallion, he quickly swung up onto her back, exposing himself to view.
He didn't hesitate, and slammed heels into her flanks. Urging her into

a gallop, he seemed to burst from the underbrush toward those riders
them, moving away from his

arrayed on the trail. Then he was past

brother and Malar, and the chase was on.

From a vantage point a short distance off, Jimmy turned and saw the
riders wheel and charge after Dash. Malar, almost out of breath, puffed
as he said, "Sir, will they catch him?"

Jimmy swore. "Probably. But if they don't, he should try to get back

to that farmhouse. That's what we planned."

"Shall we turn around?" asked the servant.



Jimmy was silent. After a moment he said, "No. Dash will either be
captured, in which case we can't help him escape, or he'll win free. If he
gets back to that farmhouse we found the day we met you, he'll wait one
or two days, then return to Darkmoor. If we go now, we'll have no more
information than he will."

"We go to Krondor?"

"We go to Krondor," said Jimmy. He glanced around, seeking any

sign of other riders in the area. As the sound of Dash and his pursuers
faded into the distance, he pointed and said, "That way."

As quietly as they could, the pair set off.

Dash rode as hard as he could, despite the balky mare, who wanted

to turn and greet the stallions behind. Every hint of hesitation from her
brought a hard kick to her sides as he used every skill he had to keep her
heading down a windy woodland trail made

overhanging branches, and sudden turns.

dangerous by mud and ice,

Dash knew that if his old riding instructor, the King is own horse~
master, could see what he was doing, he'd be shouting at the top o

his lungs, telling Dash to slow down. Dash knew his race across treacherous
footing was unbelievably dangerous and foolhardy.

He couldn't spare a glance back to see how close his pursuers might

be, but the noise behind him told him all he needed to know: they were
close. It would take a stroke of luck for him to lose them. He knew that

to them he was a dimly-seen figure on a horse moving through the long
shadows of the woodlands, but as long as he stayed on the trail, they
would be able to stay close and not lose him.

He had a rough idea where he was. There were a dozen or more

woodland trails to the east of Krondor that led to farms throughout the
area. He knew that eventually-if he outran his pursuers-he'd hit the

King's Highway. A horse's scream and a panic-stricken rider's cry told
Dash that one of his pursuers' mounts had lost footing and was down,
probably breaking a leg.

Dash glanced to the left and saw the trees thinning as he reached a

clutch of farms, open fields that were dotted with burned-out buildings.
He hesitated for a moment, but to try to ride across muddy fields would
be far worse than staying on the trail. Here the mud was a nuisance,
slippery muck over hardpan compacted by years of wagons, riders, and
foot traffic. The mud in the fields was deep enough for an adult horse to
sink up to the point where it would be unable to move. The

horse labored as Dash pushed her along the trail; lack of grain

and fodder had shortened her endurance and she was blowing hard as she
struggled to obey his commands. Then he saw a stone path, and a glimmer
of hope appeared.

He almost caused her to fall, so abruptly did he pull the mare around,

but once she got her feet back under her, she sped off in the desired
direction. Dash said a silent prayer to Ruthia, Goddess of Luck, and gathered



his horse under him for a jump. The fence along the road was mostly
broken down, but he needed to land on a relatively narrow pathway that
was blocked by one of the few remaining intact sections and a closed gate.
The horse was tired, but athletic enough to easily clear the fence,

landing on the wet stones. The reassuring clatter of hooves on stone told
Dash that Ruthia at least didn't say "no."

He stole a glance to his left and saw several of the riders attempt to
cut him off by veering into the muddy field. He smiled to himself.

Making sure the horse was heading exactly where he wanted, he
chanced another look back and saw that the horses in the field were now

half buried, attempting to pull their hooves out of the deep, thick muck.
Dash gained precious seconds as the riders who followed on the road
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chose to double back and work their way around the

had a chance.

The sun was now out of sight behind the trees ahead, as the long
shadows of late afternoon crept across the fields. He rode past a yumedd
the door and

He continued

intact fence. He now

out farmhouse and saw the stone path he was on passe

continued on toward the foundation of a burned-out barn.

to ride, but slowed as he reached the terminus of the path.

Dash could only spare a moment to let the horse rest, as curses from
behind told him those trying to reach him were now also mired in the
mud. Dash judged the way to his right was more substantial footing than
elsewhere-at least he hoped that was the case, and set off, letting his
horse move at a trot until she slowed down due to the mud.

The sound of the mare's hooves hitting tightly compacted sand caused
Dash to feel a surge of hope. It was quickly extinguished when he heard
riders coming hard behind on the stone path.

The trees were close enough to give the illusion of safety, but Dash
knew that if he couldn't get into them at least a minute ahead of the riders
behind him, he wouldn't be able to shake them.

He urged his mare on to a loping canter and glanced back. The riders
were just now reaching the edge of the farmhouse, and again hope rose
up within Dash. Their horses were lathered and their nostrils were flaring
wide. They were almost as exhausted as his own. They must have been
at the end of their patrol, or they weren't getting enough to eat, but for
whatever reason, they didn't look as if they had enough left to overtake
him-as long as he could keep his own exhausted mare moving.

He reached the treeline and ducked under a low-hanging branch. As
quickly as he could, he picked his way among the trees, varying his course



and trying to keep clear of those behind. He hoped there were no trackers
behind, but then, considering the terrain, realized a blind man could follow
his trail.

Glancing around he saw a small outcropping of rock that rose up a

slight incline and appeared to be flat on top. He turned the horse and
walked her up the rise, and found the rock ran off along what appeared
to be a smaller trail. He jumped off and led her down the trail.
Exhaustion was curbing her desire to call to the stallion, as she could
barely catch enough breath to walk after Dash. 'He pulled her reins and
she reluctantly set out at a fast walk behind him.

Shadows deepened as the sun lowered in the west, and Dash moved
deeper into the woods. If Jimmy and Malar had stayed clear of pursuit'
they would be approaching the city several miles to the south. Dash
wondered

if he should attempt to cut back behind his pursuers and try to find

his brother and the stranger from the Vale of Dreams.

Dash considered the best that would bring him would be to get him
haplessly lost. There couldn't be so many people in Krondor that if both
brothers reached there safely, they couldn't find one another. At least
Dash hoped that was true. Hearing the riders coming closer to the point
where he had left the trail below, Dash hurried deeper into the woods.

Jimmy gripped Malar's arm and said, "We join there." He indicated

a point in the road where a fairly steady stream of travelers had been

coming past the woodlands, at the edge of what had once been the foulbourgh
outside the walls of Krondor. "I'm a mercenary from Landreth

and you're my servant."

"Dog robber," said Malar.

"What?"

"The term is 'dog robber.' To feed his master, a mercenary's servant

will steal scraps from a dog if necessary." The slender man smiled. "I

have served as such. You, though, will be obviously false to any Valeman
who might happen to be here."

"You think that likely?"

"It would be better should you be a young man from the East of the
Kingdom, who lately served in the Vale. Claim no company. Say you

worked for my departed master. I do not know what you expected to find

in Krondor, young sir, but in the backwashes of war many things happen.

We are seeing that ahead."

Jimmy was forced to admit that was true. Where he had seen nothing

but frost-covered stones and a few fires just weeks before, now he saw
dozens of huts and tents, a veritable community springing up almost overnight.
As they walked down the road, Malar leading Jimmy's horse,

Jimmy drank in the sights and sounds.

Evening was upon them and fires dotted the landscape. Hawkers

shouted from ahead, offering food, drink, the company of a woman. Hard-looking
men lounged near fires, watching guardedly as Jimmy and Malar

moved past.

A man hurried over holding a steaming pot, and said, "Hot food!



Fresh rabbit stew! I have carrots and turnips mixed in!"

From the expressions on the faces of those nearby, Jimmy surmised

two things: the "rabbit" was probably a less wholesome dinner item than
advertised, and most of the people nearby were hungry.

But some sort of order had been imposed, and armed men who

seemed near to the point of killing for food merely watched with fixed
expressions as the man passed holding out the meal. "How much?" asked
Jimmy, not pausing.

"What have you?" asked the peddler.

Malar elbowed Jimmy to one side. "Begone, o stewer of rats' My

master has no use for such foul-smelling garbage," he shouted.

Instantly the two men were almost nose to nose, screaming insults at

one another, and almost equally abruptly a deal had been struck. Malar
gave the man a copper coin, a ball of yarn he had been carrying in his
pocket, and a very old rusty dagger.

The man gave over the pot and hurried back to his campfire where a
woman offered him another crock of the hot stew. He set out to find
another customer. Malar motioned for Jimmy to move to the side of the
road and squatted, holding the crockery. He held it out and spoke softly,
"Eat first and give me what's left."

Jimmy squatted, not wishing to sit in the mud, and ate the stew. If it

was rabbit, it had been a rabbit of diminutive stature, and even the carrots
and turnips had a strange taste. Jimmy decided it best not to consider how
long they had sat in some abandoned root cellar before that enterprising
peddler had found them.

He ate half the contents of the bowl and gave the rest over to Malar.
While his newfound servant ate, Jimmy looked around. He had seen
enough military camps to recognize he had blundered into one. Warriors,
camp followers, peddlers and thieves, all resting until they had a reason
to move on.

Jimmy wondered about the reason for the gathering, and the reason

that would make them move on. Many of the warriors were from the
invading army that had ravaged the Western Realm the year before, but
he saw enough Keshians and a few Quegans mixed in to decide that these
were deserters, opportunists, weapons runners, and the dregs washed up
in any backwater of a war.

Putting aside the bowl, Malar looked at Jimmy. "Young sir?"

;,Let's head into the city," said Jimmy.

'And do what?" inquired the Valeman.

"Look for my brother."

"I thought he was to go back east," said Malar.

"That's what he should do, but he won't."

c(Why?p~

"Because he's ... Dash."
They moved through the tent village and headed toward the city gate.

Three
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The Keshian Ambassador's smile was forced, almost painful, as he
finished his latest message from his government.
"My Lord Gadesh," said the Kingdom's representative, Baron Marcel

d'Greu, his own smile just as false. "That's impossible."

Pug glanced at Nakor, who sat to his right. The latest round of negotiations
between the Kingdom and the Empire of Great Kesh was proving

to be a simple restatement of the last round.

Nakor shook his head and said, "Why don't we take a small recess,

my lords, and give ourselves time to ponder these requests?"

Kalari, a Tsurani Black Robe who was representing his government,

the Empire of Tsuranuanni, as a neutral observer, said, "Excellent idea,
my friend."

The two ambassadors retired to the quarters that had been provided

to them, and Pug led Nakor and Kalari to another room, where Miranda
waited next to Kalied, the leader of the most powerful of the three factions
of magicians in Stardock.

Kalied appeared to be older than Pug, despite the fact Pug was nearly
twenty years his senior. Pug appeared to be a man in his mid-twenties,

his rejuvenation courtesy of the freed life energies that had been trapped
in the Lifestone.

Miranda, looking like a woman in her mid-twenties, smiled at her
husband. "Any joy?"

"None," said Pug, taking a mug of ale offered by a student who was
acting as servant to those representing the interests of Stardock in the
negotiations between the Kingdom and the Empire of Great Kesh.

"I must confess," observed Kalari, "these negotiations seem far more
ritualistic than I anticipated. " He sipped at a hot cup of coffee and nodded
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in appreciation at the flavor of the brew. He was a bald-headed man of
middle age, still slender and fit and possessing a penetrating pair of blue
eyes. "Is it my unfamiliarity with the nuances of the King's Tongue, or
some lack of insight into the Keshian culture, or is this simply restating
of previous claims and demands?"

"No," said Nakor, "there is nothing wrong with your appreciation of
this situation."

"Then what is the point?" asked Kalari. "My own Empire's traditions
include negotiations, but usually it's between Tsurani Lords. I'm afraid
your notion of diplomacy is a little foreign to me."

Kalari had been sent by the Assembly of Magicians on Kelewan, to
insure that whatever interests Tsuranuanni had in Stardock were represented.
Trading between the former enemies, the Kingdom of the Isles

and the Empire of Tsuranuanni, had been cyclical over the years. For
nearly fifty years a major upheaval in Tsurani society had resulted from
the rise to prominence of House Acoma and their innovative leader, the
Lady Mara, the Servant of the Empire. Her son, Justin, had ruled the
Empire despite several political plots to return the Empire to the older
traditions Mara had set aside. Turmoil had resulted from many of the



changes, at various times limiting trade between the two worlds to a
trickle, but currently a stable period had endured almost ten years, and
the Empire wished to see nothing disrupt their commerce with Midkemia.
Pug said, "Well, if you consider us to be Thuril, but with more

swords, you might consider the needs we face."

Kalari nodded. Thuril had been the only nation to resist his empire

on the homeworld, and had forced the Empire to a guarded peace. "Well,
since the Servant of the Empire overturned so many of the Assembly's
prerogatives, we've had to constantly relearn things. I think endless babble
around a table to no point, though, may be a difficult process to master."
Nakor laughed. "Actually, it's really easy. That's why diplomats do

it so much."

Kalari regarded the strange fellow. Nakor had been given his seat at

the negotiations by Pug. Known as Milamber on the Tsurani homeworld,
Pug was a figure of legend, almost as awe-inspiring as the Lady Mara.
That fact alone had blunted some of the Tsurani Great One's astonishment
at Nakor being included in these sessions. To all outward appearances,
the self-styled "High Priest" of some unknown order was nothing

more than a ragged vagabond, perhaps a confidence trickster who played
the fool. Yet there was something about the odd little man that made
Kalari cautious of judging him too quickly. Behind his constant irreverent
humor an intellect of great scope was at work, and every fiber of Kalari's
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being told him a man of great magical ability also wore the guise of a
common gambler recently turned man of religion. He might claim powers
that came from the Gods, or merely "tricks" as he often commented, but
Kalari sensed this was a being of power second only to Pug's at the table.
Kalari put aside his nagging suspicions about Nakor. Whatever else,

he did find the man from the nation of Isalani in Great Kesh amusing and
amiable. "Well, then," said the magician, "you'll have to brief me on

how best to proceed with this pointless wrangling."

Nakor said, "Find someone else. I think them just as tedious as you

do." Nakor took a sip of ale. "Besides, the matter of how things end up

has already been decided."

"Really?" said Pug. "Care to share with us your reasoning?"

Nakor grinned, as he always did when about to share the gift of his
perceptions and insights with the others. "It's easy." He pointed around

the room. "You could figure this out, too, if you tried." Miranda exchanged
wry smiles with her husband. Nakor continued, "The Kingdom

was hurt, but not fatally. Kesh knows this. They have spies. They know
that while the King wants troops back in the East, it's not because there's
any real trouble there. If Kesh makes trouble, the King orders the Prince

to keep the soldiers. And if Kesh waits until the Armies of the East leave,
that gives Patrick more time to dig in, get ready, and deal with any Keshian
adventures."

Nakor shook his head. "No, Kesh knows that they lost what the Kingdom
gave them when they tried to press their advantage. They know the



best they can do is maybe some trade concession or another, but they'll

never get back what they were granted for protecting the Kingdom's southern
flank." He glanced from face to face. "They're trying to figure out

how to admit publicly they were stupid without admitting they were stupid.
Y ~

Kalari laughed. Even the usually taciturn Kalied was forced to smile.
Pug said, "So it's a matter of honor?"

Nakor shrugged. "More a matter of avoiding punishment back home.
Generals Rufi ibn Salamon and Behan Solan have much explaining to do
to their Emperor when they return to the City of Kesh. They've got to be
given a really good story to explain how they lost by getting greedy what
they had gained by the Emperor being generous. You know they had no
authority from Kesh to try to grab all of the vale, don't you?"

Pug fixed Nakor with a narrow gaze. "And how do you know that?"
asked Pug.

Nakor said, "I move around. I listen to things. Generals may keep

their mouths shut, but soldiers talk. Soldiers serve in the General's tent,
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then they talk to traders and camp girls, and the traders and camp girls
talk to wagon drivers, and pretty soon everyone knows what the General's
doing.

"Kesh doesn't want a war, even if the Kingdom is weak. they've

never fully pacified the southern nations below the Girdle of Kesh. The
Keshian Confederacy would rise up again at any excuse, and your King
knows this. So, the Empire doesn't want war, and the Kingdom doesn't
want another war-they're busy with the one they have now-and we all

sit around while the outcome is already known."

"Save one thing," said Pug.

Nakor said, " Stardock. "

Kalied said, "That matter is settled."

Pug shrugged. "I know it is. I told Nakor to make whatever deal
necessary to get you to help save the Kingdom; the threat of you acting
against Kesh if they turned aggressor tipped the balance in our favor. But
there's still the matter of explaining to the King how I managed to give
away one of his duchies."

Kalled said, "I am dining with the members of the council. As Robert

de Lyes has decided to continue serving in Darkmoor with the Prince, we
need to replace him on the council." He rose and said, "But keep in mind,
Pug, despite your legendary power and our abiding respect for what you
founded here, Stardock is no longer your personal fiefdom. We have Nakor'
s pledge that you would honor the arrangements he made to gain the
Kingdom our aid. The council now governs, not on your behalf while
you're off somewhere, but on behalf of all those who reside here. You are
entitled to no more or less a voice than any other member of the Academy.
PI

Pug was silent for a moment, then said, "Very well. I will honor that
pledge and insure the Kingdom acknowledges your autonomy."



"Autonomy?" said Kalied. "That's an interesting choice of words. We
prefer to think of it as independence."

Nakor waved away the remark. "Don't be stupid. Pug can convince

the King to let you govern yourself, but don't expect him to make the
King accept the proposition of an independent entity located entirely
within the boundaries of the Kingdom. Besides, while you protect the
Kingdom from Kesh, the Kingdom also protects you from Kesh. Do you
think for a moment the Emperor would be as generous?"

Kalied said nothing for a long moment, then said, "Very well. I will
present this to the council, and I am sure they will choose not to be 'stupid'
in this matter." With a dark look directed at Nakor, he bowed to the
others in the room and departed.

I
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Kalari turned to Nakor and said, "I assume your earlier comments on
diplomacy are more in the theoretical area rather than from practice?"
Miranda laughed. Pug joined in. "Well, I still have a lot to explain

to the Prince, and I think there's no putting that off. I suspect that Patrick
will be even less enchanted with the idea of an autonomous Stardock
within his borders than Kalied."

Miranda said, "We go to Darkmoor?"

Pug nodded. "Nakor?"

Nakor nodded. "I'm done here. The Blue Riders are again ensconced
among the students, to make sure magicians who train here don't get too
stuffy. Besides, I need to spend some time with Dominic and some of the
other Ishapians who have ended up next to the Prince. Let me fetch Sho
Pi, and we'll all go together."

He left, and Kalari said, "Pug, a question."

Pug turned to regard the Tsurani Great One.

"Since coming to Stardock on behalf of the Emperor, I've pieced together
a view of how things stood here. I'm curious as to why you, yourself,
didn't come to the Assembly and seek our aid in dealing with the

threats from this Emerald Queen." He lowered his voice. "I'm not sure
what fully transpired here, but I get the strong impression that a great deal
more was at stake than most people understand."

Miranda and Pug exchanged glances, and Pug said, "Yes, but [ am

not free to share details.

"As for why we didn't seek Tsurani aid, our relationships with the
Empire have never been the same since Makala."

Kalari said, "Ah," and nodded in understanding. A Tsurani Great

One, Makala had come to the Prince of Krondor's court years before,
ostensibly to act as a liaison between the Assembly on Kelewan and the
Prince, but in fact had come as a self-appointed spy determined to discover
the secret of what truly happened at Sethanon at the end of the Riftwar.
He had been motivated by loyalty to the Empire and the fear of some
Kingdom plot or weapon of great power, and had actually discovered the



secret of the Lifestone. Through agents who chanced upon one another

near Sethanon, he had become a party to a conspiracy involving the Brotherhood
of the Dark Path. Only the intervention of a renegade moredhel

chieftain had prevented a major catastrophe.

Makala and four of his allies from the Tsurani homeworld had ensorceled

the great dragon oracle that lived below the city of Sethanon, and

were on the verge of unlocking the Lifestone when Pug and his companions

had arrived. That secret had died with Makala and his four companions,

deep in the chamber below the city. His betrayal of the trust given
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him had strained relationships between the Kingdom and Empire for a
decade. Only members of the Assembly on Kelewan and a few trusted
advisors to the Prince of Krondor knew of the incident; it served as a
cautionary tale on both sides of the rift. Since then, all business between
the Empire of Tsuranuanni and the Kingdom of the Isles had been conducted
in the most formal, cautious of fashions. More than once it had

been suggested that the rift between the worlds be permanently closed, yet
trading between them continued. But it was now limited to the one rift
located on Stardock, hence the Empire's presence at these negotiations.
They were anxious that this one passage between the worlds be kept open.
"Yet," said Kalari, "it seemed prudent to you to request our help in

that display of might we arranged for the Keshians?"

Pug shook his head and shrugged. "Nakor."

Kalari returned the smile. "He is the most unusual fellow."

Pug agreed.

Miranda said, "What will you tell Patrick?"

Pug let out a long, tired sigh. "Many things; none of which he will

enjoy hearing."

I

Prince Patrick appeared on the verge of rage. His normally light
complexion reddened and his voice rose. "Autonomous? What is that supposed
to mean?" he shouted.

Pug sighed. Unlike his predecessor, Prince Arutha, Patrick lacked vision
. Pug reminded himself that in most ways the Prince was a young

man, and unlike Prince Arutha, who had leadership thrust upon him, a
young man untempered in the cauldron of war. While his city had been
destroyed, Patrick had been safe in the East, at the King's insistence. Pug
suspected much of Patrick's ill humor came from frustration and his inability
to do other than his father's bidding.

With even tones, Pug said, "The magicians at Stardock require-"
"Require!" shouted Patrick. "They require?" He stood up from his
throne, formerly the state chair of the Baron of Darkmoor, and took a
step down to stand directly before Pug. "Let me tell you what their King
requires. He requires their unswerving loyalty and obedience!"



Pug looked at his grandson, the Duke Arutha, who gave his head a
slight shake, indicating there was little use in talking to the Prince when
he was in a rage. Pug didn't care. He was three times the Prince's age
and had seen more than most men did in a dozen lifetimes and he was
tired. "Patrick," he said evenly. "Sometimes you lose."

"These are our citizens! They live within the borders of the Kingdom. "
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Nakor, who had been silently standing to one side with his student,

Sho Pi, said, "Only if the old borders are still there, Highness."

Patrick's head came around and he said, "Who gave you leave to

talk, Keshian?"

Nakor returned an insolent grin. "Your King, many years ago, if you
remember? And I am Isalani."

Wearying of the scene, Pug said, "Patrick, what's done is done. It's

an unhappy solution, but at least it's a solution. You can't deal with the
invaders to the west, Kesh to the south, and the magicians at Stardock.
You must start somewhere; Stardock is the easiest. With the community
there guaranteed their autonomy, Kesh will have to remove itself back to
the old border. That's two problems solved. Then you can reclaim the
West."

Patrick said nothing, forcing himself to calm down. "I do not like it."
Nakor said, "The King won't like it much either, but he'll understand.
Prince Erland spent time in Kesh. He saved the Emperor and knows the
Empress well. Very well," he added with a grin. "Erland will go down
and visit again and soon things will be back to normal along this border."
" Except I'll have lost Stardock."

Pug said, "You'll lose a great deal more unless you agree." He looked
the young prince squarely in the eyes. "Sometimes ruling is hard choices,
between bad and worse. Agree that Stardock can rule itself, and you defeat
Kesh."

Pug's wording made the young Prince pause. After a moment he

spoke. "Very well. Prepare documents, my lord duke," he said, using
Pug's formal rank as Duke of Stardock. "It is your duchy we're losing.
I'm sure Father will have another office or something for you. After all,
he did explain you were some sort of royal cousin and need to be treated
as such."

Pug glanced at his wife. She returned a slight shrug. He was young,

she seemed to say in agreement with his own thoughts. Pug started to
turn away, but Patrick continued to speak. "I think, though, that you'd
best explain directly to the King what is at hand here."

Pug turned back to face Patrick. "You wish me to prepare a report

for the King."

Patrick's expression showed his temper was still getting the better of
him. "No, I wish you to use whatever magic arts you have to take yourself
to Rillanon. In fact, I command you to do so, my lord duke! Perhaps being
wiser than I, the King can discern how this isn't some sort of treason."
He glanced at Miranda. "If your wife isn't an agent of the Empire, I'll be
astounded. "
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Pug's eyes narrowed and he remained silent.

"You'll need to demonstrate that loyalty I currently find lacking, magician,
if you're to regain this court's favor."

"Demonstrate?" said Pug softly. "I have labored to MY utmost to

prevent the destruction of all we hold dear."

Patrick said, "I've read the reports. I've heard the tales. Demons and
spawn of the lower hells. Yes, magic to warp the world to darkness, and
all the rest of it. "

Arutha looked from one man to the other, saying, "Highness! Grandfather,
please! We

have much to do and contention in our ranks does us no good."

Pug looked at his grandson, and slowly he said, "I am not attempting

to contend, Arutha. My only purpose has been, from the first, to serve."

He stepped forward and his voice was filled with menace. "If you

command, my prince, [ will obey. I will take the time to visit with the

King. If you are not satisfied with my performance in recent months,

perhaps he will be persuaded that the price I paid demonstrates my commitment."
Perhaps!" said Patrick. He spat hot words. "You gave away a duchy

that by all reports you have neglected, and I have a city lying in ruins, as

well as my entire Principality to the west in thrall to hostile forces. Who

between us has lost the most?"

Pug's throat burned as color rose in his cheeks. In a hoarse whisper

he said, "Lost? You dare speak to me of loss?" Stepping up so that he

was mere inches from the Prince, Pug looked up at the taller, younger

man. "I lost nearly everything, you child! I lost a son and a daughter, and

the man she loved who was as another son to me. William, Gamina, and

James gave their lives for Krondor and the Kingdom. You sit this throne

for a few years, Patrick. When you've lived as long as I have, should you

be that fortunate, remember what you said here."

Patrick appeared embarrassed as he realized he had overlooked the

death of Pug's family in the war. Still, his temper got the best of him, and

as Pug turned to walk away, Patrick s voice thundered, "I will not be

addressed in that manner, magician! Duke or not, royal cousin or not,

you will come back here and beg my pardon!"

Pug spun. Before he could speak, Arutha turned and stood directly'.,"
before his Prince. "Highness!" He put a restraining hand on Patrick's
shoulder. In a whisper he said, "This brings nothing good! Calm yourself

and we'll revisit this tomorrow." Whispering, he added, "Patrick, your
father will not be pleased at this."
Before the Prince could speak, Arutha turned and said, "Grandfather.

If you and your lady would dine with me tonight, we can discuss exactly
what sort of communication with the crown shall be undertaken." To the



remaining courtiers in the hall, he said, "That will be all today. This court
is adjourned."

He hustled Patrick through a door to the apartment set aside for him
during his stay in Darkmoor, not allowing the Prince to further inflame
the situation. Pug turned to Miranda, who said, "That boy needs some
training. ~ [

Pug said nothing, merely offering his arm to his wife and leading her

to the rooms put aside for them. He knew his grandson would come to
see them as soon as the Prince had been placated.

Arutha looked like a man aged years in a few hours. His eyes, normally
bright and alert, were now deeply sunk with dark circles under

them. He sighed and nodded thanks as Miranda handed him a goblet of
wine.

"The Prince?" asked Pug.

Arutha shrugged. "It's difficult. During the war he seemed content to
follow Father and Uncle William's lead. The preparations for the city were
underway by the time he arrived in Krondor, and he simply agreed to
whatever Father wanted.

"Now, he's out of his element. He is being asked to make decisions

that would have taxed the wits of the best generals in this Kingdom's
history." He sipped his wine. "Partly it's my fault."

Pug shook his head. "No, Patrick is responsible for his own actions."
"But Father would have-"

Pug interrupted. "You are not your father." He let out a slow sigh,

"No one is James. James was unique. As was Prince Arutha. The Western
Realm may never again see men as able as them gathered together at one
time." Pug grew reflective. "It all began with Lord Borric. I have never
known a man his equal. Arutha was his equal in many ways, perhaps his
superior in some, but on the whole, Borric raised two sons the Kingdom
needed.

"But from there we are seeing a diminution of the line. King Borric

was seasoned in his travels to Kesh, but nothing like his father the Prince."
Pug looked out a window at the distant torchlight along the palisades of
the castle. "Perhaps it's just the years passing, the ability to think back
with history's perspective, but at the time of the Riftwar there was a sense
in the West that eventually we should prevail. Now I realize that came
from Prince Arutha, your father at his brashest and most reckless, others
who led and those who followed."
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Looking at his grandson, Pug said, "You must step forward, Arutha.

You will never be the man for whom you were named, and you will never
be your father, but nature didn't intend for you to be either of those men,
no matter how worthy they were. You must become the best)man you

are capable of. I know the war took as much a toll on you as it did me.
You alone of all those here know what I feel. Men like Owen Greylock



and Erik von Darkmoor must rise to meet the needs of the nation." He
smiled as he added, "You are more capable than you think. You will be
a fine I)uke of Krondor."

Arutha nodded. His mother, Gamina, was Pug's daughter by adoption,
but he had loved and treasured her as much as he had his son,

William. To lose them both within days of one another had been terrible.
"I know that it was worse for you, Grandfather. [ mourn my parents.
You mourn your children."

Pug said nothing, swallowing hard and gripping Miranda's hand.

Since the end of the war he had been revisited time and again by a wave
of profound sorrow and pain, and as much as he hoped for the sense of
loss to pass, it didn't. It grew muted at times, even forgotten for hours at
a stretch, but in any quiet, reflective moment, it returned.

Even his marriage to Miranda had been hastily conducted, as if any
delay might steal moments away from them. Pug and his new wife had
spent as much time together as possible, dealing with the revelations of
their past lives and the need to discuss their future. Yet every moment
together, no matter how joyous, was overshadowed by the sense of loss,
the sense of work yet undone, and the sense that nothing could ever return
to them that which was lost.

Pug nodded at his grandson's words. He sighed. "Arutha, you an

have never had the opportunity to be close. After my first wife's death I
distanced myself from your mother. Watching her grow old was a e

I tried to avoid." He looked deep into his grandson's eyes. "There is much
of both your parents in you. I know your father trained you from birth to
serve, and your life was never your own, but I also know he would have
found a less demanding role for you had he found you lacking; you would
not be allowed to follow after him had you been less a man than what
you are. So, again I say, you must step forward. Patrick may prove a
worthy ruler someday, but that day is not here yet. And it has often been
d

th
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our history that one in the role of advisor limited the choices placed before
the rulers." Remembering the rule of mad King Roderic, Pug said, "Perhaps
we could have used more of such men in the past."

Arutha said, "I'll try, Grandfather."

Miranda said, "I don't presume to advise, as ['ve never done well
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with obeying rulers in my day, but you'll have to do more than try before
we're done."

Arutha looked as if he was ready to wilt. "I know."

A servant announced supper was ready, and they adjourned to the

next room. As Pug preceded his grandson, he knew one of the reasons
Arutha was so fatigued: from worry over the whereabouts of his own sons.

Jimmy looked around. A series of patrols had been coming through



the area for the last two days. They had tried to enter the city and discovered
that no one was being allowed through the established checkpoints.
Whoever was in charge inside Krondor, General Duko or someone

else, had decided that Kingdom infiltration was a serious threat and had
sealed the city.

Those mercenaries and traders who had gathered outside the city walls
were not troubled, as long as they didn't cause trouble. A brawl had
erupted the night before at a large bonfire some distance away, over a
gambling debt, woman, or insult, Jimmy didn't know, but it had quickly
been quelled by a detachment of warriors from the city who rode out and
scattered everyone in sight. There had been nothing gentle or orderly
about it, a simple raid to disperse, conducted with speed and efficiency.

A half dozen men lay dead, while others were moaning and nursing injuries
as the strike force returned to the city, but order had been restored.

Most of the men outside the walls had come for booty, the opportunity

to loot, or to gain steady pay, not to storm a well-fortified city.

Jimmy had judged the city fairly easy to retake should Patrick and his
army be sitting outside the walls, but they weren't. They were in Darkmoor
or en route, and by the time they reached Krondor, the fortifications

would be reaching daunting proportions. Workers-freemen or prisoners,
Jimmy didn't know which-were up each day at dawn, repairing the

damage from the final assault on the city the previous summer.

He had chanced a leisurely ride past the main eastern gates, and saw

that they had been successfully replaced. While not as grand as the originals,
the new gates looked stout and well crafted. Accomplished carpenters
were among those working for the invaders, as most every man of

fighting age on the distant continent of Novindus has been pressed into

the army.

It was nearly sundown on their second day when Malar asked,

"Young sir, are we to find a safe place to sleep?"

Jimmy shook his head. "I think I've seen enough outside. It's time to

go inside the city."
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"Forgive my ignorance, but if each gate and breach is manned in the

fashion we have observed so far. how do you propose to do this thine."
Jimmy said, "There are more ways in and out of Krondor than are

apparent. My grandfather knew them all, and he made sure Dash and I

knew of every one of them before we left."

is your brother likely to find a similar entrance?"

He motioned for his "servant" to follow him, and they walked slowly

past a group of sullen-looking fighting men, getting ready to settle in for
another cold night around a campfire with little food or prospects. "Knowing
Dash, he's already in the city."

Dash sat with his back against the dirty stone wall. The other prisoners
did likewise. Men crowded together on both sides, but he didn't object;
the weather was still cold and his captors spared no fuel to keep the slave



pen heated. He wore only his undershirt and trousers. His boots, jacket,
cloak, and all the other possessions he had carried were taken from him.
He had managed to evade the patrol that had followed him and had
ridden to the edge of Krondor. There he had found a thriving community
of traders, thieves, camp followers, and others assembled outside the gates
of the city. The invaders had closed the city to anyone not among their
own forces and an odd truce existed along the eastern wall.

With many breaches in the walls, the peace was kept by patrols riding
among those gathered outside the walls: a mix of Kingdom deserters,
displaced farmers, workers, and mercenaries looking for employment.
Among the invaders and Kingdom soldiers no small number of Keshians,
Quegans, and fighters from the Free Cities of Natal were in evidence.
Dash had made the mistake of attempting to sneak into Krondor. If

a man could enjoy freedom outside the walls, inside the walls only those
who had served in General Duko's army were freemen. He had managed
to stay out of sight for a day, but had run into a patrol and while being
chased had ducked into a seemingly empty building which in reality had
housed a half-dozen armed soldiers who were off-watch. They held him
until the patrol caught up and, without even asking his reasons for being
in the city, had beaten, robbed, then incarcerated him.

That had been three days before. Dash was letting his bruised and
aching body recover; he had no doubt that given half a chance he could
escape, and this time he wouldn't make the mistake of thinking the city
was deserted. It wasn't. In fact, it was turning into something far more
lively than he would have thought from Jimmy's report.

He had spent two days working on restoring a fortification on the

north wall. He had tried to overhear the guards' gossip, but the fact was
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he could barely understand them. His brother had the gift for language.
Dash could speak passable Keshian and Roldem, after having both languages
drilled into him as a boy in the King's court in Rillanon.

But he had barely been exposed to the Quegan, Natalese, and Yabonese
dialects which, although descended from Keshian, were almost other
languages to his ear. And this common tongue of Novindus was even

more removed from Kesh than those.

Still, he was able to judge that something odd was happening or about

to happen. The soldiers on patrol and those inside the city seemed as
concerned about what was taking place to the north as they were concerned
about what might be coming from the east.

"Time to go," said a voice next to Dash.

Dash nodded to the man as he stood. The man was named Gustaf

Tinker, though his last name suggested a grandfather's trade, for he had
been a mercenary soldier from the Vale of Dreams. Dash had found out

the first night that most of the prisoners were hapless locals, townspeople,
fishermen, and farmers from nearby. Gustaf was something of an oddity,
as the Kingdom soldiers had been segregated from the other prisoners.
They didn't get worked, but they weren't executed either. Dash had no

idea what General Duko thought he might do with them; use them for



hostages, perhaps. But as a result of the segregation, Gustaf and perhaps
one or two others among the fifty or so men herded nightly into a room
designed for a half dozen might prove useful allies when Dash made his
break for freedom.

Another of the men, Talwin, was almost certainly a thief, but Dash

had avoided too much conversation with him. Once into the sewers of

the city, a local thief might prove a useful guide, but as long as they shared
a cell together, Talwin would just as likely turn Dash in to the guards as

a Kingdom spy as not for an extra ration.

The door opened and the men gratefully left the cramped room and
shuffled out into the hallway. They were housed in a half-burned tannery
in the North Quarter of the city. Most of the rank-smelling businesses-slaughterhouses,
dyers, fish mongers, among others-were clustered here,

so the area provided two benefits to invaders: large relatively undamaged
buildings, and a close proximity to an area of the wall which badly needed
repair. In the East Quarter, Dash suspected the workers were being housed
ill abandoned stables and sheds.

The guard motioned and the first man in line moved out of the hall,

into the cold morning light. As Dash came out into the light, he blinked,
and was startled to discover the almost ever-present cloud cover had
M(Yed inland. The day promised to be warm, which was a mixed blessing.
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During the day he barely felt the cold, given the amount of work he was
required to do, but at least the next night might be more forgiving.

He followed along and waited until the boy who took care of food

and water appeared, and as anxious as his companions, he grabbed the
single slab of bread offered. It was a coarse and unappetizing meal; the
grain was so W-ground that men had been known to break teeth on husks
or small pieces of gravel. The water ration had been cut with a small
amount of wine. Some men had come down with the belly flux a day or
two before Dash's capture, and the invaders were certain a little wine kept
it from spreading.

All too quickly the morning meal was over, and they were off to work.
Dash joined four other men attempting to move a large wall stone that
had fallen during the battle of Krondor. They were to get it over to a
makeshift crane, built by an invading engineer more adept at engines of
war than civil engineering. Yet Dash had seen the wooden contraption
lift larger stones several times in the last two days and he was certain that
it would continue to serve for a while.

Why was there so much urgency in the rebuilding of Krondor? For

Duko to deny the city to Patrick made sense. For Duko to attempt to

hold it for any length of time made little sense. Dash smelled a mystery,
and as much as he wanted to escape, he also wanted to discover what
exactly was taking place around here before doing so.

A man grunted and the stone was lifted; quickly a net was pulled



under. Dash used the moment gained while the other men tied off the net
to the crane to turn to Gustaf and ask, "You anxious to stick around?"
The soldier, a quiet man of middle build, showed the slight smile

which was his most dramatic expression, and said, "Of course. There's
such an opportunity for advancement."

Dash said, "Yes. Another dozen deaths and you'll be first in line for
bread and water in the morning."

"What do you have in mind?" whispered Gustaf.

Noticing they were being watched by Talwin, Dash said, "I'll tell you

later."
Gustaf nodded and made no comment as the crew moved over to
repeat their labors with another large stone.

1
Four
B

ASH FLINCHED.
The wind had turned cold again after the previous day's spring-like
warmth and he was still sporting many bruises, which seemed to sting

more when the cold hit them. Still, the exercise seemed to be keeping him
from getting stiff. He hadn't had the opportunity to talk to Gustaf again
since he had mentioned the possibility of escape. Talwin had taken to
staying close by, a turn of events which worried Dash. He could only
guess at the man's motives; either he was also looking for escape and
judged Dash and Gustaf likely allies in such a break, or he was an informer.
Dash decided he could spend another day or two trying to discover
which.

The guards shouted for the midday break, and the boys with the bread
and watered wine hurried through the ranks, distributing their welcome
fare. Dash sat down right where he worked, on the next large rock to be
returned to the wall, while Gustaf sat with his back to the wall they were
repairing. Dash took a bite and said, "Either I'm getting used to this or
they've found a better baker."

Gustaf said, "You're getting used to it. Remember the old saying,

'Hunger is the best sauce.'"

Dash studied the warrior from the Vale of Dreams. At first it had

seemed his entire conversational repertoire consisted of head nods, grunts,
and the occasional "yes" or "no." But since last night he had opened up

a little to Dash.

"How'd you get caught here?"

"I wasn't," said Gustaf, finishing his meager meal. He sipped his

watery wine and said, "I was a guard on a caravan. . ." He glanced
around. "It's a long story. The short of it is we were intercepted and
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captured by Duko's men and those of us who lived through the fight ended
up here."

"How long has it been?"

"Too damn long." He frowned. "Must be a couple of months now.

The days blur. It was snowing when I got here."

Dash nodded. "Caravan?"

Gustaf shrugged. "My employer wasn't the only merchant to think

he could steal a profit by being the first one bringing goods into the city.
From what I've seen around here, this general isn't interested in trading
much. He seems willing to let folks fend for themselves on the other side
of the wall, but in here it's a military camp. I)

The order to resume work was passed down the line and Dash said,

111 get that impression."

Gustaf smiled. "You're not as dumb as you look."

"Back to work!" shouted a guard, and the four men nearest Dash and
Gustaf began moving the rock back into place in the wall.

Jimmy motioned with a slight tilt of his head. Malar nodded that he

understood and signaled for the boy to come over. The urchin was filthy,
covered from head to toe in soot and grime. He smelled as if he had been
swimming in a cesspool, and Jimmy thought him a likely source of information.

Malar spoke with the boy for a few minutes, then gave him a coin,
telling him to run off. He returned to where Jimmy leaned against the
wall in a pose of indifference and said, "Young sir, the boy was, indeed,
working in the sewers. They pay him to crawl into the smaller culverts
and pipes, ridding them of burned wood, mud, and the like."

Jimmy shook his head slightly in irritation. "Damn. What are they

doing down there?"

In a low voice, Malar said, "Apparently repairing the sewer, much as
they seem to be repairing everything aboveground on the other side of the
wall from all reports."

"But why?" asked Jimmy rhetorically. "The sewers are sufficient for

his army. With a little work, he can keep them flowing enough so his
men don't fall ill." Jimmy scratched an imaginary itch on the side of his
face. "But from what we've heard, he's trying to put them back to the
state they were in before-" He had been about to say before "Grandfather
blew up the city," but changed it to "the city was taken."

"Perhaps this General Duko likes things orderly."

Jimmy shook his head in baffled silence. He had read every report
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that had reached Darkmoor on the enemy before and after the Battle
Nightmare Ridge.

Duko was probably their best field general, and third in importance
after Fadawah and Nordan. Jimmy couldn't begin to guess what he w
up to. Had he been fortifying the city for an attack from the east orsouth
that might have made some sense, though the defenses would still be I(



than ideal when Patrick's army arrived.

Had he continued to rip Krondor apart, adding to the destruction

to deny it to the Kingdom-would have made sense. But repairing
damage done, as if he was going to occupy the city for a long time, it.
made no sense.

"Unless. . . " said Jimmy softly.

"Young sir?" asked Malar.

"Never mind." He looked around. "It's going to be dark in the next

hour. Come with me."

He led Malar through the busy streets in the tent city and toward

alley, really just a passage between freestanding walls, all that was left
two businesses. He ducked into the alley without waiting to see if he w
being watched, and heard Malar follow.

It would be easy to become lost in Krondor, Jimmy "ew from

last visit. With all the destruction, landmarks didn't exist. Yet the patterns
were the same, and if one constantly remembered where one was relative
to one of the few intact recognizable features in the city, it should
possible to find one's way. At least Jimmy hoped this was so.

He heard movement before he saw it, and ducked back, almost knocking
Malar over. Someone walked along the abandoned street, coming

closer. Jimmy and Malar hunkered down, fading into the darkness I
between the walls.

Shortly, a pair of armed men hurried by, upon what errand Jimmy,
Could only guess. Jimmy waited, to see if they returned or if others
followed

. When no one else appeared after a few minutes, he movedacross

the road to a burned-out inn.

Hunkering down behind a section of still-standing wall, Jimmy
whispered,

"This inn has a way into the sewers. If it's not blocked, and if' t

sewers are still intact, we can get inside the city. Most of the sewer is
Off from out there to in there," he said pointing toward the city, 'but the
is an old collapsed wall of a cistern that we can wiggle through."

"Is that a good idea, young sir?" asked Malar. "From what we'

heard it seems difficult to remain inside without being pressed into a work
gang. At least that seems the general opinion."

I
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"I don't plan on being seen," said Jimmy. "You're free to make your

own way from here on, if you choose."

"Living by my wits is an old habit of mine, young sir, but I suspect

you and your brother are my best opportunity to find something beyond
that." He studied Jimmy for a moment, as if weighing risks against possible
rewards, then said, "You and your brother are two men of some



position, I suspect. If so, and if I serve you to a good ending, then perhaps
I may salvage something from what has so far been a horrible turn of
fate." He fell silent for a moment again, then said, "If you will have me
m your service, I will go with you."

Jimmy half shrugged. "I guess that makes you my servant in fact,

then. Tell you what you must do. Should anything happen to me, return
as best you may to the East. Long before you reach the Kingdom Army
you will almost certainly be apprehended by Kingdom advanced scouts.
Probably Hadati hillmen or Krondorian Pathfinders. If it's Hadatis, see if
there's a man named Akee with them. If Pathfinders, ask for Captain
Subati. Have either of those men take you to Owen Greylock or Eric von
Darkmoor and tell them everything you've seen so far. Without a name,
you'll be taken for a Keshian deserter or looter or something, and it might
be a long time before anyone heard your story. And they must know what
we've seen."

"But what have we seen?" said Malar, genuinely perplexed.

"I'm not sure, which is why we must get inside the city. But whatever

it is, it's not something we anticipated."

"That's bad."

Jimmy grinned. "Why do you say that?"

"Because the unanticipated is always bad."

Jimmy's grin broadened. "Always?"

"Always. There is no such thing as a pleasant surprise."

"I remember this girl once-"

"Did she end up breaking your heart?"

Jimmy nodded with a smile now rueful. "That she did."

"You see. If you can anticipate, you can stay beyond harm's reach."

"You sound like a man of experience," suggested Jimmy.

Malar's eyes narrowed. "More than most men know, young sir."

Jimmy looked around. The shadows had deepened as the sun had
lingered in the west, and now the sky above was turning a stunning shade
of violet as night approached. "It's dark enough we won't be noticed, I'm'
thinking." He led Malar into the rear of the old inn, having to carefully
pick his way across a section of timbers, what was left from a collapsed
doorway and wall section, as well as part of the ceiling above. The roof
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was gone, and blackened timbers above showed starkly against the darkening
sky. They moved cautiously, then Jimmy said, "It's around here

somewhere."
He knelt and looked around. He moved some smaller debris covered
in thick soot, raising a stench of wet charcoal. "Some of the wood is

rotting. V ~

Malar said, "There is a ring of iron there, young sir."
"Give me a hand," said Jimmy as he cleared the top of the trapdoor.



As the two men pulled, Jimmy said, "This used to be the back room
at an inn controlled by the Mockers."
"Mockers?"

"Thieves," said Jimmy. "I thought their fame reached into the vale."
"The only thieves with whom I had contact were those who used quill
and parchment, not dagger and guile. Businessmen."

Jimmy laughed. "My brother would agree; he used to work for the
worst of the lot, Rupert Avery."

"That's a name I have heard, young sir. My late master had cause to
curse him more than once."

They got the trap moved and swung it back, letting it fall. The opening
yawned at them like a black pit. Jimmy said, "I wish we had some light."
"You expect to travel in such gloom?" said Malar, a note of incredulity
in his voice.

"There is no light on the brightest day down there." He found what

he was looking for, the ladder down, and as he swung himself down onto
the topmost rung, he said, "There are lights down there if one but knows
where to look."

"If you know where to look," Malar muttered under his breath.
They carefully descended into the darkness.

Dash winced, but not from the cold; rather he flinched at the sound
of a lash striking a man down below. He, Gustaf, Talwin, and a few other

men he had come to know were laboring atop the wall just to the north
Of Krondor's main gate. Dash glanced over at Gustaf, who nodded, indicating
everything was all right. Suddenly they both turned. A man

screamed a few yards off as he lost his footing; in that brief instant, the
man knew with dread certainty he was going to fall and no amount of
will or prayer would keep him alive. His anguish and terror filled the

afternoon air as he toppled sideways and fell to his death on the cobbles
below. Gustaf flinched at the sound of the body striking the unyielding
rock. They were repairing the battlements and the footing was treacherous,
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made doubly so by loose stones and constant fog in the mornings and
evenings.

"Keep your wits about you," said Dash.

"You don't have to tell me that twice," said Gustaf.

Dash chanced a look over the wall and saw the usual confusion of

the foulbourgh, soldiers milling around, street vendors, and the other human
flotsam drawn into this eddy of the previous year's war. Somewhere



out there, he fervently wished, his brother Jimmy was getting the information
needed to alert Owen Greylock that something strange was taking

place in Krondor.

General Duko was doing an admirable

Given the lack of resources,

job of restoring the city to its earlier status, at least from a military point
of view. The merchants and other residents of Krondor would see years
pass before the city came close to returning to its former prosperity. Too
much damage had occurred for that to be anything but a distant dream.
But from a soldier's point of view, Krondor would be close to its previous
I el of defensibility in less than a year's time, perhaps as quickly as nine
ev

or ten months.

Dash wished mightily he could get loose of this work gang, scout

around, and find out what was going on, but the reality of the situation
was that any man who wasn't an invader was a slave. Whatever Dash's
father had been thinking, it would have made more sense to have sent
along one of the men who had traveled to Novindus with Erik von Darkmoor,
someone who spoke the language and had a fair chance of passing

for one of the men from the continent across the sea.

Even if he got free, Dash knew his only hope was to get beyond the

wall, blend into the populace there, and find his way to the East, where
he was certain his father had other agents waiting for sight of either
brother.

Dash was certain his father had sent other agents into the city, and
throughout the surrounding countryside. It would be unlike him not to.
Besides, thought Dash as he helped hoist a large rock up to the battlements,
the ghost of Duke Arutha's father, Lord James, would haunt him

if he didn't. As Dash bruised knuckles on the harsh stone and began
putting mortar into place, he thought that his grandfather's ghost would
be welcome about now. Certainly, if anyone could puzzle out what was
happening in Krondor it would be the legendary Lord James.

Jimmy cursed in the darkness as he bruised his shins against an unexpected
stone. "Is the young gentleman certain he hasn't lost his way?"
came Malar's voice out of the blackness.
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jimmy said, "Keep quiet. It's certain we're not the only ones down
here. And yes I know where we are," he said. "We turn right and another
dozen paces on the right should be the place we're looking for." As if to

prove the point, he turned to the right and moved into a small passage.
Malar kept both hands on the right wall as he awkwardly followed.

After a few minutes they moved slowly through the gloom, then suddenly
Jimmy said, "We're here."

"Where is here, sir?" asked Malar.

"One of the many hiding places for. . ." A sound of rustling, as if
something was being moved, came from where Jimmy stood. Then Malar



shielded his eyes as a small spark was struck, blindingly bright after the
long time spent in the dark.

The torch was dry and caught at once, and Jimmy said, "Let's see

what we have here." He rummaged through the contents of the hiding
place, a false stone in the wall at waist height.

"How did you know where to look?" asked Malar.

"My grandfather had reason to spend some time in the sewers." He
glanced at Malar. "He was a city employee."

"A sewer worker?"

"At times," said Jimmy. "Anyway, he told me that from whatever
thieves' entrance into the city, you move to the first intersection, then to
the right, and about twelve paces to the right, a cache would be found.
Seems the Mockers wanted to make sure that if they got chased down
into the darkness, they could find light and some tools." He waved at the
cache. "Observe." He patted each item as he named it. "A good length
of rope. A large breaker bar. A water skin. A dagger, torches, or a lantern.)
P

"A lantern with a shutter would prove safer," said Malar.

"True," agreed Jimmy, "but as we don't have one, we must settle for
what is at hand. There may be other caches still intact, and perhaps we
can find a lantern there."

He glanced around in the murk and said, "Gods!"

Malar said, "What?" concern obvious in his tone.

"Look at this mess."

"Sir, it's a sewer," replied Malar, irritation in his voice.

"I know that. But look at the walls and the water."

Malar saw then what Jimmy meant. While expecting moss-covered
stones and brackish water, he didn't expect to see every surface covered
in soot. He glanced at his own hands and said, "Sir, I think we must
bathe once we get above, else we shall surely be noticed."
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Jimmy glanced at his servant and said, "If I've scratched my chin as

much as you, it is certain I look like a chimney sweep."

Malar said, "You're filthy, sir."

Jimmy said, "Well, no one said this would be easy."

As he set off, he heard Malar mutter, "No one said it would be impossible,
either."

Dash nodded and Gustaf jumped. He landed behind the big stone

they were attempting to move, and ducked out of sight of the guards. He
held a piece of broken crockery he had secreted in his shirt two days before
and quickly sawed at a key rope in the net used to haul the stones.

The rope net was a clever device that could be placed around the

Once

stone, fitted under the corners as men used levers to raise them.

hoisted aloft, a quick pass of two ropes beneath the stone put on a second
lifting net, and once above the intended destination, the two ropes were
removed, and the stone lowered a few inches as the webbing loosened,



dropping the stone. Dash knew a practiced crew of stone masons could
do this with a tolerance of a mere fraction of an inch. With Dash's crew,
they were happy to get the stone within an inch of ideal tolerance. The
only masons in Krondor were Duko's engineers, and there was a severe
language problem with most of the workers.

Gustaf stepped around from behind the stone, nodding to Dash.

Haul away," he shouted.

Dash stepped back as two men readied the ropes to be passed under

the stone, and watched. The stone lifted two feet in the air, then suddenly
tilted as a loud snap sounded. The strand Gustaf had cut had parted, and
now the stone hung a few feet off the ground, spinning slowly. The two
with the support ropes backed away.

en

"Get it down!" shouted a voice from below, and suddenly the rock

was dropped.

"No!" said the foreman, too late, as men who should have slowly
lowered the stone released the rope. Instead of settling quietly to the ledge,
the rock bounced a bit then teetered, as Dash had hoped, then slowly
started to fall

"Look out!" cried a man near Dash as men started scrambling out of
the way.

"Come on," Dash said to Gustaf as confusion erupted.

They hurried past a guard standing still in fascination as the rock slid
outward, overhanging the parapet, slowly moving to balance a moment
in the air, then start its dramatic fall to the cobbles below.

Dash, Gustaf, and some other men hurried down a flight of stone

SHARDS OF A BROKEN CROWN

steps, as if intent on helping those below. But at the base of the wan, Dash
moved quickly to his right, into what appeared to be a slight gap in the
stones. The others ducked into the gap after him.

The ancient wall of Krondor was hollow in places, storage sheds used

to house grain, water, and weapons against siege. Many of the old storage
rooms had been used during the last war, but several had been left empty,
like these along the easternmost wall.

Dash had waited a week to find this one, an ideal exit from captivity

if he had judged correctly. Either there was a sewer entrance here, or a
passage to another abandoned storage area that had one. The only danger
would be if they were caught ducking into this room, or if the passage to
the next room was blocked by fallen masonry. They would be missed at
the head count done each meal break and that was only an hour off.

In the gloom, it was difficult to find the entrance, but Dash managed.
Below a heavy layer of ash and dust lay a wooden pallet, used to keep
grain off the damp stones. Below that was a man-sized hole, covered with
a simple iron grate. Dash whispered, "Give me a hand," and two other
men stooped next to him.

In the faint light coming in through the broken wall, Dash could make
out the profiles of Gustaf and Talwin. Gustaf was what he appeared to



be, but Talwin had Dash concerned. Yet here he was risking broken fingers
to get the grating up, without any hint of betrayal.

The grate came up and was moved out of the way. Dash started to

lower himself down, and said, "It's going to be difficult, dropping into

the dark, but you should hit water about seven, eight feet below you, so
expect that. Face the same way I am and move to your right. You won't

see a thing, but I know my way around down there."

He let go, which was among the most courageous acts of his life, as

every fiber of his being screamed to hang onto the stone and not fall into
darkness. For a brief instant it felt as if he had made some terrible misjudgment,
for it seemed as if he fell through blackness for a long time, yet

only a moment after letting go his feet struck water. He bent his knees

and hit the stones under the water and lost his balance. He fell forward,

his head going completely under the foul water, and he came up, blowing
hard to keep anything in that sewer out of his nose and mouth. His grandfather
had warned him about that, claiming that many thieves had fallen

in the sewer only to later sicken and die from it.

He quickly stepped to his right, and a moment later another man fell
through the hole into the darkness. "Here," said Dash, and the man

moved toward him in the blackness.

Then two other men came through, and Dash said, "Who's here?"
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"Gustaf," said the second man down.

"Talwin," said the next voice.

"Reese," said the third, and Dash remembered the tall quiet man with
whom Talwin spoke from time to time. "I saw you three move ahd took
the moment. No sense standing around like sheep."

Dash doubted that; he was certain Talwin had alerted Reese something
was afoot, but he didn't care to debate that now. "Good," he said

aloud. "We can use all the help we can getting,, out of here."

"Now what?" said Gustaf. "We're in the darkest pit I've seen and

the foulest smelling, and what are we to do next?"

Dash said, "This is part of the old sewer under the wall. If we keep
moving back toward the city center, we'll find a way out of Krondor."
"Why not just move away from the city if we're under the wall?"

asked Reese.

,,Because this"-Dash's hand struck the stone next to which he

stood-"is the outer limit of the sewer. To get on the other side of the
wall you better be able to chew rock."

,,Damn," said Gustaf. "I thought we'd slip out under the wall or
something when you told me of the sewers."

"They never connected the sewer in the foulbourgh with the inner

city. It would make it too easy for an invader to slip in." Dash muttered,
"AS it is, a good crew of sappers could still get in within weeks if they
knew this was here. There's one breach to the other side of this wall, but
we must go into the city to eventually get there."



"Well, which way do we go?" asked Talwin.

Glancing up at the faint light of the hole above, Dash oriented himself.
"Get over here."

The men gathered near him. "Gustaf, put your right hand on my right
shoulder." He felt the mercenary's strong hand take a grip of his tunic.
"Talwin, do the same to Gustaf, and Reese bring up the rear. Listen for
my instructions." Dash put his right hand on the wall and said, "Let's
go, slowly. And if you lose your grip, sing out."

They moved off into the gloom.

Jimmy turned suddenly and put his hand over Malar's mouth as he

let the torch fall to the stone walkway next to the sewer. As he hoped,
the torch began to fail and flicker, allowing Jimmy to step on it, putting
out the light. Malar had the presence of mind not to be too shocked by
the move, and he endured standing there with Jimmy's hand over his
mouth.

When Jimmy removed it, Malar heard what Jimmy had, men moving
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cautiously down another tunnel, nearby. Whispering as quietly as possible,
Jimmy said, "Someone's coming."
Malar nodded.

They stood motionless, listening to the faint sound of men moving
slowly. Then one spoke. His voice was muffled and distant and nothing
of what was said came through, but Jimmy would have bet a purse of
gold they were invaders on patrol. Something about the quality of the
speech hinted at an accent. They waited until the sound died out, as the
strangers moved away.

Jimmy knelt and felt around in the dark until he located the torch. It

was still hot to the touch. He struck a spark with flint and got the flame
going again and said, "We may have to lose this if we run into another
patrol. "

"You mean walk around down here blind!" said Malar, obviously

upset at the thought.

"I know my way around here pretty well," said Jimmy, expressing a
confidence he didn't feel. "Besides, if we're apprehended by the invaders,
we're either dead men or prisoners, and I'd rather take my chances retracing
our route back to the other side of the wall than those two

choices."

"Agreed, yet your words fill me with little confidence, young sir."

Jimmy said nothing, but glanced around the corner, making sure that

no one had quietly snuck up on them. "This way," he said, leading Malar
toward a large yawning tunnel entrance that opened up across from where
they stood. This required them to step down into the filthy water. They
slogged through the slowly moving mass of floating char, and less savory
debris, and entered the blackness.

Dash felt fingers dig into his shoulder as the sound of men echoed



from a distance. In the blackness they couldn't tell from which quarter

the sound originated. Nerves were frayed and Dash was concerned one

of the three men would panic. Gustaf seemed solid, if nervous, Talwin

was quiet, but Reese was given to blurting out pointless things, either
questioning how much farther they'd have to move in the gloom, or expressing
his apprehensions.

There were places along the way where light came down from above,

faint cracks in the street above, or a broken culvert admitting some illumination.
Dash was always surprised how bright these areas looked after

COMPlete darkness, but knew it was an illusion. He could only see a dozen
yards or so on either side of a source of light, and once past, they fen

back into a gloom darker than any night he had endured.
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The first place he had hoped to find some torches or a lantern according
to his grandfather's description had provided no secret cache of

useful items. If there had been a secret stone in the corner he couldn't
find it. Not the least bit immodest, Dash knew it wasn't there, for if it
had been, he would have found it.

The second location was already empty. Someone had emptied it.

Dash didn't know if it had been stripped of its contents during the fall of
the city or days, even hours before he reached it.

He was leading the men northward as much as he could, knowing his
best chance for escape was around the area formerly known as Fishtown.
it was one of the few places in Krondor you could enter the bay and with
a little swimming find yourself outside the walls of the city. Dash didn't
know if the other men could swim, and for the most part he didn't care.
While he wanted to see these three men to safety if possible, he'd willingly
sell them out to get his information back to the Prince.

Keeping one hand on the wall, he led them deeper into the darkness.

Jimmy motioned toward the faint light. Malar nodded, whispering,

"A way out, young sir.

"Perhaps. Boost me up on your shoulders so I can take a look."

Malar knelt, and when Jimmy put his left boot on the servant's shoulders,
Malar stood, grabbing Jimmy's ankles to support him as he was lifted

to a point just below the light. Jimmy fought for balance a moment, but
Malar kept his motion steady, and Jimmy kept his position as he grabbed
a support in the floor above him to keep from falling.

"Great!" said Jimmy. "It's a cellar door, off its hinges." Jimmy got

his fingers in the crack and pushed. "I can't get any leverage." He said,
"Let go," and as Malar complied, Jimmy jumped down to stand before
his servant. "No way to get it open."

',Are there no stairs in this accursed dungeon?"

Jimmy chuckled. "Hardly a dungeon; a maze, no doubt. But you're

right and I'm an idiot." He sighed theatrically. "There are several places
with stone steps up to basements." He looked around in the gloom, barely



illuminated by the faint flickering of his torch. "If I'm not mistaken, one
isn't too far from here. Pray to whatever gods you worship that the top
of the steps is unblocked."

Malar muttered an almost silent benediction and followed behind
Jimmy.

Dash heard something ahead of him in the dark and whisper
"Don't move!"

I
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The men behind him stopped their forward motion as sounds around

them echoed. "What is-" began Talwin.

He never finished as Reese struck him from behind, knocking him

from his feet. "Here!" he shouted.

Suddenly men were swarming in the dark and lanterns uncovered,
blinding Dash momentarily. He blinked trying to see beyond the brilliant
lights, but could only see dark shapes hurrying toward him. Thinking of
nothing else to do, he leaped forward, trying to dodge between two of the
shapes. One man lunged at him, missing, while the other was slow in
turning, with Dash past him before he could be intercepted.

Dash slogged as quickly through the knee-deep water as he could, and
behind a pair of lanterns he saw movement. Dodging to his right, he
rushed to another potential exit as arms grabbed him from behind, dragging
him down into the water.

Dash turned, kicking hard, and felt his foot strike the man's leg. Dash
scuttled backwards in the water, and another man seized him. A voice in
the gloom said, "They're making too much noise! Shut them up!"

Dash felt pain for a brief moment as someone struck him hard behind

the ear with a billy club, then he sank into unconsciousness.

Jimmy pushed the trap up and with relief he found that it moved. He

glanced around under the slight opening he created, and seeing no movement,
he heaved. The large wooden trap swung over, to crash noisily

against the floor behind him. He hurried up into the dark room as a cloud

of soot exploded into the air from the trap.

Malar sneezed as he came up. The room was the back storage area

of a tannery near the river to the north of the city, and it had taken Jimmy
most of the day and into the evening to discover it.

The roof of the building was gone, probably accounting for its being
abandoned, as the nights would still be cold. Jimmy looked around and

saw* lights in a few buildings nearby, but nothing close by. Malar could

be seen in the faint light inside the building. "If I'm as dirty as you, we'd
better stay out of sight."

"Good advice, young sir," agreed the servant. "You are dirtier than

a coal seller. One glance at us, and any fool could tell we had been somewhere
we should not be."



A sound caused Jimmy to hold up his hand. "What-"

At once he pulled his sword, as men came swarming into the room,

over the burned-out wall and through the single door. Only a fool would
fight, as more than a dozen swords were leveled in their direction. Jimmy
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made a clear gesture of letting the sword fall from his hand as he stepped
back.

Hands roughly grabbed him and tied his arms behind, while two men

did the same to Malar. They all wore rough fighting garb, leather, and
gambesons, but no metal armor, which would make noise and warn away
someone coming up through the trapdoor.

With a heavy accent, a man came to stand before the two and said,
"Watch a rat hole long enough, and a rat peers out, eh?" Glancing at
Malar, he said, "Or two." To the men he said, "Bring them along," and
Jimmy and Malar were hustled out the door and down the street.

Dash waited in silence. He had recovered his wits as he was taken to
what he presumed had once been an underground storage shed. There
was no light. He had explored his environment by touch and on a couple
of occasions wished he hadn't.

It was a roughly twelve-by-twelve-foot room, with a single door barred
from the other side. He felt up and down both edges, but all hinges and
locks were on the other side. He was inside until someone released him.
From the stench, several rodents had recently died in the room. Had he
eaten in the last two days, he probably would have added to the mess,
but his captors would have to be satisfied with subjecting him to a fit of
the dry heaves.

After several painful minutes of gagging, he had managed to overcome
the impulse. Now, about two hours later, he judged, he barely noticed the
odor unless he thought about it.

Mostly he was attempting to chart his best possible course. That he

was in this dark room rather than being hauled before one of General
Duko's officers suggested to Dash that he was a prisoner of someone
besides the invaders. The first possibility to occur to him was that he had
been captured by Kingdom soldiers, hiding from the invaders. If so, he
could quickly identify himself and recruit them.

More likely, he was in the clutches of outlaws, and in that case, he
would have to bargain. His companions were missing, probably locked
away in a similar room somewhere nearby.

Suddenly light shone around the edges of the door and he could hear
footfalls approaching. As bright as the light seemed through the cracks,
when the door was opened, it blinded him. A voice from without said,
"You awake?"

"Yes," said Dash, finding his voice was harsh from dryness. "Any
chance of water?"

"Let's see if we let you live, first," came the gruff answer.
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A pair of hands reached in and yanked Dash to his feet, and he was
pulled into a larger room. Shielding his eyes from the glare of the lantern,
he glanced around the room. It was indeed the basement of a burned-out

inn or hotel, and he had been locked in a storage closet. There were ample
signs of life in the building, for crates and bales of goods were stacked
around the room.

A half dozen men surrounded him, none with weapons evident. It

was obvious they felt confident enough that they could keep him from
escaping. As he blinked against the light from the lantern, he noticed that
one man did hold a large billy, and he was sure he would use it if Dash
made any sign of attempting to flee.

¢ 'What now?" said Dash.

"Come along," said the man with a lumpy visage.

Dash said nothing and followed, walking behind two men, with two
more guarding the rear. The last man stayed in the storage room, for what
reason Dash could only imagine.

Dash was led down a long dark tunnel, one with a lantern at each

end, featureless and damp. He listened, but only heard the sound of boot
leather and nails on stone. If they were close to the city streets above,
those streets were deserted.

The man in front pushed open a door, allowing the others to enter a

very large room. It had a dozen torches guttering in sconces. A wooden
table, not too badly charred, had been hauled down from the destroyed
tavern aboveground and now served as the site of what Dash took to be
some sort of court or tribunal.

At the head of the long table sat an old man. He looked deformed,

or crippled, as he hunched over with left shoulder lower than the right,
his left arm in a sling. Around his head he wore a scarf, covering his left
eye. Below it, Dash saw the man's face was scarred, badly burned. A
young woman stood to his right. Dash looked at her closely. Under other
circumstances she would have warranted a second glance, as she was tall,
slender, and under the soot and mud, still attractive, with dark hair and
eyes. But in these circumstances, what commanded Dash's attention was
her fashion-dressed like a man and armed to the teeth; he saw a sword,
daggers in belt and boots, and he was certain she had more weapons
secreted on her, such being the practice of thieves. She wore a dirty white
shirt, now almost charcoal color, a leather vest, men's riding breeches,
and a red scarf tied around her head. Dark hair fell from under the scarf,
and down her back.

With a surprisingly deep voice, she said, "You stand accused."

Dash summoned as much confidence as he could manage in such
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circumstances and said, "No doubt."
The lumpy-faced man said, "Before you're convicted, have you anything



to say in your defense?"

Dash shrugged. "Would it do any good?"

The old man chuckled and the man who had first apprehended Dash
glanced his way. "Probably not," he said, "but it won't hurt."

"May I first inquire of what crime I'm being accused?"

The lumpy-faced man again glanced at the old man, who waved a

curt gesture of permission. "You stand accused of trespass. You were
found someplace you were not given permission to pass."

Dash blew out a long breath. "So that's it, then. Mockers."

The young woman glanced at the old man, who motioned with his
good hand for her to come close. He whispered in her ear, and she said,
0 you us ves, py"

Because smugglers would have cut my throat and been on their way,
and Duko's guards would have had me under questioning up there." He
pointed upward. "You've separated me from my companions, which
means you're trying to find conflicts in our stories, and one of my companions
brought you down on us; Reese seems more likely to be a thief

than anything else I can imagine." Glancing around the room, he said,
"So this is what's left of Mother's?"

The old man said something, and the woman said, "What do you

know of Mother's? You're not one of us."

"My grandfather," said Dash, knowing that at this point he had nothing
to lose and everything to gain with the truth.

"What about him? Who is your grandfather?"

"Was," said Dash. "My grandfather was Jimmy the Hand."

Several people spoke at once, and the old man signaled for silence.
The young woman leaned over and then repeated his words. "Your
name?))

"Dashel Jamison. My father is Arutha, Duke of Krondor."

Without waiting, the girl said, "So you've come spying for the King."
Dash attempted a grin. "Well, the Prince, actually. But yes, I'm here

to scout out Duko's defenses, so that Patrick can retake Krondor."

The old man waved a badly burned hand and spoke to the woman,

who said, "Come closer, Puppy."

Dash did as he was told and came to stand before the old man and

the young woman. The old man's one good eye studied Dash's face for
a long moment as the woman held a lantern close to it, so every detail
could be seen.

Finally, the old man spoke loud enough for all to hear. "Leave us."

His voice sounded close to ruined, dry gravel being scraped, a strangled
sound.

Everyone but the woman did, instantly and without hesitation, and

the old man said, "Well, then. It is a small world, boy."

Dash leaned over to study the burned features before him and he said,
"Do I know you, sir?"

"No," said the old man slowly, as if every word hurt. "But I know

you by name and lineage, Dashel, son of Arutha."

"Am I to know your name, sir?"

The woman glanced at the old man, but his one good eye stayed
fastened upon Dash. "I'm your great-uncle, boy, that's who I am. I'm the



Upright Man."

Fire

ARUTHA' FROWNED.

Pug stood at the door studying the Duke of Krondor a moment, before
he said softly, "May I speak with you a moment?"

Arutha glanced upward and waved him in. "Grandfather. Please."

you appear distracted," said Pug, sitting in a chair across a large

oak table Arutha used for work.

1 was."

"jimmy and Dash?"

Arutha nodded as he looked out a window at the warm spring afternoon.
His eyes narrowed. They were deep sunk and had dark bags underneath,
revealing the lack of sleep that had plagued him since sending

his sons into harm's way. There was grey in Arutha's hair; Pug hadn't
seen so much just a month before.

Arutha looked at Pug and said, "You needed to see me

"We have a problem."

Arutha nodded. "We have many. Which particular one are we discussing?"
Patrick."

Arutha stood and moved around the table to the door and glanced
through. A pair of clerks outside were hunched over documents, reviewing
reports and requests for supplies, lost in their work.

Arutha closed the door. He returned to his seat and said, "What do
YOU propose?"

"I propose you send a message to the King."

"And?" Arutha looked directly into the magician's eyes.

"I think we need another commander in the West."

Arutha sighed, and in that moment Pug could hear the fatigue, stress,
worry, and doubt in the man, expressed in as eloquent a fashion as if an
orator had spoken for an hour. Pug instantly knew the outcome of this
discussion before Arutha said another word. Yet he allowed the Duke to
continue. "History teaches us that we often do not get the best men for a
particular job. It also teaches us that if the rest of us do ours, we'll somehow
manage."

Pug leaned forward and said, "We are this close"-he held forefinger

and thumb apart a scant portion of an inch-"to war with Great Kesh.
Don't you think it proper to finish the one we have before we start an

other?"

"What I think is immaterial," said Arutha. "I counsel the Prince, but
it's his realm. I'm only allowed to manage it for him."

Pug remained silent and stared at Arutha a long moment.

Suddenly Arutha allowed his temper to get the better of him, slamming
his hand down on the table. "I am not my father, damn it!"

Pug remained silent for another moment, then said, "I never said you
were ... or that you should be."



"No, but you were thinking, 'How would James have dealt with

this?' "

Pug said, "It was your mother that read minds, Arutha, not I."

Arutha leaned forward. "You're my grandfather, yet I hardly know
you." He glanced upward toward the ceiling, as if collecting his thoughts,
then said, "And that means you hardly know me."

"You were raised on the other side of the Kingdom, Arutha. We saw
each other from time to time . . ."

Arutha said, "It's difficult growing up surrounded on all sides by legends.
Did you know that?"

Pug shrugged. "I am not sure."

Arutha said, "My father was 'Jimmy the Hand,' the thief who became
the most powerful noble in the Kingdom. I was named for the man who
is almost unarguably the most brilliant ruler the Western Realm has
known.

"The King and I have discussed what it's like to be the sons of such
men, on several occasions." He pointed his finger at the magician and
said, "And you ... you look like my son. You look younger now than
You did when I was a child. You're turning into a figure of mystery and
fear, Grandfather. 'Pug, the Eternal Sorcerer!' The man who saved us
during the Riftwar."

Arutha stopped, weighed his words, and said, "Borric, before he became
King, once told me that our roles would be far different than our
fathers'. Arutha had been thrust into command in Crydee, a situation
demanding action without hesitation, without doubt.

"Father was the brash boy who saved Arutha, then became his most
trusted adviser and friend. Between the two of them there was always an
answer.

Pug laughed, and it wasn't a mocking laugh. "I'm sure they would

argue they had their share of doubts and mistakes, Arutha."

"Perhaps, but the results were there. As a child I grew up hearing the
stories in Rillanon, tales told to entertain the eastern nobles who had never
seen Krondor, let alone the Far Coast. How Prince Arutha had saved
Crydee from the Tsurani host, and had journeyed to Krondor where he
found Princess Anita. How father had helped smuggle them both from
the city, then later helped get Earl Kasumi to see the King."

Arutha became more reflective. "I heard the story of the renegade
moredhel, and the rogue magician from Kelewan, and I was told of the
attack on the Tear of the Gods. I heard of the Crawler and his attempt to
take over the Mockers, and the other stories of Father's more reckless
youth." He looked at Pug. "I wasn't a noble reading dry reports, but a
boy hearing tales from his father."

Pug said "What are you telling me? That you don't feel equal to the
i
|

task?"



"No man can be equal to the task of putting the Kingdom right,
Grandfather." He narrowed his gaze. "Not even you."

Pug took a deep breath, then relaxed. "So Patrick won't give up Stardock?"
He wants it all back, Grandfather. He wants this city rebuilt in his
lifetime to a glory beyond what it was before. He wants Kesh completely
out of the vale. He wants the Bitter Sea cleared of Quegan raiders and
Keshian pirates, and when Borric finally dies, Patrick wants to go to Rillanon
to take the Crown, to be known as the greatest Prince in the history

of the West."

Softly Pug said, "Save us from monarchs with vanity."

"Not vanity, Pug. Fear."

Pug nodded. "Young men often fear failure."

"I understand his fear," said Arutha. "Maybe if | had been given a
different name, George or Harry, Jack or Robert, but no; I was named

for the man Father admired above all others."

"Prince Arutha was a very admirable man. Of all the men I've known,

he was among the most gifted."

"A fact of which I'm painfully aware." Arutha sat back, as if seeking
some comfort. "If Arutha were still Prince, and Father still Duke, perhaps
Patrick's dreams of returned glory would prove possible. As it is today. .
Pug said, "What?"

"We are lesser men."

Pug's expression turned dark. "You are tired. You are tired and you

are worried about the boys." He stood. "And about Patrick and the Kingdom
and everything there is in this life to be worried and tired about."

He leaned over the desk and said, "But know this: you are able. And as
long as you're my grandson, [ will not let you forget that. The boys are
MY great-grandsons. Gamina may not have been the daughter of my body,
but she was the daughter of my heart, and I love all her children and
grandchildren none the less for this." He reached across the table and put
his hand on Arutha's shoulder. "Especially you."

Moisture came unbidden to Arutha's eyes. "Me?"

Softly Pug said, "You may not be as much like your father as you

would wish, but you are more like your mother than you'll ever know."
He removed his hand and turned to go. "I'll leave you. Rest, and dine
with me tonight when you've had a chance to refresh yourself." He
reached the door and said, "Try not to worry too much about the boys.

I am sure they are safe."”

He opened the door and left, closing it behind him. Arutha, Duke of
Krondor, sat silently and thought about what his grandfather had just said
to him. At last he allowed himself the luxury of a long sigh, then turned
to the work still before him. Perhaps he would take th-e opportunity to
rest a bit before supper that evening. And as he regarded the report on
top of the pile, he thought, The boys are able. Grandfather is most likely
right, and the boys are safe.

Jimmy's head snapped backward as the soldier stepped through the
blow. Jimmy's eyes watered from the pain and his vision turned red for



a moment. His knees wobbled and he felt himself start to go, but the other
two guards who held him kept him upright.

"All right," said the interrogator, speaking the King's Tongue with a

very heavy accent. "Again." He paused. "Let's start again. Why were

you sneaking into Krondor?"

Malar was held by another two soldiers. His nose bled and his right

eye was puffy, as he had stood his turn at interrogation. Jimmy was now
very pleased that he and Dash had told him nothing.

Jimmy shook his head to clear it, and said, "I told you. I'm a mercenary
from the East, and this is my dog robber. I'm looking for work."

"Wrong answer," said the man, and he struck Jimmy again. Jimmy
Collapsed, unable to make his legs obey, and was held entirely by the two
soldiers.

Jimmy spat blood, and through rapidly swelling lips said, "What do

you want me to say?"

'Every mercenary outside the walls has been told to stay out of Krondor.
If you were a freebooter you would know this." He nodded and the

two men moved to the wall, and let jimmy slump to the floor. The man
knelt, putting his own face down near Jimmy )S.

The soldier was a brutish-looking fellow, with a beetle brow and thick
black hair that hung down over his shoulders. He sported a short black
beard, and at this close quarter, Jimmy could see he bore an assortment
of scars on his neck and shoulders. The man grabbed Jimmy's hair and
said, "Either you're a fool or you're a spy. Which is it?"

Jimmy paused for dramatic effect, then slowly he said, "I came looking
for my brother."

The soldier stood and motioned and the two other soldiers picked

Jimmy up and moved him to a chair. They were gathered in a large
bedroom of an inn, converted to a cell of sorts.

Jimmy and Malar had been dragged there the night before and the
interrogation had started at once. For an hour they had been routinely
questioned and beaten, then left alone. Just as they were able to relax, the
door would open and the questioning would begin again. Jimmy knew
the oddly timed schedule was deliberate, designed to unnerve them. Despite
the overt brutality of the man questioning them, the entire process

was very well thought out and subtle. It was designed to disorient him
without rendering him incoherent. It was a methodical approach looking
to ferret out mistakes and inconsistencies. Jimmy had fought to concentrate
to the limit of his ability to prevent any such lapse. he was attempting

to turn the situation to his advantage.

One fear of his was that they already had Dash in custody. If so, the
admission he was searching for his brother might dovetail into Dash's
arrest if he was already here. In a way, it was the truth, and being the
truth, it would prove far more convincing than the most artfully concocted
lie.

"Your brother?" said the man, holding a fist cocked to deliver another
blow. "What brother?"

~my younger brother." Jimmy leaned back in the chair, letting hi

left arm hang over the chair back, keeping him upright. "We were jumped



a few miles from the city by bandits and rode toward Krondor." H

paused for a long moment, then as the interrogator started to menace him
with his fist, he blurted, "We got separated. The bandits chased him, so
we doubled back and followed after. We dodged the bandits, as they came
back our way, so we know they didn't have him-couldn't see any leading

his horse, and it was a good horse so they'd have kept it." He swallowed.
"Can I have some water?" he croaked.
The man in charge nodded and one of the guards stepped out of the

room and returned a moment later with water. Jimmy drank eagerly, then
nodded toward Malar. The man who had been questioning Jimmy nodded
and the servant was given a cup of water to drink.

"Go on," instructed the interrogator.

"We checked all the camps outside. No one had seen him."

"Maybe someone already cut his throat."

"Not my brother," said Jimmy.

"How do you know?" asked the interrogator.

"Because I'd know. And because whoever cut his throat would be
wearing his boots if he was."

The interrogator looked down at Jimmy's feet and nodded. "Good
boots." He motioned to one of the men in the room, who ducked out and
returned a moment later holding a sack. He opened the sack and dumped
the contents on the floor. The interrogator said, "Are these your
brother's?"

Jimmy looked at the boots. He didn't need to pick them up. They

were identical to Dash's: the same bootmaker in Rillanon had made them
for the brothers. Jimmy said, "In the left one you'll see the mark of the
bootmaker, a small bull's head."

The man nodded. "I've seen it."

"Is my brother alive?"

The man nodded. "At least he was until two days ago. That's when

he escaped."

Jimmy couldn't help but smile. "Escaped?"

"With three others." The man studied Jimmy a moment, then said,
"Bring them." He turned and walked out of the room; Jimmy and Malar
were hurried after him, a guard on each side.

They were taken to what had been the common room of the inn, and
Jim *my finally recognized where he was. He was in what was left of a
very palatial inn called the Seven Gems, not too far from the heart of the
Merchants' Quarters. He was a few blocks from Barret's Coffee House,
where most of the major financial business of the Western Realm had
been conducted. Glancing around the room, Jimmy decided the inn had
survived relatively intact. There was ample smoke damage and all of the
tapestries that had decorated the place were gone, but the furniture was
intact, and the rooms still able to be locked. He had been questioned in
one of the back storage rooms, near the kitchen, and was now being led
into the far corner of the commons, where a curtain separated a large
booth from the rest of the room.

Sitting in the booth was a trio of men, all clearly military from their



dress and manner. The man in the center was looking over a parchment,

a report of some sort, Jimmy guessed. The interrogator moved to the front
of the table and leaned over, speaking in a soft voice. He glanced up at
Jimmy, nodded to the interrogator, who departed, leaving Jimmy standing
alone with the three men. They seemed intent upon the paperwork before
them, and left Jimmy standing for a long time before the centermost man's
attention returned to him.

"Your name?" asked the man in the center.

"I'm called Jimmy," he answered.

"Jimmy," repeated the man, as if testing the sound of the name. He
studied Jimmy's face, and Jimmy studied his.

He was a middle-aged man, probably in his late forties or early fifties.

He still looked fit, though what once had been hard muscle had been
thinned by hardships on campaign and a cold, hungry winter. He had the
look of a fighter, from his greying dark hair tied back to keep it from his
brown eyes, to the hard set of a jaw kept clean-shaven. Something about
him looked familiar to Jimmy, and suddenly it struck him: in manner and
voice the man resembled what he remembered of Prince Arutha from
Jimmy's childhood. There was a no-nonsense hardness to him, a calculating
intelligence that would be fatal to underestimate.

The man said, "You are a spy, of that I am almost certain." He spoke

the King's Tongue, but his accent was slight.

Jimmy said nothing.

"But the issue here is are you a bad spy or a terribly clever one." He
sighed, as if thinking on this. "Your brother, if that is really who he is,
was a far better spy than I had thought. I had him under observation, yet
he managed to escape. We knew of the sewers under the walls, yet didn't
know of that particular entrance. Once he was in there, he was gone."

The soldier looked at Jimmy, as if measuring him, then said, "I won't
make that mistake again." He reached for a mug nearby and drank what
appeared to be water. Jimmy was impressed by the man's speech, for even
with almost no accent, it was clear he had studied the language, for he
spoke with the practiced precision of someone not born to the tongue.

He then said, "I have determined that those boots which you claim

belong to your brother are made by a particularly well-regarded cobbler
in Rillanon, your nation's capital. Is this correct?"

Jimmy nodded. "It is."

"Would it be unreasonable to assume that common mercenaries are

not likely to acquire a matching set of such boots unless they are not, in
fact, common mercenaries?"

"Not unreasonable at all," said Jimmy. The man speaking to him
motioned to one of his two companions, who left the booth, fettchheendsoavide,r
a chair, and allowed Jimmy to sit. Jimmy nodded his thanks,

"Would it be immodest to claim we are uncommon mercenaries?"

"Not in the least," said the man. "Though it would smack of insincerity.

Jimmy said, "I am at your mercy. If I'm a spy or not

You can kill me at your whim." is of little matter.

"True, but murder holds little appeal for me. I've seen far too much

of it over the last twenty years." He motioned to the remaining man who



sat at his side, and the man rose from his seat and offered Jimmy a mug

of water. "I'm sorry we don't have anything more flavorful, but at least
it's clean. One of the major wells to the north has been cleared and is
running fresh again. Your Duke James left nothing behind that provides
much comfort."

Jimmy feigned indifference to hearing his grandfather's name. This

invader was very well informed about things in Krondor and the Kingdom
to know about Duke James and Rillanon's better bootmaker.
"But we manage," said the man. "Feeding the workers is difficult,

but the fishing has been good and there are those willing to sell to us for
the little booty we've found in Krondor."

Jimmy was intrigued. He was also wary. This man was apparently
unconcerned by what he said, and appeared to be someone of some
imPortance

among the invaders.

The man stood and said, "Can you walk?"

Jimmy rose and nodded. "I'll manage."

"Good. Then come with me."
Jimmy followed the man out of the door of the inn. Outside the afternoon
sun was brilliant and Jimmy squinted. "We must walk, I'm sorry

to say. Horses are a staple of our current diet." He glanced at Jimmy.

"Though a few are maintained to carry messages."
They walked along a busy street. While almost every man was armed

and obviously a warrior, a few were workers and a few women were seen
here and there. Everyone seemed occupied with some task, and none of

the usual idle habitues of the city were in evidence: the drunks, prostitutes,
confidence men, and beggars. Also noticeable by their absence, the street
urchins who flocked in rowdy ga s thr

ters of the city.
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If I may ask," said Jimmy, "where's my dog robber?"
"He's comfortable," said the man. "Don't worry about him."

I
SHARDS OF A BROKEN CROWN

The man who was walking beside him said, "jimmy, if you are a spy,



you're most likely wondering what it is we're doing here in Krondor."
Jimmy said, "It is a question that has crossed my mind. I may not be

a spy, but it's obvious there's more going on here than a simple staging
for a spring offensive. You've got soldiers on the outside of the walls
anxious to enlist and you're not enlisting them. You have a great deal of
work underway, but some of it"-he pointed to a nearby building where
two soldiers were hanging a new door-"clearly not military in nature.
It's as if you've come to Krondor to stay."

The man smiled, and again Jimmy was reminded of the old Prince,

for this man had the same cryptic half-smile Arutha had evidenced when
amused. "Good observation. Yes, we're not planning on leaving anytime
soon."

Jimmy nodded, his head still ringing from the beating he had taken.

He said, "But you're turning away swords who will help you hang on to
this place when the Prince's army returns."

"How many spies are among that band outside?" asked the man.

"I couldn't begin to guess." Jimmy shrugged. "Not many, I wager."

tg"y?~)

"Because no man of the Kingdom can pass himself off as one of your
own. We don't speak your language.?)

"Ah," said the officer, "but you have. Some of your countrymen have
been among us for years. We first became of aware of a group calling
itself 'Calis's Crimson Eagles' before the fall of Maharta. We now know
they were Kingdom agents. We know they were with us from time to
time." They reached the walls and the man motioned for Jimmy to climb
with him up a flight of stairs to the ramparts.

As they climbed, the man continued. "We who were commanding

never had a clear picture of this campaign. To understand what we became,
you need to know what we were before." They reached the ramparts

and the man motioned for Jimmy to follow.

p They reached a section

of the wall freshly refurbished, the stones set firmly in place with new
mortar. The man motioned beyond the wall, toward the east. "Out there

is a nation, your Kingdom." He turned to regard Jimmy. "In my homeland
we have no such nations. There were city-states, ruled by men who

were petty or noble, who were acquisitive or generous, wise or foolish.
But no ruler's power existed beyond a week's ride by his soldiers." He
motioned toward Jimmy. "You people have this thing in your mind. This
idea of a nation. ivd b

it is an idea I am most intrigued by, even captivated bY.
The notion that men who live more than a month's travel from a ruler

swear to that ruler, are willing to die for that ruler-" He stopped himself.

"No, not the ruler, this nation. Now this is an amazing idea.

"I have spent much time this winter speaking with those among our

prisoners who could teach me, men and women of some education oexperience, who would help
me understand this concept of this Kingdom."



He shook his head. "It is a grand thing, this nation of yours."

Jimmy shrugged. "We tend to take it for granted."

"I understand, for you have never known otherwise." The man looked

out over the wall. Below was a sea of tents and makeshift shelters, campfires
and the sounds of humanity, laughter, shouts of anger, the voices of
peddlers, a child crying. "But to me the notion of something larger than
what I can take and hold-for my employer or for myself-that is a wondrous
notion."

The wind blew and the afternoon smelled of salt and charcoal. The

man said, "Tell me, why is this city built here?" He glanced westward.

"If there is a worse harbor in the world, I've not seen it."

Jimmy shrugged. "The story says the first Prince of Krondor liked the
view of the sunset from the hill upon which the palace was built."
"Princes," said the man, shaking his head. He sighed loudly. "We

are dredging that terrible harbor. We have found those who call themselves '
Wreckers' and they are using their magic to raise hulks for us. We
manage one every three days, and will have the harbor cleared before next
winter."

Jimmy said nothing.

"We know you marshal what's left of your fleet down in Shandon

Bay, in the village you call Port Vykor. We have no fleet, but we will
have ships, and we will hold the city."

Jimmy shrugged. "May I ask why?"

"Because we have nowhere else to go."

Jimmy looked at the man and said, "If there was a way back to your

home ... 7'

"There is nothing there." He glanced toward the east. "There is my

future, one way or another." Then he looked toward the west. "Out there
is a land ravaged by over twenty years of war. No city of size remains.
Those few that do are small backwaters, barely more prosperous in their
glory than Krondor is now in her ashes. They are city-states of tiny men
with no sense of the future. One day is much like the next."

He turned toward Jimmy and studied him a long time. "I'm fifty-two
years old next Midsummer's Day, lad. I've been a soldier since I was
sixteen years of age. For thirty-six years I've been fighting." He glanced
at the city as the sun began to lower in the west. "That's a damn long

time to be dealing in blood and slaughter." He leaned on the parapet as

if tired. "For the last twenty I've served demons or black gods, I don't
know which, but I know that the Army of the Emerald Queen was made
up of men beguiled by dark forces, lured by promises of wealth, power
and immortality." His voice lowered. "Or propelled by fear." He looked,
down, as if reluctant to look Jimmy in the eyes. "I was ambitious when

I was young. I was anxious to make a name for myself. I formed my own
company when I was eighteen. I was commanding a thousand men by
twenty.

"At first I was glad to serve the Emerald Queen. Her army was the
greatest my land had known. With conquest came booty, gold, women,
more recruits." He closed his eyes as if remembering. "But after a while
the years slip by and you find the string of women hold no interest, and
there's only so much gold you can carry with you. Besides, there's nothing



to do with it but hire more men."

He looked at Jimmy and pointed with his thumb over his shoulder,

to the north. "My old friend Nordan is up there, at my back. If I know
Fadawah, I am to be left here to be ground to a fine dust by the returning
army of the Prince of Krondor. I am to slow him down and bleed him,
while Noradan builds up a barrier across the highway to the north of here,
to stand at Sarth." He glanced over his shoulder, as if somehow able to
see to that distant town. "That's a hell of a defensive position, that abandoned
abbey. Once he's dug in, it will take your Prince all year to dig

him out."

Looking again at Jimmy, he said, "Meanwhile, Fadawah is going to

take your city of LaMut. He won't go on to Yabon this year, being content
to throw up a position south of that city and starve it for a year. He has
the means to keep reinforcements and supplies from reaching the city
while he repulses your forces from the south."

Jimmy said, ""y are you telling me this?"

"Spy or not, I want you to carry a message for me to the Prince. |

believe he's still in Darkmoor, but have no doubt he has forces no more
than a day's ride to the east. I'll arrange an escort to a likely point and
turn you loose."

"Why not just send a message

"Because I think you are a spy and I think you're likely to be believed.

If I send one of my own men, or a captive who wasn't known to the
Prince or his men, I think it might take too long to convince him of my
intent. And time is a commodity neither of us has."

Jimmy said, "You're General Duko."

The man nodded. "And I've been sent out by one of my oldest comrades
to die. Fadawah and I have served in various campaigns together

since we were hardly old enough to shave. But he fears me, and that's
my death warrant."

"What do you want me to say to Prince Patrick?"

"I have an offer for him."

"what's the offer?"

"I wish to negotiate a settlement of our differences."

"You're willing to surrender?"

"Nothing that simple, I'm afraid." The General smiled a half-smile

that Jimmy found both reassuring and unsettling. "Patrick would likely
throw me and my men into a camp and get around to shipping us back
to Novindus when he found the means, and that could be years down the
road. "

"You're turning coat?"

"Not quite. Surrender or take his gold for service, either way I end

up a man looking for a boat back to a land that has no place for me. No,
Jimmy, I need a different solution. I need a future, for me and my men."
"What do you wish me to tell the Prince's men?"

"Tell them that I have handpicked the men with me here in Krondor.
Tell them those I had reservations about were left behind with Noradan.
I can vouch for my men." He looked into Jimmy's eyes a moment. "Tell
your Prince of Krondor I will swear fealty to the crown, in exchange for



land and tides. Grant me estates and income, and I will lead the army
north to visit with my old friends Noradan and Fadawah."

Jimmy was silent for a moment. He was both astonished at the suggestion
and amazed at the logic behind it. He shook his head. "I don't

know what he will say."

"If we knew what he would say, we wouldn't have to send you, now,
would we?"

Jimmy shook his head.

"Come, get something to eat, and leave at first light." He led Jimmy
down the stairs.

Jimmy watched the man's back and considered what he wanted. In a
single breath he had set a price: forgive the assault on the Western Realm,
and more, grant the man a patent of nobility, name him Earl or Baron of
some lands in the West, and give him the power to rule over those lands.
Jimmy shook his head. Would Patrick do it, or would his temper doom
men on both sides of the wall to more useless bloodshed?

Dash sipped at the watery soup and said, "So then what?"

"We stayed in that basement a week or more. Hard to judge being in
the gloom all that time." The old man motioned to put aside his bowl,
held in a badly deformed hand, and the young woman moved to take it
before it fell to the floor. "Thank you, Trina," he said.

His voice was as scarred as his face, but after getting used to t)e sound
of it, Dash understood him well enough.

The three men who had come with Dash were still missing, and only
Dash, the old man, and the woman thief sat around the simple wooden
table.

"What should I call you?" asked Dash.

"Your grandfather insisted on calling me Lysle. It was a name I hadn't
used in more score of years than I can count, but it serves. I've had so
many in my life [ barely know which one is truly mine."

"Lysle, you were telling me about Grandfather and Grandmother."
"James set fire to the oil he rigged in the sewers. We knew it would

be a close thing and it was. I was in the escape tunnel ahead of them
and when the explosion came I shot from the mouth of the tunnel like a
cork from a bottle of sparkling wine. I was badly burned, as you see, and
had half my bones broken, but I'm a tough nut."

The woman named Trina spoke. "And we found a healing priest who
worked on him."

"Damn near killed the man, making him do his healings over me, MY
merry band of cutthroats did. But they saved me before the poor brother
of Killian passed out from exhaustion. He squeezed a few years more of
life for me, while I set matters in Krondor right."

"Grandfather and Grandmother?"

The old man shook his head. "James and Gamina were last in the
tunnel, behind me. They never had a chance, boy."

Dash had known his grandfather and grandmother were dead; his
great-grandfather Pug had said so, but upon finding the Upright Man
alive, a faint hope had been rekindled in Dash. Now it was extinguished
again, and the pain was again felt.



Lysle said, "If it is any comfort, I know they died quickly, and together "

Dash nodded. "Grandmother would never have wanted to live withou
Grandfather. "

"I never knew my brother well, Dash. We had met once as young
men, and then again a few years ago." The old man laughed, a dry

chuckle. "He put me out of business, actually, and damn near got me
killed by some of the more ambitious men in the Mockers.

"But those few days I spent with him and your grandmother, they
were my chance to hear the stories. I'm sure you heard most of them.

Prince Arutha and the journey to Moraline, the fall of Armengar, where
he got the idea for that nasty fire trap that got himself killed. I heard how
he had journeyed to Kesh, during that matter with the Crawler, and when
Lord Nirome had tried to depose the Empress. He told me of his rise in
power and the time he spent ruling in Rillanon.

"I had thought myself something of a man of some accomplishments.
When my father had died, one of his most trusted lieutenants had seized
control of the Mockers, naming himself the Virtuous Man. I in turn deposed
him and called myself the Sagacious Man. And I returned to the

name Upright Man to signal an agreement I had with your grandfather
and create the false impression I had deposed myself with the members
of the Mockers.

"But my accomplishments pale next to those of Jimmy the Hand. The
thief who ruled in turn the two mightiest cities in the Kingdom. He who
was the most powerful noble in the nation. What a man he was."

Dash nodded. "When you put it that way, I see what you mean. To

me he was Grandfather, and he had lots of wonderful stories. I sometimes
forgot they were true."

The Upright Man said, "Now, the question is, what to do with you?"
t'Me?'~

"You're here spying for your father. That's not a problem, in and of
itself, but the fact is you've seen me, talked to me, and letting you go is

a problem."

"Would it make a difference if [ swore to say nothing about you to
anyone?"

The old man laughed his dry chuckle again. "Hardly. You're who

You are, boy, and things might remain on the square between us for a
While, but eventually, when things return to something like before around
here, the day will come when some Mocker will create a problem that
will call a little too much attention to us. It happens from time to time.
And then you'll find yourself wondering just where your loyalties lie, to
Your Prince or your old Uncle Lysle. Considering our deep family bond,
I have no doubt you'd turn me in the first chance you get."

Dash stood up. "Grandfather taught me better." He glanced at the
girl, and then at his great-uncle. "Besides, the Mockers I've seen don't



exactly look a menace to the sovereignty of the nation at the moment,
and then there's the small matter that we don't presently control Krondor.
I

"That's a matter of some weight, true. And it gives me pause about
ordering your death. You don't presently pose a threat. What do you think
You can manage for us if we help you get free and back to your father?"

I
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Dash said, "I can't promise anything. I don't have the authority. But

I suspect with a little conversation, I can get Father to authorize a general
pardon for any of your people who help us retake the city."

"A little fighting for an amnesty?"

"Something like that. Having a few of you inside the walls at key
locations at the right time could save a lot of lives under the walls."
"Well, let me think on this, and then I'll tell you what I'll do tomorrow.
Get some rest and don't try to escape."

"what of my friends?"

"They're being cared for. I don't know how important they are to

you, but I'm counting on them having a little call on your loyalties, so |
can keep you in line."

Dash nodded and the old man hobbled to the door. "Trina will keep

you company for the night." Dash tried to look pleased, but the woman's
dark glare made it clear amusing byplay would be lost on her.

After the door closed, Dash sat down on a pile of straw in the corner,
obviously his bed for the night. A long moment of silence passed as Trina
sat on the chair by the table watching him. Looking at his guard, he said,
"Well, then. Do we tell one another our life stories?"

Taking out her dagger, the woman began to clean her fingernails with
the point. She put her feet up on the table and said, "No, Puppy. We do
not."

Sighing, Dash lay down and closed his eyes.

SiX
NakoR FROWNED.

He scanned the room of the warehouse in Darkmoor he was currently
using as a base of operations, and said, "This will not do."

Sho Pi, his first disciple, said, "What, master?"

Since becoming self-appointed head of the Church of Arch-Indar, Nakor
had ceased objecting to being referred to as "master" by the young
former monk of Dala. Nakor pointed to the wagon that was being
unloaded

outside his new "church," and said, "We ordered twice that."

"I know," shouted the driver of the second wagon-as it pulled up.
"Hello, Nakor. "



"Hello, Roo! " shouted the former gambler turned high priest. "Where
is the rest of our grain?"
"This is all there is, my friend," said Rupert Avery, once the richest

man in the history of the Western Realm, now the proud owner of three
wagons, three teams of horses, and an amazing debt owed him by a near-bankrupt
Kingdom. "Most of what I can buy goes to the Prince, to feed

the soldiers. "

"But I have gold," said Nakor.

"For which I am eternally grateful, for without your patronage, I
would be unable to buy even the meanest grain out there. My credit is

Overextended in the East, I am forced to sell my holdings there to pay off
MY debts, and the money that's owed me is coming from a presently
nonexistent Western Realm."

"You seem unusually happy for a man in such dire straits," observed

"Karli is going to have another baby."
Nakor laughed. "I thought you were put off by children."

Roo smiled, his narrow face showing an almost boyish aspect as he
nodded. "Once I was, but when we fled Krondor and reached Darkmoor,
well, that time cooped up with them almost every day, I came to learn a
great deal about my children." His smile faded and he said, "About myself,
as well."

"Learning about one's self is always a good thing," observed Nakor.
"After you unload, come inside and I'll make us some tea."

"You have tea?" asked Roo. "Where did you get it?"

"A gift from a woman who had hidden it from before the war. It is

not very fresh, I'm afraid, but it is tea."

"Good, I'll join you when I'm done here."

Nakor went inside the building, where another disciple was overseeing

a class of students, five this time, listening to the introductory lesson on
the role of good in the universe. Nakor realized that most, if not all, were
there for the meager food his church provided after the lecture, but he was
always hopeful someone would answer the call. So far he had recruited
five new students, for a total of six counting Sho Pi. Given he had unilaterally
decided to create a church for one of the four greatest Gods in

the Midkemian universe, it was a very modest beginning.

"Any questions?" asked the disciple, who had himself heard the lecture
for the first time only a few weeks before.

Four of the students looked back with expressions showing limited
comprehension, but one tentatively raised her hand.

"Yes?" asked the disciple.

"Why are you doing this?"

til*y am I doing what?" said the disciple.

Nakor stopped and listened.



"Not you, all of you. Why are you preaching this message of good?"
The disciple looked at Nakor with near panic on his face. He had

never been asked anything so basic, and the simplicity of the question was
confounding him.

Nakor grinned. "I'll answer, but first I must know, why do you ask?"
The girl shrugged. "Most who preach are servants of one of the common
gods, looking for something. You seem to be asking for nothing, and

I wish to know what is the catch?"

Nakor grinned. "Ah, a cynic! How wonderful. You, come with me.

The rest of you, wait here and you'll eat."

The girl rose and followed.

Nakor turned as he led her into what had once been a shipping office
and now served as his personal quarters. A half-dozen sleeping mats were
strewn across the floor, and a small brazier heated a pot of water. "What
is your name, girl?"

"Aleta," answered the young woman. "Why?"

"Because you interest me."

The girl looked Nakor up and down frankly, and said, "Well, priest,

you don't interest me if you're looking for a companion."

Nakor laughed. "That's funny. No, you interest me because you're
curious." He poured tea and handed her a small cup. "It's not very good,
but it's hot."

She sipped at it and said, "I agree. It is not very good."

"Now, about your question. I will answer you if you tell me what
brought you here."

"I worked at an inn to the west of here before the war. It is now

ashes. [ almost starved during the winter. I have managed to stay alive
without having to spread my legs or kill anyone, but I'm hungry, and your
monk said there's to be food."

"A frank answer. Good. There will be food," said Nakor. "As to why

we do this, let me ask you a question. What is the nature of good and
evil?"

The girl blinked, and Nakor studied her as she framed her reply. She
appeared to be in her middle twenties. She had a plain face, with wide-set
eyes that made her appear to be as curious as her questions showed

her to be, and her nose was straight. Her mouth was full, and her chin
was strong, and the entire effect was more attractive than not, Nakor
decided. She wore a heavy cloak over her dress, but Nakor had glimpsed
enough of her as she had crossed the former warehouse to judge her
slender, perhaps even wiry.

At last she said, "Good and evil are natures. They have no nature.

They are what they are."

"Absolute?"

"What do you mean?l~

"I mean do good and evil exist in some absolute sense?"

"I suppose so," said the girl. "I mean, I think men do what they do

and sometimes it's good and sometimes it's evil, and sometimes I'm not
sure, but out there, somewhere, good and evil exist, I guess."

"Good guess," said Nakor, smiling. "How would you like to stay



with us?,,

"That depends," she said, skepticism clearly evident. "For what purpose?"

I need Smart men and women. I need people who realize that what
we're doing is important, without taking themselves too importantly."
Suddenly the girl laughed. "I've never taken myself very seriously."
"Good, neither have 1."

I
I
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,'What is it you're doing. "

Nakor's manner and voice turned serious. "Out there are forces beyond
your understanding. Beyond mine, too." He grinned, then returned

to a serious demeanor. "Many of those qualities many people think of as
being 'abstractions' are truly objective entities. Do you understand me?"
The girl shook her head. "I have no idea what you just said."

Nakor laughed. "Very good. You are honest. Let me put it another

way. The Good Goddess is sleeping. She is in a trance caused by evil
forces. To awaken her we must do good in her name. If enough of us
work on her behalf, she will return to us and evil will be driven back into
the shadows where it belongs."

"I understand that," said Aleta.

"You don't believe it."

The former barmaid said
"I don't know. I've never been much of
one for gods and goddesses.

will fill stomach I'm willing to believe for a while."

DuLait AIlLY

SHARDS OF A BROKEN CROWN
Nakor said, "If I can find you some cartwrights, would you do something
for me?"

"What?'

"A favor."



Roo smiled. His narrow face showed his own wry sense of humor
Coming to the surface. "You're setting me up, aren't you?"

Nakor laughed. "Never trick a trickster."

"What is it?"

"If I can get you six cartwrights, I want you to commission a statue
to be made for me."

"A statue? What for?"

"Fair enough." Nakor rose as Roo came into the office. "We'll feed
you for as long as you wish to stay here, and you'll learn to do good in
the Lady's name."

The girl departed and Roo said, "Another convert?"

"Perhaps," said Nakor. "Potentially. She's brighter than most."

Roo said, "Attractive, too, in a funny way. Not pretty, but attractive."
Nakor grinned. "I know."

Roo sat and Nakor offered him a cup of tea. "Sorry the order is short,

but everyone is being shorted right now. I just finished a shouting match
with Prince Patrick's quartermaster. The army is ready to march, but they
lack stores and I can't promise as much as I've already brought from the
East, let alone what they want." He sipped at the hot liquid and said,
"Not good, but it'll do." Putting the cup down, he continued, "I can't
even find wagons. I could bring more if I could get wagons, but most of
the cartrights in Salador are building for the army. If Patrick would
convince the King to let me have his wagons, I could deliver them stocked
with goods, but they're bringing more equipment-arms, saddles, blankets,
and the like."

Nakor nodded. "You need to get your businesses here back up and
running."

Roo laughed. "If only I could."

"What about building wagons here?"

"No cartrights. I know a little about keeping them-I was raised a
teamster, after all-but not about building one. I know a little carpentry,
but I don't know the metal work, and turning a wheel is a special skill."

"I'll tell you after I get the men. Will you do it?"

A calculating look crossed Roo's face, and he said, "Make it six cartwrights,
a master smith, and three lumbermen, and I'll commission two

statues. "

"Done," said Nakor, slapping the table with his hand. "I'll have them
for you tomorrow. Where should I send them?"

"I converted a warehouse outside the city to an office here in Darkmoor.
I'll use it as a base until I can return to Krondor. Go out the eastern

gate, and at the first road, turn left. It's the large green warehouse on the
right. You can't miss it."

Nakor said, "I'll find it."

"There's something about that girl," said Roo, indicating where Aleta
had gone. "I can't quite put my finger on what it is."

"She's someone important I think."

Roo laughed. "As long as I've known you I've never pretended to



understand you."

,»Lhat's as it should be," replied Nakor. "For I have never understood
myself. "

"Can I ask you something, as a friend?"

"'Of course. "

"Over the years you've claimed you only know tricks, yet you manage
the damnedest things that I can only call magic. Now you're starting a
religion. Now, my question is, what are you really up to?"

Nakor grinned. "I'm starting something important. I'm not sure how

1t will turn out, and I doubt if I'll be around to see it at the end, but I'm
doing something that may be the most important thing I've done in my
lif,

e.
"And may I ask what that is?"

Nakor used his hand to indicate the poor building in which they sat.

"I'm building a church."
I
I
I
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Roo shook his head. "If you say so. Tell me, Nakor, has anyone ever
called you mad?"

Nakor laughed. "Often, and most of the time they're serious."

Roo rose. "Thanks for the tea. I'll see what I can do about the grain,

and if you get me those workers, I'll have those statues commissioned for
you.'|

"I'll see you tomorrow."

Sho Pi entered and said, "Master, those who came to hear the lesson

are ready for food."

"Then let us feed them," said Nakor.

The odd gambler turned religious leader halted at the office door and
watched the five who were there a moment. Four of them would be gone
after their bellies were full, but the girl, Aleta, would remain. And without
knowing why, Nakor knew that a major part of his future path had turned
a particular way because she was now here. He didn't know how he knew,
but he was certain that from this time forward, she was the most important
person in his newly founded church, and her life must be protected above
everyone else, including himself. Keeping his thoughts to himself, he entered
the warehouse and helped his disciples feed the hungry.

Erik pointed and said, "What do you see there?"
"Something's coming along the road," said Akee, the Hadati hillman.
"A single man, on horseback."



Erik squinted against the setting sun. Sure enough, what had been a

faint movement, a speck of darkness against the bright sky, resolved itself
into the figure of a man on horseback, trotting along the King's Highway.
Erik von Darkmoor, Captain of the Crimson Eagles, and a mixed
detachment consisting of members of his own company, Hadati hillmen,
and members of the Royal Krondorian Pathfinders were spread out on
either side of the highway. "One of ours?" asked Erik.

Akee said, "I think so. I think it's Jimmy Jamison."

"How can you tell?"

The Hadati smiled. "You learn to recognize a friend by the way he

sits his mount."

Erik turned to see if the man was joking and saw that he wasn't.

During the winter Erik had spent enough time with the Hadati hillmen
and his company to come to respect him and even like him as much as
one could the somewhat standoffish hill fighters. Akee was a leader in his
village and considered an important voice in the council of the Hadati
people up in Yabon, that much Erik had come to understand.

He had also discovered the man was the grandson of a companion of

I
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the former Prince of Krondor's, one Baru, called the Serpentslayer, an

as a result, Akee was considered very sympathetic to the Kingdom,
quality not universal among the independent and tough-minded hill
people

of Yabon. Of all the people living within the boundaries of the
Kingdomm

, the Hadati were among those most aloof. The fact that any had
answered the Duke of Yabon's's call for scouts was directly related to
Akee'ss having been among them.

Jimmy rode closer and Erik and Akee left the shelter of the wood
and rode toward him. Jimmy reined in until he recognized the two
familiar

figures, then he raised his hand in greeting.

As they stopped before him, Erik nodded, and Akee said, "You look]
as if you've been through something unpleasant."

"It could have been worse," said Jimmy.

Erik asked, "Dash?"

Jimmy shook his head. "He was captured for a while, but he go
away. I don't know if he's somewhere in the city, or if he got loose. I
he's loose, he's on his way back here. If he's in the city and is caught
I've got assurances he won't be harmed."

"Assurances?" said Erik.

"It's a long story. One I need to tell Prince Patrick, or at the least
Owen Greylock."



"You're in luck," said Erik. "I'm heading back toward Ravensburg,

where Owen has his forward command. The Prince is still in Darkmoor,
but the roads are ours between here and there, almost as peaceful as before
the war. You can reach the Prince in less than a week."

Jimmy said, "Good. I have grown very tired of the road and would

love nothing more than a hot meal, a bath, and a soft bed."

Erik nodded and said to Akee, "Have your scouts move west for
another day and report back."

Jimmy said, "There's no need. General Duko is recalling all his patrols.
The only thing you need fear are bandits and some bored mercenaries
camped under the walls. You can move your entire command to

the outlying estates and build your camps there, less than a day's ride
from the city. p$

Erik looked curious, but he only said "I think I had better ride

With YOU, Jimmy.

"Where's your camp?"

"A few miles ahead." Erik waved good-bye to Akee, and turned his
horse around as Jimmy urged his back to a walk. Erik moved his hand
in a half-circle and said, "We have control of all the woods for miles on

each side of the highway."

"You haven't had a lot of problems in the last few weeks, have you?"
"No, actually. A few bandits, some deserters, and a couple of run-ins
with some mercenaries from our neighbors to the south, but we've seen
little of Fadawah's forces for a while."

"Duko's looking to cut a deal with Patrick."

"He's willing to turn coat?" asked Erik. Erik had served two tours

across the sea and was familiar with the Novindus mercenaries' tradition
of serving the highest bidder. The dependence on such forces was one of
the reasons, Erik was convinced, that no one had successfully built an
empire down there, until the Emerald Queen had started her conquests.
"Not exactly," said Jimmy, filling in Erik on Duko's proposal.

Erik whistled. "I don't think Patrick is going to be pleased with this

one. From what Greylock's told me and what I saw before I left Darkmoor,
the Prince is spoiling for a fight, Kesh, invaders, he doesn't care

who. 'y

Jimmy said, "I'll leave it to my father and Owen to convince him.

It's too good a turn of the cards for him to not agree. He saves thousands
of lives and accelerates the retaking of the Western Realm by a year if he
agrees. ~y

Erik said nothing, but considering what he had seen of the hot-tempered
young Prince, he was not convinced Patrick would see it that

way.

Dash regarded the boots, trousers, and jacket that had been secured
for him by the Mockers. They were serviceable, but nothing remotely as
good as the ones taken from him by his captors.



Lysle Riggers, the Upright Man, looked at him as he rose to leave.

"Not yet, boy." The old man waved away Trina and the others of his
company in the room, leaving Dash alone with his great-uncle. When the
door was shut behind Trina, the old man said, "Y ou must understand
something. I don't think you're going to get your amnesty for us, so this
conversation may have no meaning. If you do not, shortly I will die.
Healing priests can only do so much, and I am an old man, anyway.
Another will come forward to take the office I hold. Who he will be I
cannot know, though I have a couple of guesses. John Tuppin might take
the office-he's strong and shrewd and many are afraid of him. Trina
might, if she's smart and silent, which she is, and can keep behind the
scenes. But whoever it is, the agreements you and I reach will not be
binding upon him. As I said, if you can't get the Prince to agree to giving
us pardon for past crimes, it doesn't matter.

"But if you return with promises, they had best be kept, for if you are
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forsworn to the Mockers, no matter how high You rise, where you live

or what great office comes to you, eventually one Of Our brotherhood will
find you in the night and Your life will end. Do You understand?"

Dash said, "I understand."

"Know this as well, Dashel Jamison: once you step through that door

you have taken blood oath not, by word or deed, to betray what you have
seen here, nor may you bear witness against any who you've met. It is

an oath made by silence, for you may not live to leave Mother's without
such oath."

Dash didn't like being threatened, but he had heard enough stories

about the Mockers from his grandfather to have no doubt that what Lysle
was saying was not an idle threat. Dash said, "I know the rules as well
as anyone born here."

"No doubt you do. My younger brother struck me as being a man

with little modesty. I suspect you know as much about the workings of
the Mockers as my own men." The Upright Man waved a bony scarred
hand at Dash. "Before he came to my little shop, years ago, to tell me
how the land lay and how I would be required to conduct the business of
the Mockers, I would have wagered our ways and secrets were inviolate.
In moments I learned that Jimmy the Hand had been watching us as we
had been watching him, more, he had others watch us while he was not

about. In the end, he was a far better Duke then I was leader of the
Mockers. "

Dash shrugged. "If Patrick does as I request, it all ends, anyway."

The old man laughed. "Think you that a pardon will take this ragged
brotherhood of ours and set our feet upon the straight and narrow path?
Within minutes of such pardon some of our more reckless Youth will be
cutting purses in the market square or breaking into warehouse cellars,



Young Dash. The dodgy path is as much a part of who we are as it is a
choice in life.
"Some, like your grandfather, find an escape, a way to better them

selves, but most are confined to Mother's and the sewers of the city, the
rooftops-the Thieves' Highway-and a short life ending with a hang

man's rope. It is as much a prison as the one in the basement of the
Palace, this life, for there is little chance of escape."

Dash shrugged. "At least everyone, you, Trina, the rest, will have a
choice. Most men

can't ask more than that."

The old man laughed his dry laugh. "You're wise beyond your years,

D)ash, if you really understand that and are not merely mouthing words
heard at the knee of another. Now go."

Outside Dash found his three companions from the work gang waiting
. Gustaf and Talwin were together, while Reese stood next to some
Mockers. "You coming with me?" asked Dash.

Reese shook his head. "Not me. I was a Mocker before they caught
me, and these are my people. This is my home."

Dash nodded. Looking at the other two, he said, "You?'

Gustaf said, "I'm a swordsman without a sword. I need a job. You
hiring. "

Dash smiled. "Yes, I'll hire you."

Talwin said, "I just want to get out of the city.Il

"Then it's the three of us."

Trina came and stood before Dash. "Well, Puppy, I'll show you back

to the safest way out. Wait until nightfall, then get out of the outer camps.
Rumors are starting to circulate that the Prince's army is getting close and
men are sleeping close to their swords. There aren't many friends to be
found in a place like that."

Dash nodded and asked, "Weapons?"

"We have some for you," said the heavyset man who had been his

first captor, the man Dash knew as John Tuppin. "We'll give them to you
just before you leave."

Dash nodded. "Then let's be off."

He glanced over his shoulder at the closed door, behind which sat the

old man who claimed one of the most mysterious names in the history of
Krondor, the Upright Man. Dash wondered if he'd ever see the old man

again.
They set off in the gloom.

pug sat quietly considering the choices that were rapidly approaching.
Miranda watched him.
After a few moments, he turned his attention from whatever image



hung, in the air outside his window and said, "What?"
She laughed. "You were millions of miles away, weren't you?"
He smiled at her. "Not really. Just a few hundred. But [ was years

away.
"What were you thinking of?"
"MY past, and my future."

"Our future, You mean."
He shook his head. "There are still some choices left to me alone."

She rose up from her seat next to the fireplace. A small fire, more for
comfort than warmth , which had been allowed to burn down to Coals,
smoked there. She glanced at it, and came to stand before her husband.
She settled easily into his lap and said, "Tell me."

Gathis's's choice. The Gods' choice, really."

"Have you decided what you must do?"

He nodded. "I think for me there is only one choice."

After a moment of silence, she said, "Care to share it with me?"

He laughed, kissing her on the neck. She squealed appreciatively, then
playfully pushed herself away. "You'll not divert me that easily. What are
you thinking?"

Pug smiled. "When I lay in Death's Hall, I was given the choice to
become your father's heir."

At mention of Macros the Black, Miranda frowned. She had never

had a close relationship with her father, and the primary reason for that
had been his association with great powers. His role as human surrogate
for Sarig, the lost God of Magic, had reduced his role in her life to a scant
decade out of nearly two hundred years she had lived so far.

Pug continued. "I can't be Sarig's agent on Midkemia. That's not my
role. "

"From what you told me, your other choices weren't that appealing.”
Pug looked worried. "I didn't die, so that narrows my choice down

to one: I must live and watch destruction and death and lose that which
1s most dear to me."

She returned to his lap, and said, "That has already been fulfilled.
Your daughter and son were taken from you, weren't they?"

Pug nodded, and she could see the echoes of pain still not dulled
within his eyes. "But I fear there is more to lose."

She settled into his arms, resting her head on his shoulder. "There is
always the potential for loss, my love. Until we are at last dead, we can
lose. That is the irony of life. Nothing is forever."

Pug said, "I am almost a hundred years old, yet I feel like such a

child. 'l

Miranda laughed and held him close. "We are children, my love, and
I'm ~ twice your age. Compared to the Gods we are infants, just learning
Our first steps. "

"But infants have teachers."



"You had teachers," she said. "So did 1."

"I could use one now, I think."

Miranda said, "I shall teach you."

Pug looked at her. "You will?"

She kissed him. "And you shall teach me. And we shall teach your
students on my father's island, and they shall teach us. We have books
yet to be read and understood, and we have the Hall of Worlds, through
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which we can reach out to wisdom undreamed of on this tiny orb. And
we have ages to do it."

Pug sighed. "You make me feel as if there's hope."

Miranda said, "There is always hope."
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There came a knock at the door and Miranda stood, allowing Pug to
rise to answer the door. Outside stood a royal page, and he said, "My
lord, the Prince requests your presence at once."

Pug glanced at Miranda, who shrugged in curiosity but said nothing.
He nodded to her, and followed the page.

He wended his way through Castle Darkmoor, until he came to the

old Baron's quarters, being used presently by Prince Patrick. The page
opened the door and stepped aside, allowing Pug to enter.

Patrick looked up from old Baron Otto's desk and said, "Magician,

we have a problem I hope you can deal with."

"What may that be, Your Highness?"

Patrick held up a rolled-up parchment. "A report in from the North,

The Saaur have decided to put in an appearance."

"From the North?" Pug looked puzzled. When he had persuaded the
Saaur to quit the field in the final battle for Darkmoor, their leader, the
Sha-shahan, had vowed a blood price would be extracted for the wrongs
done the Saaur. But to the North lay the armies of Fadawah, the most
likely object of that vengeance. How could the Saaur have returned to
their old allies after withdrawing? Pug said, "where in the North, Highness?"
The northeast! They've wintered north of us, between the mountains
and the woodlands of the Dimwood. They've occupied the southern end
of the Thunderhell Steppes, and now they've struck southward."
"Southward!" Pug echoed, alarm in his voice. "They've attacked us?"
Patrick threw down the parchment. "Read about it. They overran a
detachment held in reserve in the foothills, to reinforce whichever gap
Fadawah might attempt to breach along Nightmare Ridge. They slaughtered
every man in the company."

"Are they continuing to move?"

"No," said Patrick. "That's the good news in this. They seem content

to butcher three hundred of my soldiers, then withdraw. They left us a
warning, though."

"What is that?"



"They left three hundred stakes in the ground. Atop each was a man's
head. It's a clear challenge."

"No, Highness," corrected Pug. "It's not a challenge. It's a warning."
"A warning to whom?" Patrick said, his anger barely held in cheek.

"To anyone. To us, to Fadawah, to the Brotherhood of the Dark Path
any creature of intelligence who is near enough to see the skulls. Jatuk 1

telling us that the Saaur are claiming the Thunderhell Steppes for theres,
selves and for us to stay out.,,

Patrick considered it and said, "Save nomads, weapons runners, an
outlaws, no one lives there I would care to name Citizen of the Kingdom
but it's still our Realm. I will be damned to the lower hells before I allow

an army of aliens to overrun my troops and declare themselves an
independent

nation within our borders."

"What would you have of me, Highness?"

"In the morning I'm sending a detachment of soldiers northward.
would appreciate it if you'd accompany them. You were the one to get
the Saaur out of the war, If this Jatuk wants to turn his anger against
Fadawah, I'll withdraw my soldiers along the northern ridge and even
give him supplies to go assault Fadawah in Yabon. But I can't have this
bloody business go unchallenged."

"What would you have me tell them?"

"Tell them they must cease this hostility against us, and withdraw
from our lands."

"To where, Highness?"

Patrick said, "I don't care where. They can have safe conduct to the

coast, and they can swim home for all I care, but I Won't have them
telling me to stay out of any part of my own principality! There's been
too damn much of that lately!" Patrick's voice was rising and Pug could
tell anger was getting the best of him.

"I will be pleased to go, Highness."

"Good," said Patrick, his tone leveling off. "I've sent word to Captain
Subai, who's in charge of the northern elements of our forces along the
ridge, that someone would be coming. I want you to have him accompany
You and I want this matter resolved. I've got enough to worry about with

this business down in Stardock, Kesh acting foolish, and Fadawah living
in my Principality to have the Saaur act up.

"If they'll listen to reason, I'll listen to reason. Have them tell me

what we must do to get them Out of our Kingdom and I will do it. But if
they refuse, there's only one thing you can do."

"What is that, Highness?"

Patrick looked at Pug as if he were missing the obvious. He said
"Why, you must destroy them,



the face of the world."

A%
magician. You must obliterate them from
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JIMMY GRIMACED.

He had one good night's sleep, in Owen Greylock's camp, then had

spent the next five days in the saddle, tiring out a string of relay horses.
He and the Knight-Marshal of Krondor rode as quickly as possible to
Darkmoor, where Prince Patrick's court was established.

Now he stood outside Patrick's quarters, having ridden in just before
dawn. He waited along with other courtiers, while the Prince was dressing
for the day's court, and thanked all the gods he could think of that at least
here an ample supply of Keshian coffee was still to be found. Tsurani
chocha was a reasonable substitute, but nothing kept him going like a hot
mug of coffee, cut with a tiny bit of honey.

"James!" said a familiar feminine voice from behind, and Jimmy was
suddenly wide awake. He turned to see a young woman approaching.
"Francie?" he asked in astonishment.

In a serious breach of court protocol, the girl threw her arms around
Jimmy's neck, and said, "It's been years!"

Jimmy hugged the girl back. He then stepped back and regarded her.
"You're all grown up," he said, admiring that fact. She was a tall girl,
slender yet muscular in his embrace, as if she had spent a great deal of
time outdoors in vigorous physical activity. Her face was lacking the usual
cosmetics of the women of court; sun freckles lightly brushed her cheeks
and nose. Her hair, usually a light brown, was lavishly streaked with blond
highlights. She wore a very mannish vest and trousers, white shirt, and
riding boots.

"I was just coming back from an early morning ride with Father and

saw you standing here.

Let me go change and
appropriate. Where can I find you?"

As the Prince's door opened, Jimmy said, "Wherever His Highness

puts me, but most likely in the officers' mess."

She nodded. "I'll find you." Kissing him lightly on the cheek, she
dashed off, and Jimmy was forced to admire the way she moved.

Owen, who had stood silently next to Jimmy throughout the

exchange, said, "And that would be ... ?"

"The Duke of Silden's daughter, Francine. She used to play with Dash
and me when we lived in Rillanon and business would bring Lord Brian
to court. She's Dash's age, and last time I saw her she was just a skinny



kid. She had a terrible crush on me for the longest time."

"Ah," was all Owen said, as the Prince's page appeared.

The page saw Greylock, and said, "Marshal Greylock, His Highness
will see you first."

Owen motioned for Jimmy to follow him, and they entered Patrick's
quarters.
The Prince remained seated behind his desk, cluttered with papers

and a small silver tray with hot rolls and a pot of coffee. Duke Arutha sat
quietly at the left end of the desk. He looked at his son and smiled. "I
can't tell you how pleased I am to see you. Dash?"

Jimmy shook his head. "He's out there somewhere." Arutha's smile
faded.

Patrick finished a mouthful of roll and said, "What news of Krondor?"
Owen said, "Jimmy brings a message from General Duko."

Patrick asked, "From General Duko?"

Jimmy said, "The invaders are having a falling-out, it seems." He
outlined what Duko had told him of his suspicions regarding Fadawah
and Nordan, and finished up with, "So the General has a proposal to
keep himself and his men from being sacrificed and return Krondor to
Your Highness without bloodshed."

Patrick's face was an unreadable mask. Jimmy could see the Prince
already could sense where this was going. "Go on," said the Prince of
Krondor.

"Duko sees no point in returning to Novindus. The continent is a

waste after ten years of warfare, and. . . " Jimmy paused.

"Go on," repeated Patrick.

"He sees something special in our idea of a nation, Highness. He

wishes to belong to something larger than himself. He proposes to return
Krondor to Your Highness, and to swear fealty to the crown. He will turn
his army northward, and march against Nordan up in Sarth."

Patrick's color started to rise. "Swear fealty!" He leaned forward.
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"And perhaps he wishes to be named Duke of Krondor in place of your
father, as well?"

Jimmy attempted to keep it light. "Nothing so grand, Highness. A

|
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Barony, perhaps."

"Barony!" Patrick exploded, slamming his hand on the table, upsetting

the coffeepot and spilling the hot liquid over the rolls and across a
dozen parchments. The page standing nearby sprang to clean up the mess



while the Prince stood up. "The murdering dog has the effrontery to seize
my city then hold me up for a Barony to give it back! The thief has no
lack of gall." He looked at Owen and Arutha. "Is there any reason I
shouldn't order the army into the field and simply hang the bastard after
we retake Krondor?"

Arutha said, "There are several reasons, Highness."

Patrick looked at him. "They are?"

"By making a bargain with Duko, we take the enemy's forces and

reduce them by a third. We increase our forces by that much. We save

the lives of countless men. We then have an advance unit to throw at
Sarth, and we free up men needed to reinforce the southern marches,
holding Kesh at bay." Arutha seemed reluctant to continue, but finished
by saying, "If Duko is being forthright and this isn't some sort of elaborate
ruse, it's too good an opportunity to pass up."

"Invade my realm, steal my city, destroy my citizens' lives and property,
then turn around and extort a patent of office from my father, and

it's 'too good an opportunity to pass up'?" Patrick looked at Arutha, and
shouted, "Are you bereft of all reason, my lord?"

Jimmy stiffened in anger at his father being addressed in such a way,

but said nothing. Arutha, showing the patience of a parent faced with a
child throwing a tantrum, said, "I am reasoning very well, Highness. "
Then, in the tone a schoolmaster used with a student, he calmly said, "Sit
down, Patrick."

Prince of the Western Realm or not, Arutha had been one of Patrick's
tutors, and old habits were hard to break. He sat behind his desk, looking
daggers at Arutha, but remaining silent.

"You must think like a Prince. No matter what else you do with the
invaders, you must also deal with Kesh. They are only restraining themselves
because the magicians at Stardock are as likely to destroy their

forces as they are ours should either side not abide by the present truce.
The only way you can deal with Great Kesh is from a position of strength.
"You must reclaim Yabon. To do that you must clear the Western

Realm west of the Calastius Mountains, and to do that you have to take
Sarth. If you are forced to fight for Krondor, you will not be able to launch

a campaign against Sarth until the middle of summer, at the soonest!"

Arutha's temper was also rising, but he did a masterful job of keeping his
tone under control. "If you have any sort of protracted campaign against
Sarth, that means a winter campaign against Ylith or holding off until the
following year. By then LaMut will have fallen. If you give Fadawah
another winter to consolidate his holdings, we may never regain the
North!" He lowered his voice. "Fadawah has already bribed key officials

in the Free Cities. They're trading with him from all reports. In three
months, his army will be better provisioned than our own. He's also making
overtures to the Quegans, who are likely to listen, given how badly

they were treated during the invasion." He glanced at Owen.

Greylock said, "Taking Ylith is going to require naval support, Highness.
If Fadawah is as clever as he seems-,--we'll have Quegan ships anchored



in the harbor by the time we get there, and that would mean

another war with Queg."

Patrick looked as if he was frustrated to the point of tears. But he kept

his voice and anger under control as he said, "So you're telling me unless
I make a bargain with this murderous scum I may be fighting a three-front
war [ can't win?"

Arutha sighed loudly. "That's exactly what we're telling you, Highness. "

Patrick's fury was barely held in check. He was intelligent enough to
know that Arutha was right, but angry enough to be unwilling to admit
it. "There must be another way."

"Yes," said Owen. "You can march to the walls of Krondor, through

the assembled mercenaries camped outside, swarm the city and fight house
to house for a week, then spend another month licking your wounds and
getting ready to march north."

Patrick seemed to lose his anger. "Damn," was all he said. For a long
moment, he was silent, then one more time he said, "Damn.'$

Arutha said, "Patrick, you can't reject this offer. An invading general

is seeking to make a separate peace with us, and only the King can reject
that offer. Do you want to guess that your father will say no? He'll ratify

any deal you and I strike with Duko, that much I know. All we need are
some assurances that this isn't a trick of Fadawah's."

Jimmy said, "Highness, I only spent a few days with the man, but |

think him sincere. There's a . . . " He paused, searching for the right words
to describe what he saw in Duko.

"Say on," prompted Patrick.

"There's something in the man, a hope. He's tired of the killing, the
endless conquest. He told me of the time when he discovered the evil that
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possessed the Emerald Queen, when she created her Immortals, her Death
Guard, the men who surrounded her and who willingly died for her, one
each night, so that she might keep intact her death magic. By then any
man who showed the slightest hesitation was destroyed, common soldier
or general, it didn't matter. That was demonstrated early in the campaign
when some captains tried a revolt, and all were impaled, with the bulk of
her army forced to march by the men while they still twitched as they



died. After the fall of Maharta, General Gapi was staked out over an
anthill for letting Captain Calis and his men escape. That showed no one,
no matter what rank, was safe from her wrath. Companies were instructed
to watch other companies, so no one knew who could be trusted not to
report if even a hint of defiance was suspected.

"Duko spent the winter talking to Kingdom prisoners, soldiers and
commoners, some officers from the garrisons down at Land's End and up
at Sarth. He's fascinated by our way of living, our government, our Great
Freedom, and he thinks it a wondrous thing, our idea of nation. He was
trapped, a prisoner, and jailer of every other prisoner in the army." Jimmy
took a deep breath, and said, "I think he wants to be part of something
bigger, something that will live on after his death and something about
which he can feel giving his life might be worthwhile."

Arutha said, "And he's been betrayed by his own commander. He

may be exactly what he says he is."

"I want reassurances," said Patrick sharply. "I want whatever guarantees
you can dream up to convince me I should bring this murdering

butcher into our nobility."

Owen laughed.

I

I

"Is there something funny in this, Lord Greylock?" asked the Prince.
"Only that I imagine an ancestor of yours may have said exactly the

same thing about the first Baron to live in this castle," said Greylock,
smiling.

Patrick paused, then sighed. After a moment, he chuckled. "One of

my teachers told me the King of Rillanon had drunk himself into near
insensibility over the need to accept Bas-Tyra into his service, rather than
hang him from the walls of his city."

"Many of our most noble lords had ancestors who were nothing more
than enemies we chose not to hang, Highness," said Arutha.

"Well," said Patrick, "we have no shortage of openings for nobles in
the West. Where shall we place 'Lord' Duko?"

Arutha said, "There are several Earldoms, a score of Baronies, and
one Duchy in need of new nobles."

Owen said, "We need a Duke of the Southern Marches."

Patrick looked at James. "What do you think of throwing that rabble

in Krondor at the Keshians?"

Jimmy said, "Highness, I hesitate to advise.

Patrick looked sharply at Jimmy. "Don't get modest on me at this

late date, James. You'd be the first in your family in three generations

and I wouldn't believe it anyway."

James smiled. "If you move Duko and his men down into the Sutherlands,
between Shandon Bay and Land's End, you could move those

soldiers up into Krondor and still keep a presence along the border to the



southwest. We can assume there are Keshian agents all over who are
keeping the Emperor's generals up on our dispositions by the minute. You
could then turn at Krondor and move straight up to take Sarth, before
Nordan gets dug in."

Patrick looked at Owen. "Greylock, you're Knight-Marshal of Krondor.
What do you think of young James's thesis?"

Owen knew exactly what he thought of it; he had been discussing this
plan with Jimmy the entire journey from his headquarters camp to Darkmoor.
It's risky, Highness, but far less risky than trapping Duko between

our army and Nordan's and making his men fight for their lives. And if
we move them down to face Kesh, we don't have to worry about Duko's
men facing their former comrades, or any spies Fadawah might have in
their ranks. Besides, half the men living in the Vale of dreams are mercenaries,
fighting for us or against us at whim; Duko may be exactly the

man to rule such as those." He paused, as if thinking about his next
statement, which had been rehearsed in his mind many times already. "If
we continue to dredge the harbor, and get the city back into a semblance

of order in the next month, we can drive on to Sarth in six weeks. That
would put us six weeks ahead of schedule. We could be at the gates of
Ylith before the fall rains come."

Patrick said, "I'll prepare messages for my father. If I can't give the
murderous bastard to the hangman, I'll give him to the Keshians. We'll
need to send a message to welcome our newest Duke into the 'family,

and let him know to prepare for a mobilization of his men."

James rose, and said, "If Your Highness will excuse me?"

Patrick waved him away, and Arutha rose. "If [ may be excused for

a few minutes to speak with my son?"

Patrick nodded and turned to his page. "Have a scribe come here at

Once.

n

Arutha led his son out to the waiting room and moved away from the
Others gathered to await the Prince's pleasure. Softly, so as not to be
Overhead, he said, "What of Dash?"
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"We were separated. Malar and I
"Who's Malar?" interrupted Arutha.
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'A servant from the Vale of Dreams we encountered. His caravan

was attacked and he survived in the wilderness for a month or )more."
"Malar," said Arutha. "That name's familiar."

"Malar Enares," Jimmy supplied. "That's his full name."

"Yes, it's familiar, but I can't place it."

"I don't know why you'd know it, Father. His master was an important
merchant, perhaps that's where you know it from."



Arutha said, "Most of my records are still in boxes from when we
evacuated Krondor. Normally, Id have my clerk look for that name. If I
still had a clerk."

Jimmy said, "Well, if you recognize the name, he's more than he
seems to be. I'll keep an eye on him if he's still around when I get back
to Krondor."

Arutha put his hand on Jimmy's shoulder. "Do that. Rest now and

be ready to leave in a day or two. Patrick should have something to send
to Duko in two days at the outside. We'll need some sort of ceremony
and pomp, a formal surrender and an investiture of office. I wish old
Jerome was still alive."

Jimmy grinned. "Grandfather never got along with him."

"No, but he was as good a Master of Ceremony as I've ever known.

If you needed the proper welcoming ceremony for a creature from the
lower hells, he could find it for you and have it ready on short notice."
Jimmy said, "I think a meal and a nap will do for me right now."

"By the way," said Arutha, "Lord Silden is here. He brought Francine
with him."

"I saw her, just before I went in to see you and the Prince. She was
coming in from a morning ride. She's grown up."

"I remember you used to think her a pest when you were children in
Rillanon. Does she still want to marry you?"

Jimmy laughed. "Only if I'm lucky. I'm having the midday meal with
her if I can stay awake."

Arutha smiled. "You'll manage." Then his manner turned somber. "I
just wish we had some word about your brother."

Jimmy nodded. "Me too."

i

Arutha squeezed his elder son's shoulder briefly, then returned to the
Prince's office. Jimmy thought about lunch with Francie and decided he
wasn't as tired as he had been before. He decided he might wander down
to the guard captain's office to see if any reports fromthe West had come
in since the night before. He might be lucky and hear something of Dash.

Pug moved through the door of the "temple," finding it empty. From
behind the converted warehouse he could hear the sounds of shouts and
children laughing. He hurried through the empty building, past a makeshift
altar, through a kitchen area, and into the work yard attached to the

old warehouse.

Nakor squatted near a child who was blowing bubbles with soapy

water. Other children chased and grabbed at the bubble!s~ but the former
gambler stared intently at a bubble being formed on the end of the little
boy's pipe. It expanded, as Nakor said, "Slowly, slowly."

Then, as it reached the size of a melon, the little boy gave in to the
impulse to blow hard, and it popped as a stream of tiny bubbles surged
from the tip of the pipe. The other children in the yard erupted in laughter,
shrieking with delight as the bubbles sailed away on the afternoon breeze.
Pug laughed and Nakor turned. At seeing the magician, Nakor's face



split into a wide grin. "Pug, what wondrous timing!"

Pug approached and they shook hands. "Why?"

"The bubble. A thought came to me while watching these children
and I needed to ask you something."

"What?'

"That story you told me, of when you, Tomas, and Macros went back
to the dawn of time, remember?"

"I could hardly forget that," replied Pug.

"You said there was this gigantic explosion that launched the universe
outward, didn't you?"

"I don't know if I put it exactly like that, but yes, that's basically what
happened."

Nakor laughed and did a tiny dance for a minute. " I have it!"

"Have what?"

"I have been wrestling with a thought since you told me that story,
years ago. Now I think I understand something. Watch the boy as he
blow's a bubble." He turned to the boy. "Charles, again, please."

The boy obliged by blowing a single large bubble. "Watch it expand!"
insisted Nakor. "See how it grows larger!"

"Yes," said Pug. "what is the point?"

"It's a drop of soapy water, but you force air inside, and it grows! It
gets bigger, but the content of the water droplet is the same. Don't you
se?

"what?" asked Pug, genuinely perplexed at Nakor's latest revelation.
"The universe! It's a bubble!"

Pug said, "oh. . ." He paused. "I don't see."”
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Using his hand, Nakor made a curving motion, as if describing a
sphere in the air. "The stuff of the universe, it was blown outward, like
the soap bubble! Everything in the universe, is on the surface of the bubble!"
Pug stopped a moment, considered what he heard, then said, "That's
amazing."

"Everything is moving away from everything else at the same speed.
That's the only way it's possible."

Pug was genuinely impressed with the insight. "Now, what does it
mean?"

"What it means is we now have a clue as to how things in the universe
work. And that might give us a better understanding of what it is we do
in the middle of this universe."

"On the surface, you mean."

"On the surface," conceded Nakor.

"Then what is in the middle?" asked Pug.

Nakor grinned. "The void. That grey stuff you talk about."

Pug paused. "That would ... make sense."

"And when you create a rift, you bend the surface of the bubble!"

Pug shook his head. "You just lost me."



T'1I explain it all to you some other time. Now, if I could just figure
out how the Hall of Worlds figures into all this ......

Pug said, "You'll think of something, I am certain."

Nakor said, "You had a reason to visit with me?"

"Yes, I need your help."

Nakor said, "Children, continue playing."

"Who are these children?" asked Pug as Nakor led him back into the
temple.

"The sons and daughters of people who live nearby, people who are
attempting to rebuild their ruined homes and businesses, but who have
no place for their children while they do. We give them a safe place to
leave the children rather than let them run the streets."

"And when the businesses are rebuilt, the children will return to help
their parents."

"Correct," said Nakor. "In the meantime, we build some nice credits
with people who will be inclined to help us out along the way. Skilled
tradesmen, for the most part."

"You're really committed to this Temple of Arch-Indar, aren't you ?'
"I'm committed to getting it built," said Nakor.

"After that?"

Nakor shrugged. "I don't know. I'll leave this to someone better able
to run it than myself. It's not really my calling. If it were the Temple of
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the Lost God of Knowledge, maybe, though I think I've had enough of
Wodar-Hospur's handiwork for a lifetime." He referred to the magic codex
which he had possessed for many years, an artifact which had given

him incredible knowledge and power, but which had also threatened his
sanity.

"What then?"

"I don't know. I think I'll move on."

They reached Nakor's office and Pug closed the door behind them.
"Are you thinking of leaving Sho Pi in charge?"

"I don't think so. He's ... heading for a different path, though I'm
not sure what that might be."

"Someone else?" asked Pug as he sat.

Nakor nodded. "I'm not sure, but I think I may know who."

"Care to enlighten me?"

"No," said Nakor with a grin as he sat down. "I might be wrong,
then I would look foolish."

"Heaven forfend," Pug said dryly.

"Now what sort of help do you need from me?"

Pug explained the situation with the Saaur to the north, then finished
by saying, "Patrick wants me to deliver an ultimatum, and if they refuse
to depart from the Kingdom, he's ordered me to destroy them."



Nakor frowned. "Tales of your powers have been circulating for some
years, my friend. I thought it but a matter of time before someone in
authority attempted to bend you to their cause."

"I've served the Kingdom without orders before."

"True, but you've never been under the authority of an impetuous

boy before."

Pug sat back in his chair, and said, "I've never considered myself

under anyone's authority since coming to my power. As a Great One of
the Tsurani Empire, I was outside the law, subject to no authority save
MY own conscience and a mandate to do what was best for the Empire.
"Since returning to Midkemia, the crown was content to leave me

alone, to let me conduct my business down in Stardock as I saw fit. King
Borric, and King Lyam before him, were satisfied knowing I would do
nothing to cause harm to their realms. Now, about this 'go destroy our
enemies' order of Patrick's, I'm not sure what's best to do."

Nakor pointed at Pug. "You've lived on another world, Pug. That

boy up in the castle has barely spent more than a couple of years of his
life off the island of Rillanon. You've been a slave and a man beyond the
law of the land, you've labored in a kitchen and you are afforded the rank
of Duke. You've traveled in time." Nakor smiled. "You've seen a lot of
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things." He lost the smile. "Patrick's a scared boy, but he's a scared boy
with a bad temper and an army who will obey him. That's a dangerous

combination."
"Maybe I should go to the King."

Nakor said, "Perhaps, but I'd save that option until you ve talked to
the Saaur and seen if you can convince them to leave."

"Would you consider coming with me? You have a wonderful knack
for knowing what to do in unusual situations."

Nakor was silent a moment, then said, "Preventing the death of many
would be a good act. Yes, I'll come with you. But you could do me a
favor, first.

~(T"at?~1

"Come with me."

Pug stood and followed Nakor out of the office. In the far corner of

the large hall Sho Pi and a pair of acolytes were in discussion. Nakor
shouted, "Sho Pi, you keep an eye on the children. I'll be back."

He took Pug through the streets toward the castle, but short of where

they would normally turn to approach the main drawbridge of the castle,
they turned and followed another street down toward a burned-out section
of the city. Reaching a checkpoint, they were halted by a pair of guardsmen,
wearing tabards of the Baron of Darkmoor. "Halt," said one in a

bored tone of voice.

Nakor said, "This is Pug, Duke of Stardock, on a mission for the

Prince of Krondor."



"Sir!" said the guard, coming to attention. He might not have seen

the magician before, but every soldier in the West knew of him by reputation
and he looked the part.

"We need to commandeer a score of prisoners for a work detail," said
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Nakor.

'T'11 fetch some guards to accompany you," said the sentry.

,No need," said Nakor, holding up his hand. "We can take care of
ourselves. "

He motioned for Pug to follow and hurried by before the guard could
object. Pug said, "We'll be fine."

They entered an area of a half-dozen city blocks, razed by fire and
catapults, where the prisoners of war were being kept. Nakor found a large
boulder and climbed atop it. He shouted in the language of Novindus,
need some workers."

A few men nearby looked over and one or two continued to pay
attention, but no one came near. Nakor waited a moment, then climbed
down. "This isn't working. Come along."

He hurried deeper into the milling camp of men. On all sides dirty

and hungry-looking mercenaries sat in idle conversation. As he moved
deeper into the press of men, he said, "I need some carpenters, cartwrights,
wheelwrights, wagon makers!"

One man said, "I used to be a carpenter, before I was forced to fight."
"Can you turn a wheel?"

The man nodded. "I can shave spokes, too."

"Come with me!"

"Why should I?" said the man. He was in his fifties, grey-haired, and
looked filthy and miserable.

"Because you've got nothing better to do, have you? And you'll get
better food and you'll get paid."

At that the man said, "Paid? I'm a prisoner."

"Not anymore, if you want work. I'll make you a priest of Arch-Indar. '
p

"Who?" asked the man in confusion.

"The Good Lady," said Nakor impatiently. "Now, just come along

and say nothing."

The exchange was repeated a half-dozen more times, until Nakor had
selected seven men with the required experience. Several others had come
forth, but lacked the requisite skills. When they had returned to the pair
of guards manning the exit, Pug said, "I'm taking these men with me.
They have skills I need for a project."”

"Begging your pardon, my lord," said the senior guard, "but this is
highly irregular. We have no orders."

"I'll take full responsibility," said Pug. "I'm on a mission for the

Prince. "

The senior soldier exchanged glances with the junior, who shrugged.



The first soldier said, "Well, then, I guess it's all right."

They led the prisoners back to the temple, and Nakor shouted as they
entered, "Sho Pi!"

The first of his disciples hurried over. "Yes, master?"

"Get these men some food and some clean clothing." He glanced
back, and added, "After they take baths."

Sho Pi nodded. "I will, master."

"Then send a message to Rupert Avery and tell him his workers are
waiting for him."

Pug said, "Workers?"

Nakor nodded. "Roo's going to start up a little wagon-building enterPrise
as soon as we return to the camp in the morning and get him some
lumbermen. "
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"Lumbermen?" asked Pug.

Nakor grinned. "I'll explain it all as we travel."
Pug returned the smile.

Nakor said, "One favor more."

"What is that?" ire the Lady
Nakor lowered his voice. "I strongly urge you to request
Miranda stay behind."

Pug said, "Miranda can take care of herself."

"I fear not for her competence, but rather that well-demonstrated temper
of hers. You are going inharm'ss way, even if the risks are minimal.

She might not react well to a threat."

Pug said, "I doubt she'd cause another war, but I see what you

mean." He was thoughtful for a moment, then said, "I think I'd like her

to visit Tomas and see how things are to the north, anyway. We're getting
almost nothing from Crydee or Elvandar, and if we're going to be moving
quickly to retake Ylith, knowing how the struggle for Yabon goes is vital."
"She has the means to travel there?"

"There are some 'tricks' my wife is capable of that you and I need to
learn. She can transport herself without patterns or devices."

"That would be very useful."

Pug said, "You and I, I'm sorry to say,

can fly, but not if I'm carrying you along."

Nakor said, "It's better than walking."

Pug laughed. "You have a wonderful capacity to see the good in most
situations."

Nakor said, "It helps at times.")

"I'll send word when I'm ready to leave. Two more days, I think."

"I'll be ready," said Nakor as Pug left.

Eight
will be traveling by horse. |

DASH SIGNALED.



The guards at the sentry post waved him and his companions forward.
Dash, Gustaf, and Talwin had trudged along the road for three days,

not catching sight of anyone, save for what they took to be a roving bunch
of bandits late the second afternoon. Duko had pulled back his forces to
just outside of Krondor, so the patrols that had caused the brothers so
much difficulty just a few weeks earlier were now nonexistent.

The nearest soldier said, "Who goes there?"

Dash answered, "I'm Dashel Jamison, Baron of the King's Court."

Gustaf and Talwin exchanged surprised glances at that, but said nothing.
They knew something odd had gone on while they were prisoners of

the Mockers, and that Dash had spent time alone with their leader, but
beyond that they only knew the young man was leading them away from
captivity and toward what they hoped would be a warm meal, clean bedding,
and employment.

"Gar!" shouted the first soldier to the second. "Go get the sergeant!"

The second soldier started up the road at a trot, toward the distant

lights of the Kingdom's forward encampment. Dash and the others halted
before the first soldier. The man stood in awkward silence a long minute,
then said, "If I might ask, m'lord. .

"What?" said Dash.

It was obvious the soldier was curious how a noble of the Prince's

Court could end up in such disreputable attire with questionable company
late in the day on the wrong side of enemy lines, but he restricted himself
to asking, "Would you like some water?"

"Yes, thank you," answered Dash.

The soldier passed over a water skin and Dash drank, handing it to
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Gustaf, who then gave it to Talwin- Dash said, "I think I'll sit," and he
moved over to the side of the road and sat.

His companions joined him. They sat in silence, ignoring the curious
sentry.

A short time later a group of riders approached from the Kingdom
camp, leading three horses. A sergeant jumped down from the first horse,
handing the reins to the sentry, and said, "Baron Dashel?"

Dash stood up and said, "That's me."

"Captain von Darkmoor is at the forward location and is waiting for
you and your companions, sir."

The three men rode with the escort a scant mile up the road to Erik's
camp. He was waiting outside his headquarters tent and said, "Dash!
Your father will be pleased to hear you got back in one piece."

"what of my brother?" asked Dash as he dismounted.

"He arrived about a week ago; he and Owen hurried off to see the
Prince and your father. Come inside."

Erik gave instructions to a soldier to find a place for Gustaf and Talwin
to spend the night, and once inside his command tent said, "Hot food



is on the way."

"Good," said Dash, sitting heavily in a camp chair next to a large
map table. He glanced at the map and said, "Getting ready to assault
Krondor?"

Erik shook his head. "We may not have to, if your brother's message
from Duko is not some sort of lie."

"Message?"

"Jimmy got himself captured and was turned loose by Duko, bringing
an offer to Patrick."

what sort of offer?" asked Dash.

"Duko wants to change sides."

"You could have fooled me," said Dash. "I was stuck on a work

detail for a few days and he's rebuilding Krondor as fast as he can."

An orderly arrived with two wooden bowls filled with hot stew, simple
by any standard, but the smell of which set Dash's mouth to watering.
Behind him came two other soldiers, one bearing cheese and bread and
the other two large mugs of wine.

Dash set to, and after the soldiers left, Erik said, "You'd better fill me
in on what you saw."

After a few chews and a swallow, Dash said, "I got caught by Duko's
men and put to work in a gang."

Erik said, "Interesting. They caught Jimmy coming into the city and
took him for questioning."

Dash said, "I was already in the city and looking like a rat catcher,

so they must have assumed I had just avoided capture for a while. I don't
know, but that would make sense. For all that Duko's doing there, it's
still pretty confusing in places."

Erik nodded. "So you were in a work gang."
Dash took a sip of wine. "Yes, until I got out with three other men.

We slipped into one of the sewer culverts under the outer wall and headed
into the city. That's when we got grabbed by the Mockers."
"So the thieves still control the sewers of Krondor?"

"I wouldn't exactly call it 'control' as much as that there are some
places Duko and his men haven't found yet, and they have a couple of
safe ways in and out of the city."

Erik took a drink of wine and said, "That would have been a blessing
if we were going to assault the city."

"You think he's sincere about wanting to change sides?"

"I don't know," answered Erik. "Your brother seemed to think so,

and he convinced Greylock, and if [ know your father, they'll all convince
the Prince."

Dash shook his head. "That creates a problem for the Mockers."

"What?'



"I promised them some sort of amnesty or pardon if they helped get
us into the city during the coming attack."

Erik rubbed his chin. "With Krondor in ruins it does seem a little

trivial being worried over a man's past before the war. I mean, should we
hang someone for cutting purses two years ago while we pardon a man
who burned down parts of the city last year?"

"Politics," said Dash. "Fortunately for you and me, we don't have to
make that decision."

Erik's gaze narrowed. "Don't discount your own counsel too much,
Dash. I'm sure your father and the Prince will want your opinion on the
matter. "

Dash sat back, swallowed another mouthful, and said, "I have one
idea. Just pardon everyone inside the walls and get on with it." He motioned
with a fork over his shoulder. "I have no Illusions about those

mother-killers back there, and even fewer about the Mockers, despite my
grandfather's wonderful stories. Most of those invaders would be rioting
Within weeks if they were forced to play garrison soldiers, and the thieves
Will be cutting purses or throats within a day of being pardoned." Speaking
around a mouthful of food, Dash shook his head. "No, the only difference
between having the Mockers help us to get into the city or having

Duko open the gates is me keeping a promise."
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Erik raised an eyebrow. "Is that a problem?"

"Only if the Mockers decide I forswore my promise and put a death
mark on me."

Erik nodded. "Let me know if I can help."

Dash said, "I will. Though I suspect Father and Jimmy have persuaded
Patrick to do whatever it is that Patrick is going to do."

"Well, do you want to wait here and see if they're heading our way?

I could send word you're alive. Or do you want to ride on to Darkmoor?"
Dash yawned. "Right now I just want to sleep on something softer

than a pile of straw on a stone floor."

Erik gave him a rueful look. "Then you might do well to ride on
tonight. We don't have a lot of down-stuffed mattresses in camp."

$'T know," said Dash, pushing himself back from the table. "I was just
expressing a desire. I'll take a soldier's pallet if that's what fate provides.
I've slept on the ground with this tattered cloak wrapped around me for
the last three nights."

"Well, we'll get you some better clothing," said Erik. "We have

spares, though you'll be back in uniform."

Dash shrugged. "As long as they're free of lice and fleas, I won't
complain about fashion."

Erik laughed. "You can always hang your rags over the campfire."

"A dog soldier's washing," said Dash. "Yes, I've heard of that approach;
then your clothing stinks of woodsmoke for days. I'll settle for a



uniform and you can bum these."

Erik laughed. "You can have the extra bedroll over there and bunk

in with me tonight. I'll try not to wake you when I turn in later. " He
moved toward the tent flap. "I have to check on some things before . . ."
He turned and saw that Dash was already on the pallet and asleep. Moving
outside, Erik turned his mind to the tasks at hand, though for a brief
moment he considered how odd the situation before him was becoming.
Well, he decided, he'd leave it to the Prince and Duke to decide if

Duko was being straightforward or not, and then, as always was the case,
he would follow his orders the best way he knew how.
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Pug reined in and the leader of his escort shouted the order to halt.

The patrol heading toward them was decked out in the black of Krondor's
Crimson Eagles, the special unit founded by Calis, Erik von Darkmoor's
predecessor, and at their head was a familiar face from the last winter at
Darkmoor.

'Nakor! Magician!" shouted Jadow Shati, Lieutenant of the company.
"What brings you this way?" He signaled behind him and his patrol

also halted.

"We're up to see Captain Subai and then on to see if we can sort out

this mess with the Saaur," said Pug.

Jadow's brilliant smile suddenly fled. "Man, ask Nakor. We've faced
them Saaur, down across the sea. Tough and fast. Takes three of us for
each one of them unless we're heavily armored. What do you think the
chances are of the Prince sending the Royal Lancers this way, magician?"
"I'm hoping that I can convince the Saaur that fighting us is a waste

on both sides."

"Well, that would be novel. From what I've seen of them, peaceful

isn't the first word that springs to mind when thinking of them." He
glanced over his shoulder, then said, "Ride on another hour and you'll

hit our main camp. I'm out for a couple of days, so perhaps I'll see you

on your way back." He looked at Nakor. "How's your new religion going?'
t

Nakor sighed theatrically. "Being good is difficult, Jadow."

The good-natured former Sergeant laughed. "You state the obvious,

my little friend." He waved his patrol after him. "Let's ride." As he passed
the leader of the patrol from Krondor, he accepted their sergeant's salute
with a wave and nod.

Pug said, "Let's go see the Captain."

Nakor said, "Let's go eat. I'm hungry."

Pug laughed. "You're always hungry, my friend."

"You know," said Nakor as they rode along, "I had this odd

notion-"

"Really," said Pug, interrupting. "You'll have to tell me of it some

other time."



Nakor laughed. "No, I mean really odd."

"Definitely some other time," said Pug.

"'Very well," Nakor responded.

They rode in silence as they approached Captain Subai's camp. It was

set up in a clearing near the base of some foothills rising steeply to the
west. Pug could see the road rose sharply beyond the camp, and judged
this to be the northern boundary of the area considered secured from
invaders. To further reinforce that impression, he could see a heavy breastwork
had been constructed across the road on the northern side of the

camp. Glancing around, Pug could see why this location had been picked
for the headquarters camp. There was ample room to the south for the
area to be quickly reinforced, but to the north the terrain rose sharply on
the west; to the east of the road, the bank was almost a cliff face, and
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below it any soldiers coming down along the base of the hills would be
trapped in a narrowing defile. A pair of archers could hold off anyone
coming along that way.

Soldiers hurried along to take Pug and Nakor's horses. The Men were
dressed in both the garb of the Royal Pathfinders and the Crimson Eagles.
Pug and Nakor dismounted, and Pug asked one of the soldiers where
Captain Subai's tent was located. The soldier indicated a large tent in the
very center of the camp, and Pug gave his thanks.

Pug turned to the Sergeant leading his escort, and said, "Thank you,
Sergeant. Rest tonight, then lead your men back in the morning. We'll be
fine here."

The Sergeant saluted. He turned and gave the order to dismount, and
asked the second soldier where his men could care for their mounts. As
the soldier directed the Sergeant, Pug and Nakor walked toward the command
tent.

There was a single soldier sitting in a camp chair outside the tent. As
they drew near, Pug saw that it wasn't a lazy sentry, but rather the Pathfinder
Commander himself. He was hard at work oiling up a leather harness.
Pug had heard that Pathfinders tended their own equipment and

didn't relegate anything to the army's usual cadre of blacksmiths, tanners,
and armorers. Erik had once commented to Pug that they took very good
care of their horses, an area in which Erik was an expert. He glanced up
and recognized the magician.

"Duke Pug," he said slowly as he stood and saluted. "To what do I

owe the pleasure of this visit?"

Pug said, "To Prince Patrick's instructions, I'm afraid."

The Captain, a gaunt man with prematurely grey hair and a face and
hands the color of tanned leather, stood. "What orders?"

"I'm to venture down to the flatland to the east of here, then strike

up into the Thunderhell Steppes, find the Saaur, and convince them not
to attack our forces again."

The Captain raised an eyebrow in his most expressive reaction since



Pug had first encountered him in Krondor. "Good luck to you m'lord."
He put down the harness and said, "Will you be needing anything from
me or my men.

Pug said, "I regret to say I must impose on you for an escort. The

Prince thought it necessary."

The Captain smiled. "From what I've heard of you, I find that difficult

to believe. Still, if the Prince commands, we obey. I'll have a patrol ready
to accompany you at first light. Until then you'll have to make do with a

rough camp. I'll have a couple of my men double up in a tent, so you
and your friend here can share one."

"Thanks," said Pug. He glanced at Nakor. "You'll sleep alone tonight,
my friend, as I plan on staying another night with my wife."

"Going to flit back down to Darkmoor?"

"No, Miranda's at Sorcerer's Isle, and I want to see her again."

Nakor grinned. "I remember what it was like to be in love." He

sighed. "That was a while back, though."

Pug took out a Tsurani transportation orb and said, "This is the last

one. I'm going to have Miranda teach me the trick of getting around
without one of these things." He started looking around the landscape.
To attempt to use the orb to go to a destination not well known to the
user's mind was almost certain death. "Let me take a few minutes and
get the location of this camp fixed in my mind so I can find my way back
here in the morning."

"By all means," said Nakor. "But don't break it," he added with a

laugh. "It's going to take her a while to teach you, and somehow I don't
imagine you're going to start learning tonight." Pug ignored Nakor and
wandered off, looking intently at the surrounding landmarks. Nakor
turned to Subai. "Things quiet around here, Captain?"

Subai nodded. "The invaders hold the other side of the northern

passes, but they're not trying to cross the ridge of the mountains. Our
patrols can get within a few hundred yards of their positions before they
come swarming out, but they only chase us a little way. They seem content
to stay where they are."

"Undoubtedly," said Nakor. "They're fortifying defenses before every
avenue of attack."

Subai nodded.

"I suppose you've found a few ways over the mountains they haven't
found out yet."

"A few. mostly goat trails and footpaths. There are a couple of places
we might infiltrate a squad or two, potentially put men at their back as
we drive north, but no place we could stage on the other side for a major
offensive." The Captain glanced westward, as if seeing through the mountains
to where the enemy was on the other side. "Over there, just a week's
ride if it were a straight path, lies Sarth. If we could somehow get inside
there, seize the old abbey above the town, and stage there, we could
launch a flank attack in support of any forces coming from the south and
clear out the invaders in a few days, rather than the weeks it's going to
take."



Nakor said, "Maybe there's a way."
Raymond E. Feist

"what are you suggesting?" asked the Captain.

,.I,m trying to remember a story Duke James told me a long time

ago." He was silent a while, then said, "I need to send a message to Duke
Arutha. Do you have something I can write with?"

"In my tent," said Subai.

"Good," said Nakor, heading inside.

Subai looked up to see where Pug was now, and saw that the magician
had vanished.

Miranda looked up and saw Pug standing there. She jumped up, hurried
to him, and threw her arms around him. "I missed you."

Pug echoed the sentiment. They hadn't been apart since the end of
fighting almost six months earlier, and it had taken him almost a week to
reach Subai's camp in the mountains.

"How are things around here?" Pug asked after their embrace.

Miranda said, "Much as we left it. Gathis conducts the daily business

of the island in an exemplary fashion and it seems Robert d'Lyes has
become something of an organizer around here. He's taken to reestablishing
the class schedule that lapsed with your last departure."

Pug smiled. "Good. I'll have to speak to him before I leave in the
morning."

She kissed him. "But not until after dinner. I want you to myself for

the next few hours."

I
I

He smiled and said, "Not until then."

They spent the next two hours alone, then sent word to have supper
brought to their quarters. After dining, Gathis appeared outside the door
as servants were removing the dinner trays.

"Master Pug," he said in greeting. The tall goblinlike creature was
always formal when addressing anyone, from Pug to the most menial of
servants. Though, even the most menial of servants on this island was a
student of magic, from one end of Midkemia to the other, and from distant
worlds.

"Gathis," Pug acknowledged. "How is everything.

"'That is why I wished to speak to you. I fear something is amiss."
"What is that?"

"It would be better if you and "stress Miranda were to accompany

me.yg

Pug and Miranda exchanged glances, but said nothing, nodding to
Gathis, who turned and led them out the door and along the long hallway
which separated Pug's personal quarters from the rest of the large central
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house that dominated Villa Beata-the Beautiful House as it was known
in the ancient language of Queg.

He led them outside and across a meadow, and instantly Pug knew
where he was leading them. As before, when he reached a grassy hillside,
Gathis waved his hand and a cave materialized. They entered and again
Pug saw the small altar upon which rested the statue of Sarig, the lost
God of Magic. Miranda gasped. The first time they had seen the statue,
the features upon it resembled those of her father, Macros the Black. "The
face is blank!"

"Yes, mistress," said Gathis. "I came here a few days ago and saw

what you see now."

"What does it mean?" asked Miranda.

Pug said, "The gods are waiting."

"For what?" she asked, touching the statue.

Pug's voice was soft. "For Sarig's new avatar, his new human agent

on this world."

Miranda said, "Does this mean you?"

"No," said Pug. "when I lay near death in the healing glade of Elvandar,
when Lims-Kragma spoke to me, I was given three choices. Death

was the first." He looked at Miranda. "I could not leave you."

She smiled.

"The second choice was eternal life, but the price was becoming

Sarig's next avatar. [ would have replaced your father."

"I don't think I would have cared much for that." Then she looked

at Pug. "What was the third choice?"

Pug said, "Nothing I care to talk about."

Anger flared up in Miranda's voice as she said, "Tell me!"

"I will die someday."

She moved around to stand directly before him, between Pug and the
statue. "You're not telling me something. What?"

"Only that at the end of my life I will know ... hardship.

Miranda's eyes widened. "What have we known already?"

"That was how I looked at it. If we can get through what we've

already survived, what more should I worry about."

Coolly, she said, "Are you telling me everything.

Pug shrugged. "I'm probably forgetting something." With a light tone
he said, "Remember, I was almost dead at the time I had this conversation. "

Gathis said, "The future is not fixed, though it can be difficult to
change if events gain enough momentum."
I

I
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Pug nodded, and Miranda said, "I have no idea what that means.

What are you hiding. "

Pug said, "Only that in exchange for a very long life and a Feat deal

of power I will have to eventually pay a high price."

Miranda said, "There's no 'only' about that."

Gathis said, "We all have prices to pay."

Pug changed the subject. "You've been the keeper of this shrine for
ages, Gathis. What do you think this means?"

"I think a time of change is upon us, Master Pug, and soon someone

will present himself to fill the void left by Macros's death."

Pug said, "I think you are right. Perhaps it's one of the students.

Pug remained silent a moment, then said, "Someone will find this shrine.
Gathis said, "I have evolved a very subtle but powerful spell to disguise
it, Master Pug."

"I know. I lived on this island for decades and never suspected it was
here, but whoever is fated to become Sarig's next tool will somehow find
this place."

Gathis pondered that observation, and said, "I think that is a likely
possibility. "

"We will await that day. In the meantime," he said to Miranda, "let's
return to the house. I want to see a little of how things are running here,
then [ want to rest before returning to Subai's camp in the morning."
They returned to the house, and as they crossed the center courtyard,
they encountered a group of students sitting around the fountain, enjoying
the quiet spring evening. As Pug approached, they all respectfully rose,
save for a Brunangee Fire Signer whose snakelike lower body made it
impossible for her to do more than raise her roughly humanoid upper
torso in an approximation of a slight bow. Pug waved them all back to
where they had sat.

Robert d'Lyes said, "Pug, it is good to see you again."

"How have you found life on our tidy little island?" asked Pug. He

had brought the young magician along with Miranda to the island during
the winter. Robert had resigned as a member of the council at Stardock
and had nowhere else to go. Patrick seemed indifferent to the idea of a
court magician, so Pug decided to employ him at the island.

"It's a wonderful place," said Robert. "I've learned more about my

arts in the last month than I did in the previous two years at Stardock. "
Miranda and Pug glanced at one another. "That's impressive," said

Pug, motioning for Gathis and Miranda to sit on a nearby bench . T~YOU
were the youngest member of the council and rose faster in the learning
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of your craft than any student we had at Stardock. And you're learning
even faster here?"

Robert smiled. He had chosen to affect a beard in imitation of Pug, a
flattery Pug didn't find appealing, but which he chose not to comment



upon. "It's astonishing. What I find even more wonderful is that with
practitioners of magic from other worlds I'm learning things Chalmers
and Kalied never would have dreamt of."

Pug was now genuinely intrigued. "oh, really? Care to give me an
example?"

Robert nodded, his youthful enthusiasm clearly evident. He turned to
the Fire Singer and said, "Takkek showed me something a few days ago
that I've been practicing." He moved away from the group and started to
sing. It was a faint sound, as if half-whispered, but clearly singing. The
words were impossible to understand, as if the mind refused to grasp them
and they were forgotten as soon as they were heard. Yet there was a
pattern to them, a mildly hypnotic rhythm that caused Pug to glance
around at the other students. They were sitting and watching with rapt
expressions as Robert continued his song.

A flame appeared in the air, a foot or so before Robert's face. It was

the size of a baby's finger, but clearly it was a flame. It flickered and
danced in the wind, then suddenly went out. Robert looked tired, but
elated, as he said, "I'm just now starting to understand-a little of what
Takkek has shown me, but give me time."

"I am impressed," said Pug. "Under the old labels used by the Tsurani
Assembly, that's Lesser Path magic, and should be close to impossible for
you to perform."

Robert laughed. "I'm convinced Nakor was right: there is no magic,
just tricks, and if we open our minds, we can learn anything."

Rising, Pug said, "Well, enjoy the evening and don't set fire to the
house. Miranda and I are off. Oh, Robert," said Pug, turning to face the
student.

"Yes, sir?"

"Gathis says you've been doing a good job in my absence. Continue

to help out, if you would, please."

"It's my pleasure," said the student.

Pug and Miranda returned to their quarters. As they reached the door,
Pug said, "That really was quite remarkable."

Miranda laughed and pushed him through the door. Playfully she

said, "I'll show you something remarkable."

She shut the door.

I

I
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Nakor glanced up as Pug popped into view. A soldier carrying a bundle
of wood dropped it when suddenly there was a black-robed man standing

where there had only been empty air the moment before. "Hello!"
Nakor called happily.



Captain Subai was close by, talking to a young officer wearing the
black tabard of Krondor's Crimson Eagles. A few Pathfinders could be
seen around camp, but their numbers were few. Pug knew that the majority
of them were high in the mountains to the west, scouting the enemy

and ready to return with reports on any movement of Fadawah's forces.
Their reputation for tracking, scouting, and stealth in the woodlands was
legendary, rivaling that of Kesh's Imperial Guides and the Rangers of the
Free Cities of Natal. Only the elves were said to be better.

Subai said, "Lieutenant Gunderson will lead the patrol accompanying
YOU.))

Pug saw that the Captain was providing an escort of a dozen men.

One, a trailbreaker Pug judged, was a Pathfinder, and he started riding
ahead, while the others waited for Nakor and Pug to mount their horses.
Subai pointed at Nakor. "I'm pleased to see that one go. I don't know
what's more irritating: his constant preaching on the subject of 'good,' or
his luck at cards."

Pug laughed. "I have a hunch which was more irritating."

Subai said, "We've packed provisions for two weeks."

"I'll find them in less time than that," said Pug as he hiked up his

black robe and climbed into the saddle.

"Just make sure you find them before they find you. By all reports

they come out of the grasslands like a wind and are over you before you
even hear them coming."

Nakor said, "I've seen them. You can hear them coming."

Subai smiled, and Pug said, "Any other advice?"

"Don't get killed," said the Captain without a smile.

Pug nodded. "I have other plans." He nodded to the Lieutenant and

the order was given to ride off.

Nakor said, "I was talking to the Captain about some trails over the
mountain. As soon as we get back from this nonsense, we have to get
back to Darkmoor and find Greylock and Erik. I think I have a plan that
could shorten the war."

Pug turned and said, "Tell me about it."

Nakor outlined what he had thought of as they rode down a snian

tr leading into the woodlands below.

For five days they rode, and except for one sighting of a band of riders
who veered off at the patrol's approach, the journey was uneventful. They
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had left the foothills the day before and were riding across grasslands,
heading toward the southern entrance to the Thunderhell Steppes, a broad
break in two ranges of hills, less than five miles across.

They reached a point near signs of a large old campsite, and the Lieutenant
ordered a halt. "This was our reserve camp. There were wooden

walls, a dirt outer barrier, a drop gate. They overran it and killed everyone.
He motioned with his hand. "They staked the heads in an arch

starting here."

Pug said, "Then this is where we will part company, Lieutenant."”



The young officer said, "I though we were to accompany you until

we found the Saaur."

"A reasonable assumption but incorrect," said Pug.

Nakor said, "Honestly, Lieutenant, we can take care of ourselves and
having you along might cause us some extra trouble, trying to keep you
all alive."

The Lieutenant said, "Then may I ask why we're here at all, sir?"
"Because I didn't feel like arguing with your Captain, if you must

know," said Pug.

"Do you mind if we wait, sir?"

"Don't bother," said Pug. "If I don't get killed, I'll be traveling back

to Darkmoor a lot faster than you can get there."

The magician's reputation was widely spread throughout the army,

and he was also a Duke, so whatever reservations the young officer might
have felt were kept inside. He merely saluted and said, "Very well, m'lord.
Have a safe journey."

"You, as well," replied Pug.

Nakor said, "Well, then, let's get there."

Pug nodded and urged his horse forward.

They had traveled less than a mile when Nakor said, "Do you hear

it?~)

Pug said, "Yes."

In the distance, like the sound of distant drums, the thunder of the
hooves pounding across the plains carried to them. Pug knew and Nakor
had seen those horses, twice the size of the sturdy cavalry mounts they
Jrode. Astride each would be a Saaur, twelve feet tall, reptilian warriors.
Soon dust could be seen in the distance.

Pug turned to make sure the Kingdom patrol was retreating and was
pleased to see it was almost out of sight.

"Let's wait here," said Nakor.

Pug nodded. "They'll be here soon enough."

They waited, and in the distance they could see riders on the horizon.
The Saaur were coming.

1
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Nine

JIMMY WAVED.

Dash returned his brother's wave as he rode into the courtyard of

Castle Darkmoor. After spending the night in Erik's company, he had
taken a horse and ridden to the Prince's court. He had exchanged mounts
like a relay rider, anxious to get to court.



Dash dismounted and turned the reins of his horse over to a groom

and embraced his brother. "I was concerned I might not see you again
for a while," he said.

Jimmy smiled. "I feared the same, too. Yet again, though, the Brothers
Jamison survive."

"Barely," said Dash. "I got away from a work gang, only to be

trapped by the Mockers."

"Come along, tell me all about it while you bathe. Father's in court
with the Prince and will be anxious to see you when you're presentable.
It appears we won't need any details on defenses, as we seem to be reaching
an accommodation with General Duko.

"So Erik von Darkmoor tells me." He glanced around. "Where are

the troops ready to march, the brave banners and loud trumpets?"

"Ah," said Jimmy, a dark cloud crossing over his face. "The departure
is delayed."

"Delayed?" Dash looked confused. "I would have thought Patrick
would have hurt himself to get into Krondor as quickly as possible. The
earlier the city is secured, the faster we can turn north toward Sarth and
start retaking the Bitter Sea coast and Yabon."

"There are other issues." Jimmy pulled on his brother's arm. "Come
along. Get a bath and we'll talk."

Dash sighed. He trudged along after his brother.

Dash sputtered as Jimmy poured another bucket of hot water over

him. "So then he turned you loose?"

"Yes," said Dash, "but I don't think there was a lot of family devotion

in there. What I saw looked like a pretty pathetic bunch, and I suspect he
knew that killing me would protect very little, while turning me loose
might actually gain him something."

"Well, if Duko doesn't turn out to be the grandfather of liars, we

won't need the Mockers' help getting into the city."

"I'm for that," said Dash. "I've seen enough bloodshed to last me the

rest of my life."

Jimmy put down the bucket and handed Dash a towel as he climbed

out of the bathtub. A servant had laid out clothing on the bed and left the
brothers alone. Dash toweled dry, and said, "Does it bother you?"

"The killing?" asked Jimmy.

Dash nodded.

Jimmy sat back on the windowseat. "Sometimes. When Grandfather
used to talk about the things he and Prince Arutha did, killing was ...
something you did to the enemy. The stink of the dead wasn't part of
Grandfather's stories. "

"Except that one about the living dead in the brothel," said Dash with
a laugh. "To this day I don't know whether to believe it or not. Having
to burn the building down to the ground to get rid of them."

Jimmy shared the humor. Then his smile faded. "Given what we've
seen in the last two years I'm disinclined to t falt hi G

father told us."
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Dash nodded. "Do you ever ask yourself why we do these things?"
"Almost every day," said Jimmy.

Dash pulled on his shirt. "Good, what's the answer?"

"Because we go where duty calls us."

Dash stepped into his trousers. "Duty?" He reached for his boots and

sat on the bed to pull them on. "These aren't as good as the ones I lost
in Krondor."

"They were the second best pair you brought with you from Rillanon;
I checked your wardrobe."
Dash nodded. "Anyway, Grandfather always talked of duty, but I saw

where he grew up, firsthand, and I have no idea why he felt that way."
"What way?" asked Jimmy. "I'm not sure I'm understanding you."

"I mean he felt so deeply his duty to the Kingdom. Those Mockers I
talked to looked at it as you or I might look at taking vows to serve Sung."

"Celibacy was never high on my list of virtues," admitted Jimmy.

"That's what I mean. Grandfather had Father as deep into the idea

of King and Nation before we were born as if he was teaching a religion.
LM just at a loss to wonder how Grandfather got that way."

Jimmy looked at his brother as he finished dressing. "Interesting question.
Perhaps Father can give you an insight. I suspect that if *I those

stories we heard were true, and if life with the Mockers was as unappealing
as I suspect it was, Grandfather might have been moved by a very

deep sense of gratitude."

Dash glanced in a looking-glass and judged his appearance acceptable

for an interview with the Prince. I don't think it's that. It's more than
gratitude." He looked at Jimmy. "Is there anything you can imagine that
would get you to break your vows to the crown?"

Jimmy stopped almost in midstride; the concept was too alien to imagine. "
Turn traitor?" He stopped and said, "I can't imagine what it could

be. Perhaps some sort of perfect love . . ." He shook his head. "No, because
I can't imagine any woman who loved me turning against something

I hold that dear."

"speaking of women, did I see a page hurry by wearing the livery of
Silden?"

"Yes, you did," said Jimmy with a grin.

"Is Francie here with her father?"

Jimmy nodded. "Yes."

"And does she still have that crush on you?'Y

Jimmy's grin widened. "I hope so." He laughed. "We had lunch the

other day. She's turned out just as you might expect."

Dash opened the door and said, "If memory serves she was obnoxious

and beat you up with some regularity."

"No," said Jimmy, stepping through the door. "It was you she beat



up. I was too big. Beside, she fancied herself in love with me."

"Well, then, back to the point, is there something diere?"

Jimmy walked down the hall with his brother. "Seriously, I don't
know. I suspect, however, | may have nothing to say in the matter, nor
will Francie."

"Patrick?"

"That's the delay I spoke of. Suddenly Dukes are winging their way
like birds in migration toward Darkmoor."

"All with eligible daughters?"

Rounding a corner, moving past guards standing at their posts, Jimmy
said, "I think the King worries that with war coming, another heir might
prove valuable."

They climbed the steps in the main hall that led to the Baronial great
hall, where Patrick currently held court. "The curse of twins."
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"Erland would never do anything against his brother, we know that,
but there's more than one noble who might link his fate to one of Erland's
sons should a rival claim be possible. If Patrick doesn't wed and beget a

son. . ." He let the thought go unfinished as they reached the audience
hall

Nobles had been trickling into Darkmoor since the thaw, and now the
modest Baronial hall was packed to the point of overcrowding. Dash said,
I 'We'd better take Krondor back just so we can get into a hall big enough
to hold this lot."

Jimmy said, "Shhh." He pointed to where their father stood next to

the Prince. It was the most formal-looking court they had witnessed so
far in Darkmoor, for Patrick wore his purple mantle, his ermine stole, and
his circlet of gold. Arutha was likewise attired formally in a black tunic
with golden trim, scarlet leggings, and his chain of office, with his Ducal
seal hanging from it. At his side he wore the sword once borne by his
namesake, carried by Erik von Darkmoor to Arutha.

The brothers waited at the rear of the hall as the Prince disposed of

the day's business. Then a young page announced, "This day's court is

at an end, my lords and ladies."

Patrick stood and everyone in the room bowed. As the Prince departed,
Arutha saw his sons and motioned for them to join him.

They crossed the still-crowded court, and when they reached the dais
upon which the throne was placed, Arutha hugged his younger son. "I
can't tell you how pleased I am to see you."

"Of course you can," quipped Dash.

Arutha said, "Come, you must fill in the Prince on what you learned

in Krondor."

Dash followed his father and brother into the Prince's private office.

Nakor said, "Do you think they'll get tired of this?"
Pug said, "Eventually, or they'll run out of arrows."
Pug had erected a mystical barrier around the two when the Saaur



had first closed on Nakor and him, as it was clear they weren't coming

to talk, but rather were charging with lances down. These appeared to be
Young Saaur warriors, eager to shed blood. Several of them had been
seriously injured when their lances struck Pug's invisible barrier and shattered,
throwing them from their saddles. For almost a half day since, the

Saaur had been content to take up position a dozen yards from the two

men and fire arrows at them.

The chaos which followed seem to amuse Nakor, though Pug was

disturbed by the attempt to kill them without conversation. They appeared

I
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two relatively helpless men, unarmed and alone. Their own horses h
panicked at the onslaught of the Saaur riders, the massive horses bearing
down like a rolling tide.

Pug had allowed his and Nakor's mounts to flee before putting up his
barrier, and now he regretted the decision. They were without the food
and water in the saddlebags, with nothing for sustenance except for Nakor'
s seemingly inexhaustible supply of oranges.

He produced one, split the skin, and began to devour it. "Want one?"
"No, thank you; maybe later," said Pug. "This shield spell is more

than adequate to keep them out, but I do have to spend a little energy
keeping it intact."

"It's a good thing they don't have any spellcasters along, isn't it?"
"Things could get a little difficult," agreed Pug.

Nakor squinted and said, "Then things might get difficult soon." He
pointed to the distant horizon beyond the milling, angry riders who were
still firing arrows at them.

In the distance another band of riders was approaching at speed, and
from the banners being carried by heralds at the front, Pug assumed someone
of importance was coming to investigate this problem. He said, "Well,
if I tell you to run, don't hesitate."

Nakor said, "I run very well when I need to."

As the new band of riders pulled up, those already surrounding the
protective sphere moved back, allowing a group of a dozen riders to come
Close and inspect the two humans. Pug recognized the leader, Jatuk, the
Sha-shahan of all the remaining Saaur.

The young warriors fell silent as their leader reined in his mount. The
leader jumped down from his horse and walked to stand just inches the
other side of the energy barrier. "Why have you humans come to trouble
the Saaur?" he demanded.

Pug glanced at Nakor, who shrugged.

Pug looked at Jatuk and said, "Why do you war upon us, Sha-shahan



Of all the Saaur?"

"I make no war upon your kind, Black Robe."

"There are three hundred dead soldiers of my King back there who

would argue that," Pug replied.

"If they could still argue," Nakor added.

"They refused to depart," said Jatuk. "They were told we claim these
grasslands. "

Pug said, "If I lower this barrier, may we talk?"

Jatuk waved his hand in agreement. "We camp here!" he shouted,

and instantly the fifty or so riders surrounding the two humans
dismounted

and started to organize a camp. Several led horses away and

drove stakes for pickets while others began building fire pits. Still others
rode off toward a nearby river, to carry water back.

Pug let the barrier lapse, and Jatuk said, "I remember you, Black

Robe. It was you who brought me Haman's dying words, of our betrayal
at the hands of the Pantathians. I will speak with you in truce, and you
may leave freely when we are done."

"Me too?" asked Nakor.

Jatuk didn't deign to answer, merely waving away the question as he
turned his back on the pair. He walked to his horse, held by another Saaur
warrior, and with a gesture indicated he wanted his travel pack. The warrior
complied and handed down a bag that a human would have been
hard-pressed to carry.

Pug was again staggered by the scale of the Saaur. The average warrior
topped out at twelve feet tall, with a few slightly taller. Their horses were
close to twenty-five hands compared to the seventeen or eighteen hands
of a heavy Midkemian warhorse. Pug was also impressed at their efficiency
in setting up camp. He reminded himself these were originally a

nomadic people, who despite having constructed great cities on their homeworld
of Shila, had remained nomads at heart. The majority of the Saaur
roamed the great grassy plains of Shila, thousands of horsemen and their
families and herds accompanying them on their endless trek.

A demon attack had ended that great civilization. Of the millions of
Saaur who had dominated their homeworld at its height, less than ten
thousand had survived on Midkemia. Pug assumed that the last few years
of warfare had kept their numbers low, but knew they were a people facing
a grim future if they couldn't find a respite from warfare.

A fire was built and Jatuk motioned for Pug and Nakor to join him.

His reptilian face was surprisingly expressive, and the more Pug watched
those giant warriors the easier it became to see individual differences. A
warrior took the role of Jatuk's servant, providing him with a wooden
bowl of water for him to refresh himself with. He washed face and hands,
and at the end ran a damp towel across the back of his neck. That gesture
was the most reassuring thing Pug had seen of the Saaur, for it was the
most humanlike display he had seen that didn't involve bloodshed.

While traveling through the destroyed world of Shila with the spirit

of the last Lore Master of the Saaur, Haman, Pug had come to learn a

lot of the people of that world and their history. He doubted human and
Saaur could ever be close friends on Midkemia, but he thought with some



work, they could become respectful of one another, leaving each other
alone for the most part, as humans and elves, and humans and dwarves,
tended to. He knew humanity didn't need another enemy like the moredhel,
goblins, or trolls, especially not an enemy as physically powerful and
determined as the Saaur.

Jatuk said, "We placed the heads of those men who would not quit

th

e grasslands on poles to stand as warning. Yet you ignored the warning
to seek us out. We are tired of your kind, Black Robe. We have known
nothing but death and loss since coming to this world." He motioned to
the northeast, up the vast Thunderhell. "This is land we understand. There
are rolling plains, water, the cattle we have taken thrive here."

Pug nodded. Then he said, "But it is not your land."

"This is not our world," said Jatuk bitterly. "So we must take what

we can." He gazed to the south. "You have suffered, you humans of the
Kingdom, and I now understand that it was through no fault of yours that
we were brought here. But we have no means to return home, and even
if we could, what would we find there, Black Robe?"

"A burned-out world populated by starving demons, hunting one another
down for food until only one is left. In time, it will starve and wither.
Finally, it will die."

"So there is nowhere to go.

Pug said, "Perhaps there is."

Jatuk looked at Pug and said, "Where?"

"I don't know yet, but Midkemia is a big world. Here the grasslands
appear vast, but you know your own history. Once your forebears were
as you are now, a small band abandoned upon Shila by the Valheru called
Alma-Lodaka."

Despite having learned the truth of their "goddess's" nature in the

last year, old habits died hard, and the older Saaur bowed their heads in
reverence at the Green Mother's name.

"But over the ages," Pug continued, "your nation grew until you had
conquered the entire globe. You and your children may be content to
wander the Thunderhell, to fight the nomadic tribes that already claim
this land, but eventually you'll return to the villages and towns of my
nation. You will either have to make war or change your ways.~y

Jatuk was silent. "What can we do?"

Pug said, "Abide. Leave those of us to the south alone and we will

leave you alone. When we have disposed of Fadawah and his men, and
have restored peace to our land, we shall turn our minds and will to the
problem of finding the Saaur a proper home."

Jatuk thought on this, and at last said, "Do not take too long in

making things so, Black Robe, for my people are coming to like living
here. Should too much time pass, we shall resist leaving."

I
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"I understand," said Pug. To himself he added, Now if I can only get
Patrick to understand. He pushed that thought aside as food was put
before Nakor and him, and decided the opportunity to learn more about
the Saaur was too good to ignore. He would worry about Patrick's reaction
when he returned to Darkmoor in the morning.

Patrick said, "You did what?"

Pug said, "I gave them assurances we would aid them in relocating

out of the Kingdom after we disposed of Fadawah."

"But they agreed to leave?"

"Yes, if we can find them a reasonable alternative."

"Find them an altemativel" Patrick shouted.

The II court was about to commence, and the Prince was holding

an impromptu interview with Pug, Nakor, Arutha, and his sons. "Those
monsters killed three hundred of my men!"

Arutha said, "A misunderstanding, Highness."

"A misunderstanding?" Patrick appeared unconvinced. Turning to

Pug he said, "Why did you disobey me? I ordered you to destroy them
if they wouldn't quit the Kingdom at once."

Pug was growing tired of the young Prince's manner. "Highness, I

am not an executioner. I have fought for the Kingdom, but I will not use
my powers to destroy an entire race because you are piqued."
"Piqued!" Patrick's temper exploded. "You dare to talk to me in such

a fashion?"

Pug stood, looked at Arutha, then said, "Explain things to the boy,

or [ will go to his father and have this discussion with the King. And
when I get finished, Borric may have to reconsider who is running this
half of his Kingdom."

The Prince's eyes widened, and as Pug turned to leave, Patrick
shouted, "I have not given you leave to depart!"

Pug ignored the Prince and walked out through the door. Nakor stood
and said to Arutha, "I'd better go with him." To Patrick he said, "And
You better listen to him, boy. For he is powerful enough to be your greatest
ally, or your worst enemy."

Patrick's mouth fell open at the little man's added insult. He looked

at Arutha, who only shook his head slightly and said, "We have court,
Highness. "

Dash and Jimmy exchanged glances but said nothing. Patrick stood
motionless for a long minute, then composed himself. "You are right, my
lord duke. We mustn't keep the court waiting."

As Jimmy and Dash ducked out of a side door, Jimmy said, "Duke
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Pug has a lot of confidence in his ability to persuade the King he's right
to embarrass the Prince that way."

They walked toward the courtyard. Dash said, "From everything I've
heard ... well, it's probably a well-earned confidence." He glanced
around. "Look, we both know that Patrick's got a temper. We had enough
fights with him when we were children. And we know the King kept him
off the throne of Krondor an extra year because he didn't think he was
ready."

Jimmy's voice lowered. "Well, he wasn't."

"He's still not," said Dash.

Jimmy regarded his brother and very quietly said, "Ready or not, he

is the Prince of Krondor. We are servants of the crown. We have no
choice."

Dash said, "Father better keep him under control, or a lot of us are

going to die because we have no choice." Dash's voice turned slightly
angry. "Look, this isn't a play-yard argument over who gets to ride the
pony first, or who is going to pick first for the ball game. This is war, and
it's not going to be a pretty one."

Nakor came around the corner. "Ah, there you are. I've been looking

for you."

Jimmy grinned. "For what?"

"I need to get some information from you, and if you have what I

need, we need to go retake the Abbey of Sarth."

Dash and Jimmy's eyes opened wide at that last statement. "Retake

the abbey?" asked Dash.

"If you remember, your grandfather once told me a story about the

time he had to sneak into the Abbey of Sarth with that renegade moredhel
chieftain."

Jimmy looked at Dash. "Do you remember any story like that?"

"No," said Dash. "I thought I'd heard every story Grandfather ever

told."

From behind them a voice said, "No, you didn't."

They looked to see Duke Arutha standing there. "But I remember

that story.

Nakor grinned. "Subai has a goat trail over the mountains that leads

to a little valley down near the base of the mountain upon which the old
Ishapian abbey sits."

Arutha paused for a minute, then said, "So while we're conducting

the business of establishing a court in Krondor, sending armies around
here and there, and while Fadawah's agents are closely watching, you
want to sneak over the mountains, find that secret entrance into the
basement

of the abbey, capture and hold it until Greylock can drive up into

the town, and secure the area?"



"Something like that, but leave out the 'You' business. Someone a

little younger should run this raid." He glanced at the brothers, who
looked at each other.

"No," they said simultaneously. "That's a task for the Eagles or Pathfinders!"
added Dash.

Arutha said, "We'll talk about it. But Nakor's right. If I can remember
what Father told me about that entrance, and if it's still there and usable,
we could shorten this war by a year."

He walked away, heading for the Prince's morning court, and Jimmy
turned to Nakor. "Is Pug all right?"

"He's just frustrated," said Nakor. "Patrick wants quick solutions and
Pug knows the same itch, but he's old enough to know that the quickest
solutions often are the ones with the highest price." He put his hands on
the brothers' shoulders and moved along the hall with them. "He must
weigh things in his mind, decide where his true loyalties lie."

Jimmy said, "Loyalties lie? He's a noble of the Kingdom; he was
adopted into the royal family."

"But he has larger responsibilities," said Nakor. "Remember, he

didn't just save the Kingdom from destruction; he saved the entire world
of Midkemia, including all those men on the other side, the Saaur, any
Pantathians who may be alive out there, the Brotherhood of the Dark
Path, everyone. "

Jimmy said, "But he can't just toss aside his loyalty to the Kingdom."
Dash said, "Don't be so sure."

"I don't think he's going to toss anything aside," said Nakor as they
walked into the courtyard. "At least not lightly."

Pug popped into view on the bank of a river. "Hello!" he called.

A moment later a voice called back, "Welcome, magician."

"Have I leave to enter?"

"You are welcome in Elvandar," came the reply as a figure stepped
Out from behind a tree.

"Galain!" said Pug as he waded across the sandy ford he always
Preferred to use to enter the elven woods.

The young-by elvish standards-warrior stood with the tip of his
longbow on the ground in a relaxed posture. "I came to watch when
Miranda showed up two days ago. I thought you might come by shortly."
"I'm glad you did. What news of the court?"

"The court is in mourning. He who was your companion, and once

was Duke of Crydee, has left us for the Blessed Isles."

Pug nodded. Martin Longbow had been approaching a hundred years

of age and had lived his last here, with the people who had raised him as
a child. "Marcus and Margaret?" asked Pug, referring to Martin's
children.

tihi

They came, with their mates aria cnnuren, an -.Y

body of their father. The returned him to Crydee, to bury in a vault as is
their custom."



"How long ago?"

"Not long, a few weeks. Marcus and his party left the banks of the

river less than two weeks ago."

|Plug nodded. "That would explain why word had not reached us. It

will take weeks more for Marcus to send word by ship to Port Vykor. The
Prince will not have heard it." He looked at the elf. "Thank you for telling
me. That one was a true friend, the last save Tomas, from my first years
in Crydee."

"He was well loved by us all."

"How are the others?"

"Save that loss, all is well." He shouldered his bow and said, "The

Queen is well, as is Tomas. Prince Calin and Redtree hunt together. Despite
the war to the east of us, the invaders do not try to cross into Crydee,

so they do not trouble our borders."

"How is Calis?"

Galain smiled. "He most of all is well. Since his birth I have not

known him to be as happy as he is. I think the release of the Lifestone
has freed him from a dreadful part of his heritage."

Pug said, "I am impatient to see my wife."

"I understand," said Galain, "from what I've seen. So far I have not

had the fortune to meet she who will be my wife."

"You're young," said Pug dryly. "Barely past a century."

I: TA'ITK;c ;c true " He held uD his hand and said, "I wfll
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see you back at the court in a few days."

"I can take you with me," said Pug.

"I have other duties. I must make a patrol along the river you humans

call Crydee. I just came this way to greet you."

Considering the number of times he had visited the elves, Pug

cOrrectly interpreted the remark and said, "Thank you for making the effort."
"You are welcome."

Pug activated the device he carried and found himself floating above

the treetops a half-mile from where he wanted to be. He barely got control

of his powers in time to keep from falling to his death and landed gently.
Feeling shaken, he examined the Tsurani sphere and saw a fading along

a portion of it that told him it was no longer usable. He regretted the loss
of the device. His ability to quickly move from place to place was now
gone, until he learned the trick Miranda had of moving at will without
aid.

He put it back inside his robe. Several other such devices were being
studied back at his island by his students, and another might prove useful.
He remembered the days of free trading with the Empire of Tsurannuani
through the rift gates. Now there was only one, at Stardock, closely monitored
on both sides. For a dark moment he wondered if there was anything



mankind couldn't make a mess of., not for the last time in his life

he cursed Makala, the Tsurani magician whose badly conceived treachery
had caused the estrangement between the two worlds, all motivated by

the highest ideals: to serve the Empire.

Well, he thought, dwelling on past failures once you'd learned all there

was to learn was just heaping futility on failure. He put aside reminiscences
and started walking.

A short time later he reached the large clearing that surrounded Elvandar,
keeping it apart from the surrounding forest. As every time before,

he found himself captivated by the sight of it. Even in the brightest daylight
the colors of the trees were otherworldly. The magic of the place was
powerful, but subtle, a sweet counterpoint to what nature had fashioned,

a wonderful feeling of rightness.

High above large branches with flattened tops formed walkways between
boles, and along the base of the trees cooking fires and tanning

racks, pottery wheels, and other craft areas sat. Pug was greeted by several
elves who recognized him, and those who did not nevertheless nodded in
greeting.

He made his way along the climbing path of steps and branches until

he was at the center of the great elven city. At the boundary to the Queen's
Court, he found Tathar, the Queen's seniormost advisor, waiting. "Magician!"
Tathar said, extending his hand to shake in the human fashion.

"It is good to see you again."

Pug said, "It is good to see you as well, old friend. " He glanced

around and said, "It is good to again be in Elvandar." He looked at

Tathar. "My wife?"

"She is with the Queen and Tomas," answered the old advisor.

Come.))

He led Pug into the heart of the Queen's court, where Queen Aglaranna,
Tomas, and Miranda were sitting in conversation. Seeing his boy
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hood friend, Tomas rose, but it was Miranda who reached her husband
first. "I didn't think you were coming!" she said, delighted to be wrong.
"I didn't think I was either," said Pug. "But I had a bit of an argument
with Patrick-"

"The Prince of Krondor?" asked Tomas. He smiled down at his short

friend.

Pug looked up at his boyhood foster brother; even in that tall, slightly
alien figure, Pug glimpsed the image of the kitchenboy with whom he had
lived as a child. "The very same. He wanted me to go obliterate the Saaur
and I thought offering them a peaceful alternative might prove a wiser
course.



Tomas nodded. "Crush your enemies without mercy." He shook his
head. "I remember those impulses all too well, my friend."

Pug allowed Miranda to escort him to Aglaranna's throne, where he
bowed and said, "Greetings, My Lady."

"Welcome, Pug."

"I am grieved to learn of a friend's departure," Pug said.

Aglaranna said, "He passed as happy as he could be, given his life.

No one can ask more. He bade us good night and never awoke. He was
at peace. For one of your race, he lived a very long time."

Pug nodded. "But I will miss him. As I miss all the other friends of
MY youth.'

"I understand," said the Queen. "That is why you should visit more
often. We eledhel abide far longer than you humans." Then considering
Pug's and Miranda's age, she amended that to, "Most of you humans,
that is.

Pug said, "This is true." Glancing around, he said, "Where is Calis?"
Miranda smiled. "He's not too far away. I suspect, anyway."

Tomas grinned. "There's a woman ... He shrugged and winked.

Pug said, "Calis?"

"One from across the ocean, whom Miranda brought to us. With two
beautiful boys who need a father."

"Is it ... serious?" asked Pug.

Tomas laughed. "My wife's people are very different from you and
me, Pug. And from my son. He is but half-elf, unique in the world, and
he has spent a great deal of time among humans." Tomas leaned over
it,il

and whispered in a mock-conspiratorial tone, "I think he's taken, but he
doesn't even.know he's tasted the hook!"

Tathar laughed and said, "This is true. Among our people we have

the recognition, the sudden knowledge that a mate is before you. Not all
our people know this certainty, and to them falls the difficult task of slowly
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building a bond with another who has also not known the recognition.
With Calig and Elien, it is the difficult way. But often it ends in a love as
profound as the first."

Miranda smiled. "I think I sensed something in her when I first found
her and the boys. I think it will all work out."

Aglaranna turned to an elf nearby and said, "Would you carry word

to my son, please, and have him attend us for supper this evening. Have
him bring Elien and her sons, too."

The elf bowed and hurried off.



"What brings you to us?" asked Tomas.

"I wished to see my wife," said Pug with a smile. "And I wished an
evening among friends, where the air doesn't carry the memory of war,
smoke, and blood. I wanted a quiet night before I start another quest."
"A quest?" asked the Queen. "For what do you seek this time, magician.
I need to find the Saaur a homeland," said Pug. "Else we may have

yet another war upon us before we sort out the one already here."
Miranda said, "Well, then, we'll leave in the morning."

"I was going to go alone," said Pug, "but the Tsurani orb is no longer
working-I almost broke my neck when it left me hanging in midair and
I don't know where I'm bound for."

"So you need me to show you how to get around?""

Something like that."

Miranda smiled. "I don't know if I will."

"What? Why?" asked Pug.

Poking a finger into his chest, she said, "Because I like being able to
do something better than you."

At that the rest of the Queen's court laughed, and they relaxed as

pages brought wine and food; soon they were joined by Calis and the
woman from across the sea, and her sons. And at least for this one night,
they put thoughts of war and the threat of war away and enjoyed the
company of good friends.

-a
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SHARDS OF A BROKEN CROWN
Ten

JIMMY FROWNED.

Prince Patrick had just leaned over to whisper something in Francie's
ear and she blushed as she laughed. The Duke of Silden pointedly chose
to ignore this breech of etiquette. The Dukes of Rodez, Euper, Sadara,
and Timons glanced over and returned to their conversations. Their
daughters, all resplendent in their finest gowns, allowed their gazes to
linger a bit longer before returning their attentions to the various young
courtiers at the table.

Dash had to turn away so as not to laugh at his brother's unhappiness.
The hall at Castle Darkmoor was now overtaxed in the opinion of the
Prince's Master of Ceremony, a dour man named Wiggins. He had been
a clerk in the court of Krondor, but had occasionally helped with state



functions for the old Master, Jerome. Because of that small advantage, he
had been named to the office on Patrick's resurrection of the court in
Darkmoor. He resembled nothing as much as a very nervous bird as he
fluttered about the room, from one noble to the next, attempting to insure
everyone's needs were met, despite shortages of food, ale, and wine.
Mathilda, Dowager Baroness of Darkmoor, sat on the left of the Duke

of Silden. While no longer young, she still possessed a court-bred ease
and charm, learned while growing up among the powerful eastern nobles.
The Duke, a widower, was an obvious target for a woman of her breeding.
He appeared mildly interested.

Dash cast a glance back at his brother and saw that Jimmy was attempting
to be interested in something said by the daughter of an eastern

Earl; which one he couldn't remember. She was a pretty enough girl in a
vapid way, and Dash's amusement at his brother's frustration turned to
sympathy. Francie was clearly the most interesting young woman in court,
if not the most beautiful, and the time Jimmy had spent with her over the

last couple of weeks had awakened something; at the very least, a proprietary
impulse if not something deeper.

Dash knew that neither he nor his brother would be free to follow

their heart's call as long as they were in service to the crown. They were

too highly born, being the sons and grandsons of Dukes. Jimmy would

most likely advance to a similar high office, and Dash would probably

end up an Earl if he continued in service.

Which meant neither son would have a great deal to say in the matter

of whom they would wed. That detail would be up to their father to a
lesser extent, and the King's pleasure to a greater extent. Factionism in
the Kingdom was a way of life, and keeping the two realms closely allied
an ongoing problem. The East had the population, the wealth, and the
political strength. The West had the natural resources, the potential for
growth, and all the problems of a frontier: enemies, disorder, and constant
difficulty governing. Marrying off the eligible daughters of one realm to
the sons of the other was a time-honored method of keeping the two
realms close, and no more eligible son existed than the future King.
Francie glanced over at Jimmy and smiled at him, then returned her
attention to Patrick. Dash leaned over and said, "We should ask Father."
"Ask him what?" Jimmy turned, looking confused.

"Who the King wants his son to many. You don't think for a moment
that hasn't already been decided, do you?"

Jimmy considered this, then smiled. "You're probably right. If Father
doesn't know, then no one does."

Jimmy waited until Duke Arutha looked his way, then motioned with
his head. Arutha nodded, then rose and came around to stand behind
Baroness Mathilda. He whispered something to the Prince, who waved
him away with a smile, and moved around to where his sons stood. They
bowed toward the Prince, who wasn't looking at them, then walked from
the table.

.Once the three were outside of the hall, Dash observed, "We're going

to have to start turning away nobles if they continue to show up."



Arutha said, "More are coming. The court here in Darkmoor is to be

as visible and noisy as we can make it. We will find rooms for as many
who arrive as possible, first here, then in the nearby city. The rest will be
quartered outside the wall, in pavilions and campaign tents. There is to
be a month of public celebration."

Jimmy's mouth opened in disbelief. "This can't be true?"

"It is," said Arutha.

Jimmy said, "But we have to finalize our deal with Duko-"
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,That's been accomplished. We sent himterms and he replied this
morning.

"What arrangement has been agreed to?" asked Dash.

Arutha motioned that they should walk. He headed out toward the
central courtyard of the castle. The halls were thronged with pages, servants,
and guards, attending the needs of a score of visiting nobles.

Within a month's time, our former enemy will become Duke of the
Southern Marches."

"Lord Sutherland!" exclaimed Jimmy. "That s incredible."

"Patrick would rather not give him anything, and the King would
prefer to name him Baron of Land's End or something equally ... local.
I persuaded them both otherwise."

"Why, Father?" asked Dash.

"Because Duko has, to all effects, a personal army of close to twenty-five
thousand men. He may dream of something more noble than his

previous calling as a sword-for-hire, but most of his soldiers have no allegiance
to the Kingdom. I convinced the King that he might be the only

hope for us to keep those men under control and make them Kesh's problem
rather than our own."

Dash got a calculating expression. "If he's a Duke ... This means he
answers to the Prince, and not to you."

"I have my hands full. And if Patrick has direct control over Duko,

he may come to trust him."

Jimmy smiled. "Yet you will be advising the Prince on all matters
pertaining to the Southern Marches."

Arutha nodded. "And it keeps other political issues in balance."

Jimmy and Dash both knew that meant Duko would be permitted to
appoint his own captains to key locations along the southern borders,
probably gaining titles for them. There were presently more offices than
nobles to fill them due to the high mortality rate of the recent war in the
West. Eastern nobles would already be pestering the King for some of
those titles-more to the point, the taxes their lands brought. None of
those, however, would be willing to venture to the West to directly rule



them. Absentee rulership was not an alien concept in the Kingdom, but

it was frowned upon in the West. There were too many problems -Queg,
Kesh, the Brotherhood of the Dark Path, among others-to leave the
administration of a Barony, let alone an Earldom or Duchy, to a bailiff
or seneschal. A few key offices would be given to western nobles' second
or third sons, so that Duko wouldn't be able to build a structure beneath
him of only personal retainers.

SHARDS OF A BROKEN CROWN

Jimmy said, "Let me change the subject." He indicated the young

women dotting the room. "Is there anything we should know. . .

"About what?" queried Arutha.

Dash said, "Has Patrick made a decision on who is going to be the

next Princess of Krondor?"

Arutha glanced around, seeing if anyone was listening. "Our two most
recent queens were from Roldem. Borric, and Lyam before him, were
anxious to fix alliances in the East." He put his hands on his son's shoulders. "
You have the blood of Roldem in you. You know your mother's

people. They are vain and proud of their heritage and think of themselves
as a people apart. This is why we have seen so little of your mother.
There was a bitter note in Arutha's voice neither son had heard before.
They both knew their parents' marriage had been arranged by their
grandfather, Duke James, and had been as advantageous to the Kingdom
as the two marriages of the last two kings to Roldem's royal daughters.
Dash and Jimmy's parents had always been able to maintain a pose of
wedded happiness in public, though the boys both knew the marriage was
far from ideal. Only now were they learning just how strained the relationship
between their parents truly was.

Dash said, "So it must be a Kingdom bride?"

Arutha nodded. "The King has said so, to me, in private. And it must

be an eastern noble's daughter. Preferably one from a Due with a great
deal of influence in the Congress of Lords."

"Brian Silden," said Jimmy.

"Borric has determined to let his son have the privilege of liking the
woman who is to bear Isle's future King. So there are five likely candidates
for the position of Princess."

Jimmy said, "Have you any inkling of who Patrick will ask to wed?"
Arutha regarded his son closely, and said, "Francine will be our next
queen. All that remains is the timing. Patrick and she have been friends
since childhood. He genuinely enjoys her company. There have been far
worse foundations for state marriages in our time."

Jimmy looked stricken.

Dash said, "Are you all right?"

Jimmy glanced from his father to his brother. "I just didn't ... realize.

vl

Arutha said, "What? Are you in love with her?"
Jimmy looked at his father and said, "I'll never know." Without another
word he turned and walked away.



Arutha looked at Dash, who said, "Let him have some time to himself.

'l didn't realize," said Arutha.

"He didn't either," said Dash. ,That's the problem."

"What is?"

"Taking things for granted." Looking at his father, he said,) "Did
Grandfather ever ask you if you wanted to serve the crown, Father?"
Arutha looked as if this question was equally perplexing as what he

had just witnessed. After a pause, he said, "No, of course not."

"Why 'of course not'?"

"Because I was just a boy.,I began, much as you did, running errands
for him, then I was given work with the Royal Pages, then the Squires."
"But when you became a man, did he ask if you might wish to do
something else?"

Arutha looked at Dash and said, "No. He never did."

"Did you ever consider you might have had a happier life if he had?"
Arutha was silent a moment, then said, "That may be the oddest
question I've ever heard, son."

Dash shrugged. "I'm full of very odd questions these days."

"Why did you ask that?"

"Because I'm not certain I wish to continue in service to the crown."
"What?" said Arutha. His tone was a mix of surprise and disbelief.
"What would you do?"

Dash shrugged. "I don't know. Perhaps return to Mister Avery's employ.
He is a very wealthy man."

Arutha laughed. "On paper. The King may make good on repaying

him by the time his grandchildren are running Avery and Jacoby."

Dash smiled. "If I know Roo, he'll find a way to amass another fortune
before that."

Arutha put his hand on Dash's shoulder and said, "If you wish to be
released from service to the crown, I can manage that. But please wait
until after we get Fadawah out of Ylith. We have few enough competent
men to serve."

"I'll agree to that." Lowering his voice, Dash asked, "What comes
next?"

"Publicly, a very large engagement party next week. During which
Patrick secretly goes to Ravensburg, where he'll meet Duko, who will
kneel before him and swear fealty. Then the newly appointed Duke of the
Southern Marches will return to the city and a hopefully quiet movement
of soldiers will be underway. Those mercenaries who've been kept outside
the walls will be allowed in. Many will be hired to man the garrison as
others leave to find work along the Keshian border. By the time Patrick's
wedding is over and he returns to Krondor, the city will be firmly in our

hands, without having alerted Fadawah too far in advance that he's lost
his southern command."

Dash's expression turned suspicious. "Where in all of this is the Duke
of Krondor? Why aren't you leading Patrick into his palace in triumph?"
"I'm needed elsewhere a while longer. There are things to be done

only I can see through to the end."

Dash said, "Forgive me if I say that sounds decidedly odd."



"Odd or not, it's true. Now go find your brother and see if he really

is in distress. If so, go get him drunk and find a tavern wench to take his
mind off of Francine. "

Dash said, "I'll try," and went off in search of his brother.

Arutha watched his younger son depart and stood lost in thought for

a moment, then he turned and headed back to the banquet hall. There
was still much that had to be arranged before any of the plans he had set
in motion could continue on to fruition.

I

Erik von Darkmoor and Rupert Avery sat at a table in the Charging
Boar, one of Darkmoor's better taverns, when Jimmy and Dash entered.
Jimmy looked drunk already, and Erik stood and signaled across the
crowded common room. "Over here!"

Dash saw him and led a somewhat off-balance Jimmy over to the

table. "Join us!" said Roo cheerfully.

A plump barmaid came by, and Erik indicated a round of ale for the
four of them. Dash said, "No, thanks. He's had enough."

Erik looked surprised, but said nothing as he waved away the barmaid.
"What brings you out of the palace, young nobles?" asked Roo.

"We needed a change of air," said Jimmy, his voice edged in bitterness.

Roo glanced at Erik, and Erik said, "Something sounds amiss."

Dash leaned over, and in conspiratorial tones said, "A woman."

.Erik laughed, and when Jimmy's expression darkened, put up his

hands in supplication. "I make no jest, young Jimmy. It's just ... unexpected."

Roo nodded. "We would have wagered neither of you would ever be
seeking solace in an ale jack because of a woman."

Jimmy said, "It's not that simple."

"It never is," agreed Roo.

Both brothers knew of Roo's involvement with Sylvia Esterbrook, the
daughter of a Keshian agent who had played Roo like a flute, causing
him to cheat on his wife, compromise his own business, and the welfare
of the Kingdom. He had been, by all reports, a model husband since then,
but they understood his lessons had been hard-learned.

I
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"So who's the girl?," asked Erik.

"The Duke of Silden's daughter," replied Dash.

"Ah," said Erik, as if he understood. "She's not interested, or ...
otherwise engaged?"



Dash looked around the room, "The latter, but it's not widely

known."

Erik apparently understood the context of the remark. He stood up.
"I've got to return to the castle." He turned toward Roo and said, "Give
MY best to Karli. And the children."

"And my affections to Kitty," returned Roo.

After he had left, Roo said, "I should be getting along, too. I've got

a lot to do in the morning. I've got a shipment of wagons bringing grain
for Nakor's temple due in at first light."

Jimmy said, "I haven't seen Nakor since Pug stormed out of Patrick's
court. Where is he?"

"He's smart enough to know when to get out of sight," answered

Roo. "He's been down at his temple the last couple of days."

Roo nodded. "I have on more than one occasion felt like sleeping
anywhere but at home. I understand. If you need, come by the house.
We have room if you don't mind sleeping under a wagon." He laughed.
"Well, young lords, good night."

The barmaid came by again and said, "Would you like something
before we close for the night, young sirs?"

Dash said, "Thank you, but no. We'll be on our way."

Jimmy said, "I'm not going back to the palace."

"Fine," said Dash. "But at least let's walk some, so you can pass out

in a more agreeable place."

Jimmy's expression brightened. "I know! Let's go see Nakor!"

For lack of any better suggestion, Dash agreed. The two brothers left
the tavern, and Dash kept one hand on Jimmy's arm, half-guiding, half-supporting
as he stumbled along.

Jimmy groaned. His head pounded and his eyes felt as if they were
glued shut. His mouth tasted as if someone had tossed in table scraps a
week earlier and left them to ripen.

"Would you like some water?"

Jimmy forced his eyes open and instantly wished he hadn't, as the
pounding,. in his head increased in intensity. Hovering over him was a

woman's face, and as his eyes focused, he saw the rest of her swim into
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shape. He lifted his head and got his right arm under himself and reached
out with his left hand.

She placed a water cup in it and he drank. Suddenly he knew it was

a bad idea: his heart began to thunder and his skin flushed, and perspiration
began to bead on his brow. He knew he was experiencing the worst
hangover of his life, and eventually the water would be necessary, so he
forced himself to drain the cup. "Thanks," he said in a hoarse whisper,
handing the cup back.

"Your brother's in there," she said, pointing to the office Nakor used

as his personal quarters when staying at the temple.

"Do I know you?" croaked Jimmy.



"I don't think so," said the young woman, with a faint smile. "I know
you, however. You're the Duke-the old Duke's grandson, aren't you?"
Jimmy nodded. "James, son of Duke Arutha, and yes, Lord James

was my grandfather. They call me Jimmy."

"You can call me Aleta." She studied his face. "A woman?"

He nodded. "I guess."

Glancing him over, she observed, "Well, you're not much to look at

now, but I've seen you in a couple of the taverns I've worked, and when
you're not drunk or hung over, you're not a bad-looking fellow. I don't
expect you hear 'no' very often."

"It's not that," he said, rising slowly. "I just found out she's marrying
someone else."

"Ah," said Aleta, as if she understood. "Does she know?"

"What?"

"That you're killing yourself with ale over her?"

"No. We were friends as children. . . " He squinted at her. "Why am

I telling you this?"

She smiled. "Because you need to?"

He took another drink of water. "Thank you. I think I'll see what my
brother is doing."

He walked on shaky legs through a warehouse bustling with activity.
When he was almost to the door of Nakor's office, the large outer doors
to the warehouse swung open and filled it with light. Jimmy turned to see
a wagon being driven up to and then into the entrance, with other wagons
behind it.

The door to the office opened behind Jimmy, and Nakor came rushing
Out. "Roo!" he shouted as he passed Jimmy. "You're here with the food!"
Dash followed and stopped next to his brother. "Are you alive?"
"Barely," croaked Jimmy. "What happened?"

"You attempted to drown yourself in ale. You failed."

I
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"I know, but how did we get here?"
"Father sent me after you and told me to get you drunk and in the

arms of a tavern wench."
"Seems you succeeded with half the order."

"Well, there were a couple of ladies willing to accommodate, but you
seemed in no mood."

"I'm a mess," said Jimmy. "I don't really know how I feel about all
this."

Dash shrugged. "Maybe that's the best. We've both known since
childhood we were to have no say in who we wed. With Father being
Duke of Krondor, it's too important we wed for the good of the state."



"I know, but I feel so

"What?"

Jimmy sighed. "I don't know."

"It isn't about Francie, you know," said Dash.

"No?"

"No," said Dash. "If she's the Queen there's nothing to keep the two

of you apart; the Gods know the court is well practiced in looking the
other way. No, it's something else. It's about you and what you really
want."

"I don't understand."

"I don't think I do, really, but it's about you." He looked at the

wagon. "I still half expect to see Jason on one of those wagons," Dash
said reflectively.

Jason had been an employee of Rupert's Bitter Sea Company when

Dash had served there, and had been feeding information to Rupert's rival,
Jacob Esterbrook, because of his misguided love for Jacob's daughter. He
had died in the war.

As the first wagon entered the warehouse, Jimmy said, "Tell me,

who's that girl?"

"Which one?" Dash asked.

i

"That one over there, who gave me water. She said her name was

Aleta.

"Then you know more of her than I," said Dash. "Why don't you

ask Nakor."

"There's something odd about her. Nice, but odd."

Dash said, "There's Luis!" He hurried past Jimmy to the second

wagon, where Luis de Savona sat next to a woman Dash didn't recognize.
Luis jumped down, arid Dash said, "Luis! It's good to see you again."
Luis shook hands with Dash and said, "It's good to see you again,

young Mr. Jamison. I was grieved to learn of your grandparents' death."
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Luis had spent the winter in Salador, overseeing Roo's holdings in the
East while Roo had worked in Darkmoor.

Dash said, "I appreciate that." He then noticed the woman as she
climbed down off the wagon. "Mrs. Avery?" he said in wonder.

Karli Avery had been a plain-looking, pale and plump woman. The
woman who was stepping before him was slender, tanned, and while still
not pretty, had an alive, expressive face that commanded attention.
"Dash!" she said, taking his hands and kissing his cheek. "How are you?"
"I'm just fine, Mrs. Avery, but you ... you look so different!"

She laughed. "There's been a great deal of work and not much food

all winter. Loading and unloading wagons, learning to drive them, caring



for the children. Spending days in the sun; it all changes a person."
"Quite so," observed Dash. Jimmy approached, and Dash said, "You
remember my brother, don't you?"

Both said hello to Jimmy, and Dash said, "What of the children, and
Mrs. Jacoby?"

"All back in Salador, under Helen's care," said Karli, "only it's no
longer Mrs. Jacoby. She's Mrs. de Savona now."

Dash laughed and playfully struck Luis in the arm. "You got married! "

Roo walked over with Nakor at his side. "He most certainly did."

Nakor congratulated his old companion, and said, "f hope you're at

last happy."

Luis smiled. "As happy as I'm likely to be, you odd little man."

"That will have to do," said Nakor. To Roo he said, "Did you get

my grain and my statue maker?"

Roo said, "I haven't found the sculptor yet, but here's your grain."

"Did the wagon makers prove useful?" asked Nakor as he began inspecting
the contents of the two wagons. Other wagons were arriving

outside.

Roo said, "Very. I'm of a mind to be early into Krondor; there may

be a very large number of skilled artisans and craftsmen among the invaders.
If I can recruit them . . ."

Jimmy and Dash exchanged glances. Jimmy asked, "How do you

know they'll be free to work, considering there's a war going on?"

Roo laughed. "I'm not without my sources, and I knew Patrick was
going to cut a deal with Duko about an hour after you did."

"Sources?"

"Your father," said Roo, laughing. "He's not quite as evil-minded as
Your grandfather, but your father is no slouch when it comes to making
sure he has all his resources ready. Besides, I'm the largest single debt
holder on the Royal Treasury, so he has to keep me apprised of what's
going on.'

Jimmy said, "Well, then, I expect you'll recover your losses before
you're through."

Nakor said, "If he doesn't get himself killed first.

Roo threw Nakor a dark look. "I'm not volunteering for any more
hair-brained missions, you can bet. From now on

I'm a conservative fam-

ily man, a businessman who will stay home and look after his
holdings." "

From nearby another voice said, "After we take care of a little job."
All eyes turned to see Erik von Darkmoor standing nearby. "I came
looking for all of you; how convenient

I find all of you together. " To

Dash and Jimmy, he said, "Report  to your father, now, gentlemen.

The brothers didn't hesitate, and started for the doorAs Jimmy



passed the young woman who gave him Water) he said, I Thanks again."
She nodded and smiled and said nothing.

Erik turned to Nakor. "Can YOU reach Brother Dominic.

Nakor nodded. "He's due back from Rillanon, soon. He's supposed
to be bringing me word as to the Temple of IshaP's willingness to
support

our efforts here. I suspect he is either in Salador or on the road

from

Salador to here."

"I'll send a patrol eastward, looking for him. If he somehow gets here
before they find him, please let Duke Arutha know.'
Nakor nodded. "WhY, if [ may ask?"

"You can ask," said Erik. "I can't answer. You'll have to ask Duke
Arutha. '

Nakor said, "I might."

To Roo, Erik said, "I need to speak with you." He glanced at Luis
and Karli, saying, "Excuse me, please."

He led Roo to a distant corner of the warehouse-turned temple, and
when they were alone, he said,

,Who do you have still working for you in Sarth?"

Roo asked, ,What makes you think I have anyone working for me

in Sarth?"

Erik said, "Roo, it's me you're talking to. Now, who do you have

still working for you in Sarth?"

Roo said, "John Vinci. He acts as an independent trader; he specializes
in bringing in contraband from Queg. That's why it's not widely

known he works for me."

"Good. We need to visit with him.

"What?" said Roo. "We? Visit?"

Erik said, "We need to see how things are in Sarth before we turn
northward. We need to come back with a detailed report before Owen
takes the army and moves to crush Nordan in Sarth. We've sent scouts
around the area, and most of them have come back, but we can't tell how
strong the deployment is inside the town. We need to get inside and look
around."

Roo looked his boyhood friend in the eye, and said, "When you say

we,' you're speaking of the Kingdom army, right?"
No, I mean you and I need to get in there and scout."

Roo said, "No!"

"You must," said Erik. "You're the only man we know who has a
plausible enough story that can get us into Sarth without getting our
throats cut."

"What story?"

"You're a well-known Kingdom merchant who has openly traded

with Queg and the Free Cities. You're reputed to put a profit above everything
else. If you were to sneak into Sarth-especially with your friend

Vinci ready to corroborate your story-even if we get apprehended, you'll
be convincing in your role as the greedy merchant anxious to set up trade



before his competition does."
"We?"
"I'm going, too," said Erik.
Roo still looked unconvinced. "So you'll be standing beside me on
the gibbet again? Only this time there won't be any Bobby de Loungville
to haul us to our feet and explain we're being reprieved to serve the crown.
No, thank you. I've done my service and been pardoned for my
crimes."
"You want to see any of the money the crown owes you, ever again?"
"It's my most ardent hope."
"Then I'd consider this, Roo."
He glanced around. "This isn't the place to talk. Come to the castle
tonight and seek me out in my quarters. I'll explain more then."
Roo said, "For the sake of our friendship, I will, but I'm not going
on any more stone-headed missions, Erik."

The smuggler's boat sailed silently up the coast, hugging as close inshore
as possible, without shoaling out on the reefs which dotted the
shoreline between Krondor and Ylith.

Roo and Erik had ridden to within a half-day's walk of the coast, just
beyond a checkpoint Duko had established, and escort riders had taken

the horses back to Owen Greylock's forward position. An unofficial channel
of communication was already in operation, and even though few

outside of the Prince's immediate circle knew of the coming change in
loyalties on Duke Duko's part, there were rumors of change in the wind.
Most of them planted by Duke Arutha's agents.

The current one being carefully fostered was that the Kingdom

couldn't mount an offensive this year against the invaders in the North,

due in the main to Kesh's threatening presence on their southern flank.
Additionally, it was rumored, the Prince would be leaving soon for the
East, to get married in the royal palace at Rillanon, leaving the command
in the West to Owen Greylock, with express orders to hold where they
were, defend where necessary, but to seek no offensive.

Roo had been astonished by the scope of the deception. He had been

told by Erik that Arutha's agents were already in Krondor, quietly undertaking
the transfer of power, with as little fanfare as possible. It was Erik's
passionate hope that by the time the Armies of the West were ready to
redeploy, not only would the enemy be taken by surprise, but they would
have been lulled into a state of complacency.

A crewman whispered, "We're nearly there. Get ready."

Roo said, "Are you sure this is necessary?~

"Absolutely," said Erik.

The Captain ordered sail lowered and a small boat was put over the

side. Neither Erik nor Roo were sailors, but Erik felt competent enough

to row a boat into a quiet fishing village without calling too much attention
to themselves.

The boat was lowered and Erik and Roo shimmied down ropes to get

into the skiff, and by the time Erik had the oars in the oarlocks, the
smuggler had his sails up and was putting out toward deeper water. The



current here ran southeast, and Erik was forced to work to keep on course,
trying to come in at a fishing village in a sandy cove just south of Sarth.
Roo said, "Are you all right?"

Erik pulled hard and the boat seem to jump forward. "Everything's

fine.)$

The sound

of breakers wasn't loud, as the surf was relatively calm,

but it still picked the boat up as the combers ran up on the shore, turning
into breakers. Erik pulled and the boat seemed to be climbing a hill, only
to slide backward a bit as the wave broke just in front of them.

Suddenly the bow of the boat dipped and Roo glanced over his shoulder
and realized he was looking at water. "Erik!" he shouted as the wave
crashed down upon him, drenching him to the skin in moments.

The boat wallowed and turned sideways as Erik fought to keep it
pointed at the beach. The boat tipped to the left, then suddenly it flipped,
and Erik and Roo both were tossed into the water.
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Roo sputtered as he came up, and to his irritation found he was only
waist deep in water. He looked around and saw Erik standing a few yards

away. The boat, upside down, was being pushed into the sand by the

waves.

Wading over toward Erik, Roo was about to comment on Erik's boathandling
skills when a lantern a dozen yards away was unshuttered. Men

stood at the edge of the water, visible in the lantern's light; torches were

lit. Soon, Erik and Roo could see a score of armed men, many with bows

or crossbows pointed in their direction, facing them from the dry sand. In

the distance, behind them, the faint outlines of the fishing village could

be seen.

Roo turned to Erik and said, "Everything's fine?"
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Roo SNEEZED.

Erik sipped at a hot cup of Keshian coffee. They were sitting in a large

hut near the beach, warming themselves before a fire while their clothing

was drying on a line strung in front of the rude stone fireplace.

The leader of the smugglers who had met them on the beach said,

"Sorry for the scare, Mr. Avery. John said to cover the cove and make

sure you got ashore safely." He was a nondescript fellow, ideal for smuggling,
one whom a soldier or guardsman was unlikely to look at twice.

The only thing that differentiated this man and his companions from common
workers was the assortment of weapons they carried.



Roo said, "I wish we'd have had enough time for him to answer the
note. So I would have known we were to be met."

The smuggler's spokesman said, "As soon as your clothing is dried
out, we'll leave." He glanced out the door of the hut. "Or maybe a little
damp, because we have to be out of here before dawn."

"Patrols?"

"Not so's you'd notice," said the man. "But there is a checkpoint up

the road we need to pass, and the guards that we've bribed are relieved
at dawn. You'll go in place of two men who will stay here. We've got
some goods stashed away from our last cargo and we'll have to hurry to
be in the town before dawn. No one will suspect anything."

Erik nodded.

Roo inspected the clothing and said, "We'll change once we get to
John's. He's sure to have some dry clothing."

Erik sipped the coffee. "This tastes fresh," he said.

"Should be. Got it off a packet boat from Durbin yesterday. It's part

of that cargo we'll be carrying in."

"Keshian ships are putting in here?"
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"And Quegan traders, too," said the leader. "Kingdom ships are staying
close to Port Vykor and escorting Far Coast traders to and from the
Straits of Darkness." He made a wide sweeping gesture. "Fadawah's got
a few ships left from the invasion, and he's keeping them up near Ylith.
So there's no one to keep ships away from these beaches, but it's tough
getting anything into the town unless you have the checkpoint guards
bribed." The leader moved toward the door. "I've got things to do." He
motioned to the other smugglers, who departed, leaving Roo and Erik
alone.

Erik said, "I told you Vinci would get your note."

"You had more confidence in my agents than I," Roo answered. "It
seems your faith was justified."

Erik said, "There are a lot of things at risk, Roo, and we need your
contacts as well as our own to pull off this counterstrike."

"What's the Prince's plan for that old abbey? If Fadawah's got any

brains, it's packed to the limit with enough men to strike down the mountain
and ruin any attack up the coast."

"Arutha's got plans for the abbey."

Roo shook his head. "Every time I hear any member of the royal

court has plans, I'm reminded that most of the time we served involved
running very hard from people who were trying equally h&rd to catch and
kill us."

Erik said, "That's one way of putting things."

They spoke little for the next hour, as their clothes dried enough to

put on. An hour before dawn, the leader of the smugglers said, "We must

g0~y

Roo and Erik quickly dressed, their clothes still slightly damp. They



went outside and gathered up bundles of goods, and climbed a steep path
that cut straight up the side of a small cliff behind the village. Fishermen
were moving down toward the beach where they would launch their boats
and spend their day as their fathers and grandfathers had before them.
They took no notice of the smugglers, and Roo assumed the inhabitants
of the village were paid a handsome sum to pretend the smugglers were
invisible.

They climbed the cliffs until they reached the plateau above, a large
stretch of dirt and grass they quickly crossed to reach the road. They
moved swiftly down the road until they came in sight of a barricade. It
Was a sturdy affair of dirt, reinforced with wood and stones, sporting an
impressive array of steel-tipped wooden stakes to repulse riders. To pass
it, the smugglers had to move to the side of the road, step down into a
shallow gully, then circle around to the back of the barricade. A wagon
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or a man on foot could easily negotiate it, but attackers up the road would
be forced down to the cliffs on the sea side, where another large barricade
was erected, or into thick woods steeply rising up the side of a small
mountain, impassable by any but the occasional goat or deer.

As they hurried past the guards, the leader of the smugglers stopped

and handed over a pouch and nodded, without a word, to a soldier who
was equally silent.

Then they were past the checkpoint and down the road into the town

of Sarth.

The rear door to the storage room closed after the last smuggler departed.
It was attached to the back of John Vinci's shop, the second floor

of which was his home. A single lantern illuminated the room, which was
stacked with small boxes and bundles of goods he would sell in his shop:
cloth, needles, thread, iron goods-kettles, pots, and pans-rope, tools,

and other necessities for those living in and around Sarth. Vinci turned
and said, "Bad news, Roo."

"What?"

"Lord Vasarius has agents in town."
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Rupert said, "Damn. Any who know me from my visits to Queg. "
"Almost certainly. You'll have to keep a very low profile," Vinci said.
"You can stay out back in the smaller worker's shed. I have no one using
it now. Vasarius's men are due to sail back to Queg by the end of the
week. Once they're gone, you should be able to move about freely."
John Vinci was the son of an escaped Quegan galley slave who had



made his way to the safety of the Kingdom. He spoke the language of the
island nation like a native, and traded with smugglers and sea captains
attempting to avoid Kingdom customs officers.

He had come to Roo's attention when he had gained possession of a
valuable necklace, one which Roo had eventually used to ingratiate himself
to Lord Vasarius. He had then achieved several profitable trades with

the Quegan noble, leading up to planting a rumor of a treasure fleet which
had caused the leading nobles of Queg to dispatch their warships to attack
the fleet of the Emerald Queen as it exited the Straits of Darkness the
previous Midsummer's Day. The most powerful lords of Queg had seen
the vast bulk of their ships sent to the bottom, the single most devastating
naval defeat in their history.

Most knew that Rupert Avery of Krondor somehow had a hand in

this, for while there was no direct line proving he engineered the ruse,
there were ample reports of rumors started by men who served on his
ships, or who worked for his agents. Without being told, Roo knew he

was a marked man in Queg and that to be discovered outside Kingdom
protection meant his life would be measured in hours, if not minutes. Even
in the Kingdom he would have to forevermore be vigilant against assassins
hired by Quegan gold.

Roo looked at John. "I can hide out until we have to depart, if necessary.
But Erik needs to look around. Can you provide believable cover?"

John looked dubious. "I don't know. There are so many strangers in
Sarth, perhaps. If he could pass as a Quegan or Keshian mercenary, no
doubt. But all Kingdom citizens who bear arms are known to the local
soldiers. "

Erik said, "I don't have to go armed. If I'm one of your workmen. . .
Vinci shook his head. "I only employ casual labor, Erik. Things are

a little slow now, given the occupation." He said, "Let me think about
this. You two sleep and take it easy. I'll send one of my children out with
some food in a while, then sleep. Maybe by tomorrow morning I'll have
thought of some reason to be walking around town with someone as
noticeable as Erik."

"Buy something," said Roo.

John's eyebrows went up. "What?"

"Buy something. A building, a business, a house. Something over on

the other side of the town that will let you move back and forth. Make
Erik ... a builder. Someone you're going to pay to repair -things."

Vinci said, "There are several businesses that are abandoned or for

sale. "

"Good, let it be known you're taking the opportunity to seize profit,

and are willing to buy whatever anyone has to sell."

"How, by the way, am I paying for this?"

"If you actually have to buy something, John, you'll pay for it as you
always do, with my gold."

Vinci grinned. "It usually comes back with a profit attached."
"True," said Roo, returning the grin. "That's why you're doing so
well.pi



John opened the door to the front part of his store, and the stairs

leading up to the living quarters above, and said, "Food Will be here
shortly. After you finish, head out that rear door to the shed on the other
side of the yard and get some sleep."

Erik turned to Roo as the door closed. "A builder?"

just pick up some loose wood, look at it, toss it aside, and grunt.

Take along some parchment or paper and scribble on it. Look around a
lot. If any of the soldiers start talking like they know something about
carpentry, nod in agreement."
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Erik leaned his chair back, so that he balanced on two legs, resting
his head against the wall. "Well, it's a better plan than I have. I hope
things back in Darkmoor are working out Smoother than they are here."

jimmy shouted, "No!"
Arutha said "There will be no argument!"

1 m down,

Dash stepped between his brother and father and said, "Cal

both of you."

Arutha said, "My orders are not subject to your approval, James!"
Jimmy said, "But you, leading a raid ... it's preposterous.) I

Nakor and Father Dominic stood nearby, watching the exchange.

Arutha said, "I am the only one here who remembers Father's story about
the secret entrance into the abbey at Sarth. I don't remember all of it, but
I stand the best chance of having things come back to me as I walk around
the base of that mountain."

Jimmy looked at Father Dominic. "Don't you know the way?"

Dominic said, "I know where the door is, in the subbasement of the
abandoned library, that leads to the tunnel outside in the hills. I don't
know if I could find the entrance from the outside. It's been twenty years
since I've even been down to the base of the mountain."

Jimmy was about to speak when Dash said, "What do you want us

to do?"

Arutha said, "I need someone in Krondor overseeing the rotation of
troops. When Von Darkmoor and Avery get back from their scouting
mission at Sarth, I want to be able to strike before Nordan sees the attack
coming."

"which is why Greylock is already up at the forward lines getting
ready," said Jimmy.

"Yes," replied Arutha. "I'll give you details before you go, but by
midday tomorrow I want you on the road west."

Jimmy said, "I don't like this one little bit."

Nakor grinned. "You make that obvious."



Dash said, "Come on. We have to get our kits together."

As the boys reached the door out of Arutha's office, Arutha said,
"Jimmy, Dash."

They stopped at the door. "Yes?" asked Dash.

"I love you both very much."

Jimmy hesitated a moment, then returned to embrace his father.
"Don't do anything stupid and heroic," he whispered to his father.
"Aren't [ supposed to be saying that to you?" asked Arutha.
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Dash hugged his father and said, "You know it wouldn't do any

good."

"Stay alive, both of you," whispered Arutha.

"You, too," said Jimmy.

The brothers left the room. Arutha turned to Dominic and said,

"What does the Ishapian Temple have to say to us, Brother?"

Dominic, a man nearly eighty years of age, but appearing barely
twenty-five due to the healing magic of the Lifestone, said, "Many things,
my lord duke. May I sit?"

Arutha indicated they both should, and Dominic said, "It took some
persuasion, but I am living proof of my claims. Besides, I was seniormost
in rank in the West and my words carried some weight."

"And your warning saved your library at Sarth."

"To be frank, that was not entirely providential."

"What do you mean?" asked Arutha.

"I don't think it a breach of trust to reveal it was your grandfather

who warned us to be ready to move the library when certain things occurred. "
Really?" said Arutha.

Dominic got a perplexed expression on his face. "But what I find odd
was when he arrived at Sarth to find me and take me to Seathanon, prior
to our confrontation with the demon, he didn't seem to remember he sent
us the warning."

"Maybe he didn't," said Nakor.

"Why?" asked Arutha.

"Because maybe he hasn't sent the warning, yet."

Dominic said, "Time travel?"

Nakor shrugged. "Possibly. He's done it before."

Arutha nodded. "That's possible. I get the feeling there's a great deal
more to all this than Grandfather has told me, or than you've told me."
Nakor said, "True. But that's for your own good."

Arutha laughed. "You sound like me, talking to my children." To
DOminic, "So, will the Ishapian Temple support Nakor's efforts?"

"Yes," said Dominic, "though they are somewhat dubious as to the

net effect. Yet they understand the need."

"I'm dubious, too," said Nakor, "and I started the Temple of Arch-Indar.))

Arutha said, "You are the most amazing man. What. is the exact
purpose of your order, again?"



"TO bring about the restoration of the Goddess of Good, as I told you
before.) ~
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"Yes, you are a wonder," said Arutha dryly.

Nakor said, "Yes, I am, aren't I? But I think my little temple will not

be what it needs to be until we find the real head of the order."

"I thought you were the high priest of Arch-Indar," said Arutha.

"Only until the real one shows up. Then I'll return to doing what I

do best, traveling and learning things."

"Well, until this person puts in an appearance, what are you going to
do?"

Nakor said, "Do tricks, tell stories, provide food, get people to listen

to the message of the Good Lady."

Dominic said, "First must come belief. When people begin to understand
that good flows from Arch-Indar, then they will begin the long task

of bringing her back to us."

"I don't pretend to understand everything involved with temple politics,"
said Arutha. "I have read notes left by my father and Prince Arutha,

and I get the distinct impression they were privy to secrets that were not
passed along to me."

Dominic said nothing.

"Very well," said Arutha. "I will trust that nothing in this poses a

threat to the Kingdom, which is my charge and area of concern. Besides,
it seems to me that spreading the doctrine of doing good can harm no
one.'~

Nakor shook his head. "Would that it were true. Men have been put

to death for preaching good."

Arutha said, "Well, at least not in the West while I'm Duke of Krondor."
Looking at Dominic he said, "If I can find this entrance to the old
abbey, can you get us inside?"

Dominic said, "I can. The entrance is locked from within. But there

is a secret control that will open it from without. Your father found that
control."

Arutha smiled. "He always claimed he was the best thief in the history
of Krondor."

"Skill or luck, he recognized it, disarmed a trap, and activated the
entrance. Almost gave one of our brothers a heart attack when he showed
up inside our library."

Arutha said, "The question becomes how many men to bring with

us.' ~

Dominic said, "I know only a little of warcraft. You must bring a

small enough company that we are not detected while moving through
the mountains and large enough that once inside we stand a good chance
of securing the abbey."

i
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"Can you draw me plans of the abbey?"

"I lived there fifty years, Duke Arutha. I can show you every hallway
and closet."

"Good. I will have a scribe visit with you in the morning. If you can

have them finished by the end of the week, I would be appreciative. If

we're going to be in position to get inside the abbey when Owen strikes

up the coast at Sarth, we need be on the way up the eastern trail along

Nightmare Ridge by then."

Dominic bowed and said, "I am at your disposal. If someone could
show me to a room? It's been a long journey from Rillanon."

Arutha rang a small bell and a page opened the door to his office.
"Show Brother Dominic to my quarters and bring him whatever he
needs."

"Your quarters?" asked the Ishapian.

"I will not be needing them tonight, I'm afraid. I have many things

to do before first light tomorrow. Perhaps a nap after the morning court."
Dominic nodded and bowed again, following the page out of the

room.

Nakor said, "At least you've enough sense to put a bedroll behind

your desk, if you need to catch a nap."

Arutha smiled. "You don't miss much, do you?"

"I'm a gambler, remember? If I missed things I'd be broke or dead."
"Are you coming with us?"

"No," said Nakor. "It sounds interesting, but I think I need to be

here. Dominic brings a great gift from the Ishapians. They will share the
power they gain from the Tear of the Gods with us. When we have found
the true leader of our temple, we will send him to Rillanon and there he
Will be given this power.

"That power will turn my little warehouse into a true temple, where
Prayers will be answered, and miracles performed. Men will learn of good
and then help recreate the Good Lady."

Arutha said, "A worthy undertaking." He rose. "If you'll excuse me,
Nakor, I do have work. And if you need anything for your temple and I
can help before I go, I will do my best."

"Thanks," said Nakor, as he walked to the door. "Come back alive,

if You would. A new Duke might not be so willing to listen to me."
Arutha laughed as he opened the door to his office. "Well, as much

,Is I'd hate to inconvenience you by getting killed, I think I would be even
more inconvenienced."

"True. See, it's to both our benefit if you stay alive."

Arutha laughed again as he closed the door behind Nakor. Still
chuckling

, he sat back down behind his desk and considered the mountain of
work before him. The smile faded as he picked up the first report he
needed to review and, after scanning it, placed it in a pile to review with
his clerk in the morning.



He picked up the next piece of paper.

"Jimmy!" called Francie as he started down the hallway.

Jimmy turned and saw her hurrying after him. "Hello," he said coolly.

She slipped her arm in his and said, "I haven't seen you for a while.

Has your father had you out and about?"

Jimmy said, "No, I've been working here, but have little time of my

own." Very gently and slowly, he disengaged his arm from hers.

"Jimmy, what's wrong?" she asked.

Jimmy felt his color rise, and suddenly he was choking on unexpected
emotions. "What's wrong is it isn't appropriate for me to be overly familiar
with the future Queen of Isles."

Her color rose in a blush and she looked down at the floor stones. "I
should have known your father would tell you."

"Why didn't you tell me?" he asked.

She looked up at him, and her eyes were rimming with moisture. "I

don't know. I didn't know ... how you'd take it. Before I came to Darkmoor,
I thought I knew how I felt about you ... about us. Then when I

saw you, and we dined together and those walks together ... I don't

know. Things just didn't seem the same as they did when we were children."

Jimmy said, "That's because they're not the same. We're not children. "

She looked him in the eyes, then impulsively leaned forward and

kissed him on the cheek. "You were always my best friend, Jimmy. I love
you more than any boy I've known. I want you to be happy for me."
Jimmy flushed. "Happy because you're going to be Queen, or because
you're going to marry that ass Patrick?"

"Don't be that way," she said softly. "Daddy says someone has to

keep Patrick in line, and that's why he wants me to be a strong Queen.
It's one of the reasons the King wants me to marry Patrick."

Jimmy said, "Look, I don't know what to say. I only know that whatever
we want doesn't matter, and that you'll marry Patrick, and I'll marry
whoever Father tells me to marry, and that will be the end of that. It's
never been any other way."

She squeezed his hand. "Be my friend?"

He nodded. "I'll always be that, Francie."

A tear formed and started down her cheek. "I'll need friends like you

when I'm Queen in Rillanon."

He found his own feelings rising and said, I 'It's just ...

"What?"

Softly he said, "We'll never know what we could have been, don't

you see?"

She nodded. "I see. But there's never been a choice for either of us,

has there? We can't let our feelings distract us from our duty." She looked
into his eyes a moment, then added, "I will always love the boy who used
to play with me in the palace at Rillanon, and who used to laugh when



I beat up his little brother. I'll cherish the time we spent sneaking into all
those places we weren't supposed to go. I never forgave you for being
boys and getting to do boy things, while I had to learn to be a lady." She
sighed. "But I will never be able to fall in love, my dearest Jimmy. And
neither will you. Don't mourn for something that never was. Just be my
friend."

Without another word she released his hand and hurried back down

the corridor.

Jimmy stood quietly for a long minute, then slowly turned and resumed
his walk down the corridor.

Dash signaled and Jimmy turned and waved. They were a hundred

yards ahead of the first column heading into Krondor. A delegation of
Duko's men were waiting a mile outside the city and Jimmy wanted the
column to wait until an exchange of documents was completed.

Jimmy urged his horse forward and rode to a point just before the
obvious leader of the group. Jimmy saluted and said, "I am Baron James
of the Prince's court." He recognized the man as being one of Duko's
captains. Then he remembered his name. "How are you, Captain Boyse?"

The Captain, a muscular man with a long beard and hair, nodded.
"Well, Baron James."

Jimmy reached into a pouch sewn into his cloak and pulled a thread,
unraveling the top seam. He reached into the pocket and pulled out a

sheaf of documents. He handed them to Boyse. "This is the final communication
between Prince Patrick and our newly named Lord Sutherland.

This will confirm his appointment to office-the ceremony will be

held when Patrick returns to the city. There are several orders and instructions,
but they just reaffirm what the Duke already knows."

Captain Boyse stroked his chin. "You know, when Duko ...  mean

the Duke, first told me of this deal, I would have bet my life it would
never take place." He shrugged. "what do I know?" He pointed to the
southwest. 'A troop of five hundred men, foot and horse alike, are

on the march toward Land's End. We will occupy that fortress by week's
end." He smiled. "I understand we may have to dislodge a few Keshians
Dash

who have wandered into that town from the desert?"

Jimmy nodded. "Bandits, mostly."

"You've brought the replacements?"

"UP the road," said Jimmy.

"Good." He handed the documents to one of his lieutenants, and said,

"I will happily trade this garrison duty for some scrapping along the
frontier

. Some of my men are city men, who were carpenters or masons,
fishermen and the like, back home, but I was always a soldier." He looked

around as if trying to see beyond the limits of his vision. "Duko's a



thinker; he talks about this nation of yours. He tells us this new

pledge of

loyalty is a good thing." He looked at Jimmy. "I do not know of such
things. I am trained to fight and kill and die if needed. But I trust

Duko.

He has been my leader for more than half my life, and he was not much
more than a boy when I pledged service to him. So, if Duko says we are
now servants of your Prince, and that we fight for this nation we tried to
take last year, then we shall serve your Prince and fight for this nation. I
don't claim to understand it, but I will do as Duko orders, for he is

my

General. "
jimmy nodded. "I understand. And for that reason, he will continue

to be your General." Then Jimmy smiled. "And perhaps someday he will
have a son, who will grow UP to also be your General."

Boyse laughed. "That would be something, wouldn't it, Baron

James?" He turned his horse around and said, "Call your men. Let us
ride into Krondor together."
jimmy signaled and Dash rode forward, and the column behind him

also moved up. When they were formed up with Boyse and his companions
, they started forward, and for the first time in almost a year, the

agents of the Prince of Krondor were reclaiming his city for the

Crown.

Dash hurried along the street, dodging workers and peddlers. Life was
returning to Krondor, and there were endless tasks before them. Several
hundred mercenaries from outside the walls had been given employment
and sent to the borders to the south. Others were being recruited for
escort and garrison duty in the area between Darkm

oor and Shamata

, replacing soldiers who were being sent to this front.

Workers, shopkeepers, and some minor nobles had returned in the

last two weeks. Two messengers from Fadawah had been intercepted, and

reassuring reports returned by other messengers, soldiers loyalto Duko
already who could be trusted to report only what Duko wanted Fadawah and

Nordan to know.

judged it would be only a matter of two or three weeks more

before it was obvious to Fadawah and Nordan that Duko had turned coat.
The story that a big wedding in Rillanon would keep the Prince away
from the West for a year, and that Keshian

would keep the Kingdom from attempting to retake

widely circulated. Duko's latest message to Fadawah included a note that
a Keshian agent had made preliminary contact with him inquiring about
the possibility of formal treaty with the"King of the Bitter Sea," which
Duko hoped would keep Fadawah overconfident for a while longer.

Dash turned a corner, heading into a burned-out portion of the city
that was far down the list to be rebuilt.The note he had received had
been short and to the point. No signature had been affixed, but he had
no doubt who had sent it.



Dash worried about the presence of Keshian agents in the city. The
transfer of soldiers was taking place slowly. The logistics of getting those
patrols to pre-determined locations, having those men switch clothing with
Kingdom regulars, and change places, was very complex. To any casual
observer, it appeared that a half-dozen or so patrols rode out throughout
the day and returned later. What wasn't apparent was that they were
composed of different men. The one place Duko's men remained was at
two checkpoints south of Nordan's position in Sarth. So far there had
been no mistakes.

Dash reached the appropriate place and stepped inside the burned-out
shell of a tavern. As soon as he was inside the fire-blackened

walls, a voice

in the shadows said, "You come alone, Puppy?"

Dash's expression let Trina know what he thought of being called
Puppy.'~ ('I'm alone."

She jerked her head to one side, indicating a door to a rear room. He
moved toward it, and it opened. John Turpin stood in front of the door
way and said, "Sword."

Dash removed his sword from its scabbard and handed it to him.
"Through there," he said, indicating another door.

Dash moved to that door, and when it didn't open, he tripped the
latch. Inside he found the Upright Man sitting at a table, a half-drunk
flagon Of water next to him.

"Nephew," he said with dry humor. His voice was as raspy as Dash
remembered.

"Uncle," said Dash with the same dry humor.

"Have you news for me?"

Dash sighed. He sat in the second chair at the table without being

asked. "As you can see, we were not in need of your help in taking the
city. Duko gave it willingly."

"At no small price, | hear," said Lysle Riggers with a chuckle.i 'Duke

of the Southern Marches."

"There's to be a general amnesty.)~

The old man studied his great-nephew and said, "I don't hear the

'but,' though it is there."

"It's to be applied only to those who fought against the Kingdom, as

they swear loyalty to the crown. It will also be extended to any man who
volunteers for service now."

"But not petty thieves such as the Mockers."

"Only if you join the army," said Dash. "I tried. My father has no

need to be busying himself or his judges with accusations of crimes before
the war." Dash shrugged. "Fact is, anyone likely to bring complaint is no
longer living here. When merchants return, who is to say what was taken
before the war and what was looted or lost during the sacking of the city?"
Lysle chuckled. "True. All true. However, there are those among our
brethren who have the death mark on them already, and who are known
to your father's constables."

Dash let out a long sigh. "I know, but if they'll serve the crown, they'll
be pardoned for their crimes."

"I'm a little old to serve, don't you think?" asked the Upright Man.



Dash said, "I don't think there's anyone besides myself, Jimmy, and
Father who has an inkling of who you might be. And while I'm sure there
is a very long list of crimes for which you might be hung, why bother?"
He looked at his great-uncle and said, "If Grandfather didn't want you
taken, why should we?"

"Your grandfather needed me alive to control the Mockers," said Lysle. "
It may be some time before the Mockers are effective enough to be

in need of controlling again." He let out a long, tired sigh. "I most certainly
will not be here to see it. And I do not know if the next Upright

Man, or whatever he calls himself, will care to make deals with the
crown." He pointed a finger at Dash. "You and your father are clever
enough, but once I'm gone, you'll not be able to make demands of the
Mockers the way your grandfather made of me."

Dash said, "I know. If you have nothing more, I have a great deal to

do."

The Upright Man waved him away. "We're done, Dashel Jamison.

From now on, we are Mockers and you are the Prince's man. If you conic
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back into the Poor Quarter after dark, you are as much at risk as any
other man."

"I understand," said Dash. He returned to the door, then paused and

said ' But if there's something I can do without compromising my oath

to the Kingdom, send me a message, will you?"

The old man laughed. "I'll consider it. Now go."

Dash moved into the second room and found John Turpin gone. His
sword hung over the butt end of a burned-out timber. He retrieved it and
moved through the next door. As he expected, Trina wasn't in the outer
part of the building either. He left the devastation of the inn and moved
away. He paused a moment and tried to remember the name of that
particular inn, then it came to him. It had been called the Rainbow Parrot,
and it had once been owned by a friend of his grandfather's, a man named
Lucas. Caught up for a moment in reflection on old stories of his grandfather,
Dash almost didn't hear the footsteps behind him.

He spun and had his sword out before the man came within a halfdozen
paces. The man coming at him was dressed like a rag picker and

was thin and dirty. He came to a halt and, putting up his hands, backed
away, then turned and ran.

Dash put up his sword and considered that it would be a long time

before Krondor was what it once had been. Then as he left to return to
the palace, he considered the Poor Quarter was probably safer now than
it had been before the war.



Dash reached the palace and was again astonished by the amount of
work going on; there must have been a hundred masons at work, most of
whom had been soldiers serving in Duko's army before the war. But they
were making progress in getting the palace repaired. Other workers
washed soot from walls, hauling away rubbish and debris, even hanging
screens and other decorative touches in some of the larger rooms on the
main floor. Entering the hallway, he saw Jimmy hurrying toward him.
"There you are!" said Jimmy.

"What is it?"

"We've got troubles," said Jimmy, turning to walk beside Dash toward
the Prince's private office suite, now being used by Duko.

"Has Fadawah discovered what we're up to?"

"Worse," said Jimmy.

"What?"

"Land's End was overrun by a Keshian company."

"oh, gods."

"Yes," said Jimmy as they turned the corner and climbed stairs up
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toward Duko's offices. "And there are other reports coming in. It looks
like Kesh has decided to punctuate her demands for concessions with a
little show of force."

"Just what we need," said Dash.

Jimmy moved toward the door to Duko's office, knocked once, and
opened the door without waiting to be bid enter. A clerk holding a large
sheaf of papers, warned by the knock, jumped nimbly out of the way as
the door opened.

The two brothers entered and found a half-dozen clerks and scribes
writing orders and dispatches. They made their way through the press of
court officers and entered Duko's inner office. Dash was once again struck
by the difference between his office when it was occupied by the Prince
and his father, and as it was now, with Duko sitting behind the desk.
Before it was the administrative center of the Western Realm, now it was
the headquarters of a military organization.

Dash and Jimmy now recognized most of Duko's remaining Captains,
and all the Kingdom officers who now served. Wendell, a cavalry captain
formerly of the garrison at Hawk's Hollow, now officially the KnightCaptain
of the Royal Krondorian Horse, looked at a map and said, "I

can have four hundred more men down there by the day after tomorrow,
Your Grace."

Some of Duko's Captains glanced at one another; they were still having
some problem with the protocols of the Kingdom and found the new

title oddly unnerving.

Duko looked at Jimmy and Dash. "You two. You're familiar with



this area, aren't you?"

Jimmy said, "We've spent the last few years here, Your Grace."

It suddenly struck Dash that the majority of the Krondorian garrison
perished in the destruction of the city; the remaining fragments of the
garrison were now serving to the east with Owen Greylock. Owen wasn't
due in the city for another five days, just before the time selected to launch
the offensive northward.

Duko pointed at the map. "We've got two or three hundred soldiers
assaulting our position in Land's End. By this morning's dispatch, they're
holding there, but hard-pressed. They may already have fallen. The five
hundred foot soldiers I sent earlier this week won't get there for another
five days, even if I send a galloper to order a forced march. We also have
reports of some ships sailing along the coast toward Land's End, possibly
in support of the assault."

Jimmy said, "That makes sense. If they bring up a large force across

the Jal-Pur, they have logistics problems. But if they shock us with a
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smaller force, holding our men inside the citadel, while they land more
troops by sea, they can quickly surround and siege."

"Who's in charge down in Port Vykor?" asked Duko.

"Admiral Reeves," supplied one of the Kingdom officers.

"Send him orders to intercept those ships and drive them off. I don't

care if he sinks or captures them, just keep them from landing those men."
The officer saluted and hurried to the outer office. Duko looked at Wendell. "
Take your four hundred horse and leave at once. As soon as you

overtake those foot soldiers, tell them to run." Captain Wendell saluted.
Duko turned to one of his old captains and said, "Runcor, I want you to
take a hundred or so of your best mother-killers and follow the coastline
down to Land's End. If you see anyone coming ashore, kill them."

The old Captain said, "Yes, Duko ... er, Your Grace."

Duko smiled and said, "Get out of here."

Duko looked at Jimmy and Dash. "Until your Lord Greylock gets

here, I'm assuming command. I'll need your help, young sirs, as I am not
all that familiar with this outlying area."

He pointed to a spot on the map. "But I'm guessing that if this Empire

to the south is serious, here is where we will see their next push." His
finger was on a small hill pass halfway between Shamata and Land's End.
"It's a long run, but it's relatively flat land. If they only seek to put pressure
on the negotiations in Darkmoor, then they'll withdraw at the first

show of strength. If they are seeking to get into a serious fight, they'll
launch a second assault through here about the time they land their ships
at Land's End." Looking at another of his old captains, he said, "Jallom,
get scouts down to that pass as fast as possible. I don't even know if we
have any soldiers there."

"We don't," said the Captain named Jallom. "We assumed the Kingdom
would take care of their southern flank and we wouldn't have to
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"Well, we're now the Kingdom, and we need to worry. And send



word to Greylock about what is going on and ask him if he might consider
sending troops that way if they can get there first."

Men hurried to carry out orders, and Duko said, "Gentlemen, we

have a war on our hands. It's just not the one we wanted, and we don't
know how big it is. It may be a little one, but if [ were the Keshian General
and I found out just how chaotic things were here, I might try to get into
Krondor before Greylock, and then dare him to come dig me out with
Nordan on his northern flank." Duko shook his head. "Let's hope that
kicking them out of Land's End will teach them the error of their ways."
Jimmy looked at Dash and they both shared the same thought: What

else Could go wrong?

Twelve

ARUTHA POINTED.

Captain Subai motioned and the man behind him signaled. Another

man pointed and nodded. He then started searching in the indicated area.
The progress over the mountains had been slow, as the men on foot could
cover only between ten and fifteen miles a day. But they were now in
sight of the base of the mountain atop which perched the former Abbey

of Sarth.

Three scouts were moving along the difficult trail, moving up tiny

gullies worn by rainwater, small game tracks, anything that might lead to
the entrance. They were looking for a large extrusion of rock that overlapped
the face of the mountain, yet behind which was a long narrow

passage, leading to the entrance to the tunnel under the abbey. Arutha
remembered his father telling him that unless you were looking right at
the entrance, end-on to the extrusion, you would only see what looked
like mountainside.

They had been searching for days and had twice almost come into

contact with Nordan's patrols. Only the fact that Arutha and Dominic

were accompanied by the best woodsmen and trail scouts in the Kingdom
kept them undetected. There were only six of them in this party. The one
hundred and twenty Pathfinders and Crimson Eagles who were given the
responsibility for taking the abbey waited miles away, in a tiny valley, just
beyond the range of invader patrols.

Arutha took a drink of water from the skin he carried. The summer

heat was oppressive, yet they could not tarry. His father had mentioned
several other landmarks, but nothing in the area remotely looked like those
features. The large oak may have burned in a fire, or been harvested for
lumber. The three rocks piled one atop the other may have fallen, due to
rain or an earthquake. After all, it had been over fifty years ago. Then a
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whistle alerted Arutha that someone had found something. He hurried to
where Subai stood and saw a man below the Captain. He had jumped

down into a depression where all but his head was hidden by brush; he
would be invisible from the trail. Arutha glanced around and his eyes
caught sight of a large oak tree, masked by other, younger trees, but directly



opposite his position. He turned and saw a large boulder, the size

of a wagon, and at the base were two others-instantly he knew. "We've
found it!" he said quietly to Subai.

Arutha motioned to where Dominic stood and jumped down to stand
behind the soldier. "There's something on the other side of this brush,
Your Grace," said the soldier.

Without saying anything, Arutha took out his sword and started hacking
away the brush. The soldier hesitated a moment, then pulled out his
own. By the time Dominic arrived, they had cleared away a significant
portion of the undergrowth. Behind the cleared brush was a passage. Arutha
knew it was the place his father had described, because from end-on,

it did indeed look like a hallway, between the face of the cliff and a wall
of rock. To Captain Subai, he said, "Wait here until Dominic and I find
the entrance."”

The cleric and the Duke entered the narrow passage, which ran a full
hundred yards along the face of the mountain. At the end, to their left, a
cave large enough for one man to enter could be seen. Arutha said, "If
this was discovered, it is as easy to defend as the access above."
Dominic looked into the darkness. "It is natural, but it has been 'improved'
by the Brothers of Ishap. Notice, it's wide enough that a monk

carrying books or pulling a handcart can negotiate the turn, but there's
not enough room to turn a ram to break down the door."

"What door?"

Dominic closed his eyes, chanted almost silently, then held up his

hand. A nimbus of pale yellow light grew from his hand, casting enough
illumination that Arutha could see a large oak door ten feet inside the
entrance of the cave. It was without latch or lock. Across it three large
iron bands showed it was heavily reinforced. Arutha said, "You're right.
You'd need a heavy ram to knock that down, and there's no room here

to swing it.'

Dominic said, "The latch-"

Arutha said, "Indulge me a moment."

He inspected the area, running his hand above a ledge, and then below
another, and over the surface of the door. Finally he said, "My father told
me stories of his days as a thief. Often I imagined myself in his shoes,
doing just this sort of thing, attempting to enter somewhere [ was not
welcome. I wondered if I would be equal to the task." He knelt and
inspected the ground before the door. Off to one side, a small rock lay
nestled against the overhanging stone wall. Arutha reached for the rock.
"I wouldn't do that," said Dominic.

Arutha's hand hesitated. He then said, "I must concede I lack my

father's gifts." Smiling, he stood and said, "My grandfather tells me I
have more of my mother in me than my father. Perhaps he's correct."
"That's a trap, almost concealed. Over there is the true release." He
moved to a small recess and put his hand inside. Feeling around he
grasped a small latch, then moved it. "Now pull that rock."

Arutha did as he was bid and discovered the rock was attached to a

steel cable, by a large bolt at the back. The rock traveled only a few inches,



but as soon as he pulled it a deep rumble could be heard from the other
side of the door. The door moved, ponderously, but it moved. Slowly it
retracted to the left, leaving a narrow dark passage leading upward into
the mountain.

Arutha turned and said to Captain Subai, "It's open. Send a messenger
and bring up the men!"

He followed Dominic into the passage. The cleric pointed to a lever.
"Don't touch that. It will close the door behind us." He continued walking
up the passage. After nearly a hundred yards, the passage widened into a
large gallery, where footprints and signs of recent passage could clearly
be seen. Arutha inspected them and said, "These aren't boot marks. These
look like sandals."

Dominic said, "We kept books, scrolls, and other tomes stored
throughout the mountain, even this close to the escape route." He pointed
upward. "But nothing was taken out that way. My brothers quit the abbey
in good order, so whatever was kept here was hauled up the mountain,
put aboard wagons, and taken to our new abbey, That Which Was Sarth.
"Where is the new abbey?" asked Arutha.

Dominic smiled. "For reasons that you may understand more than

most, my order has decided that the information contained within that
particular abbey is too dangerous in the wrong hands. Therefore, only
those within our order know the exact location of That Which Was Sarth.
All T may tell you is that while it is in Yabon, it is safe from Fadawah."
Arutha said, "As an officer of the Royal Court, I am not pleased to

hear of this. As the grandson of Pug, I understand."

Boots upon the stone heralded the approach of the first band of Subai's
raiders. The man in the van carried a torch and behind him came others
holding bundles of supplies.

The timetable was critical. Greylock would begin his approach to
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Krondor in a week's time, but just before the city gates, he would wheel
to the north and launch a flying attack up the road to Sarth, striking the

first two defensive positions without stopping. They were relatively light
positions, from Duko's information, and would provide scant resistance.
it was at the southern border of Sarth they would meet the first major
resistance.

From there the fight into the town would be difficult, but if Nordan's
forces up in the abbey were to sally forth, Greylock's army would suddenly
be caught between a stout defensive position and an army charging

down a mountainside. If Greylock turned up the mountain road to attempt
to seize the abbey, he would be fighting up a road that at several places
narrowed so that only a single wagon or two men on horse could pass,
with the town garrison at his back.

The Kingdom's only hope was for Subai's force inside the mountain

to seize the abbey, or at least tie up the forces within long enough for
Owen to take the town. Once the town was in Kingdom hands, the abbey



could be isolated and its garrison starved out, or it would have already
fallen to Arutha's forces.

Arutha considered this as the men started to filter into the chamber.

It was possible they would be facing odds as high as four to one. No one
knew how many men were billeted within. Nordan had - not seen fit to
share that information with Duko. Their only advantage was surprise.

The night before Greylock's assault from the south, the Kingdom

forces below the abbey would launch their attack. Arutha knew he had

the Kingdom's best men for the job, handpicked by Subai. The Pathfinders
were trained for resourcefulness. To a man they were tough, resilient, and
efficient. The Crimson Eagles were veterans of a series of brutal campaigns,
men who would do exactly as needed and without hesitation.

At an hour past dawn in three days' time, they must either be in

control of the abbey, or creating enough trouble the garrison would be
unable to respond to any call for help from the town below. Arutha found
a spot near the next tunnel leading up and sat down, conserving his energy
until it was time to move. The balance of Subai's forces would be hours

in reaching the cave, so there was nothing to do but rest, and wait.

Erik grunted and made some notes. John Vinci said loudly, "I'll need

a larger storage room back here, and probably want to widen the gates so
can get bigger wagons in and out!"

Softly, Erik said, "Keep it down, John. We've been doing this for

three days and no one has questioned us so far. Unless they're starting to
think You're getting hard of hearing."
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With a pained grin, Vinci said, "Just trying to be convincing."

"We're done," said Erik. "Let's get back to your shop."

They walked through the surprisingly bustling streets of Sarth. The
town was always a fairly busy one, with many fishing villages bringing
their catch to market. It was also an important secondary port between
Ylith and Krondor, one which many traders and not a few smugglers from
Free Cities or Queg visited. Kingdom customs had been more lax

there, and as a result the city had quite a large population of people who
were enterprising, irrespective of who was governing, Kingdom or some
recent invader.

Armed men were everywhere, yet the mood was relaxed. The merob

i1 felt the

cenaries from Novindus who were bffieted in Sartn vousy y
were far enough behind the lines to not be taken unawares.
Erik and John hurried back to John's business,

and moved through

bored Roo sat in

the front, then into the rear storage room

where a very



a corner, half dozing. Without preamble, he said, "Are we leaving?"
Erik nodded. "Tonight."

John said, "I'll have a boat down at the smugglers' cove. You'll carry

o we left down there will be happy to get back

cargo, and the two men wh

home."

Erik said,

Roo, look at this."

Roo stood and came to where Erik opened up his sketches. He moved
them around until they formed a map of the region around the town of
Sarth. "You'll need to memorize this, so if you get back and I don't, you
can redraw it."

"What are you talking about?" asked Roo.

"I can't risk carrying these." He looked at Roo and John. "If we get
stopped, and we're carrying these maps, we're going to be dead before
anyone blinks. If we don't have them, we might be able to bluff our way
out." He looked at John. "If you hear we are caught, John, you're going
to have to try tomorrow night to get down to Krondor."

"Me?" said Vinci.

Roo said, "That's all right, John, It's not going to happen."

"But if it does," said Erik, "you're going to have to carry word to

Duke Duko and Owen Greylock." He pointed to the assembled pieces of
paper. "Look at this, and remember everything.

"Natural terrain is the enemy," said Erik. his finger showed a point
where the checkpoint had been erected. "This is a bottleneck, this gap

where the road runs atop the cliffs above the ocean and hard against the
steep hillside. "
Sarth was built north of that gap, where the road swung suddenly
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westward and through the town. The southern edge of the town was hard
against a cliff face, dropping down into a rocky beach where, even at low
tide, there was no decent footing. The coast turned northwest after a while,
and there Sarth's harbor could be found, with a long sandy beach and
several fishing villages to the north.

"Even if we landed support troops at the smugglers' cove, we are still
south of that gap," said Erik.

His finger indicated the harbor. "They've only got one ship in the

harbor, but look where it is."

Roo said, "So if anyone sees a Kingdom fleet rounding the point south
of town, they can move the ship to the mouth of the harbor and sink it."
Erik said, "I'm no sailor, but I don't think any ship we have can come
from the south and make it through the harbor before they can move that
ship and scuttle her."

Roo said, "Unless we take her first."

"We?" asked Erik.

"Figure of speech," said Roo with a grin.



Erik shook his head. "We can't get a message down to Krondor and
return with a squad to take that ship. Owen will reach Krondor in three
days' time. We need to be down there in two, so we can give him the
latest intelligence."

Roo said, "If you stay and use that band of thugs John hired, you

could take that ship."

Erik said, "No. Orders. I've got to be back day after tomorrow."

Roo looked at Vinci. "John?"

John held up his hands. "Not me!" He patted his ample gut and said,
"I'm an old fat man, Roo, and I never was a fighter on my best day."
Then Erik looked at Roo and said, "Would you care to volunteer for

one last mission for King and Country?"

Roo frowned. "To what good?"

("You might save the lives of a lot of good men, shorten the war, and
regain your lost wealth that much faster." Erik pointed to the northeast
end of town. "If we can chase Nordan's soldiers up the coast and get ships
up from Port Vykor into that harbor, we can resupply and move north
that much faster."

Roo said, "How many men do they keep on that ship, John?"

'(A light crew, from what we can see. It's been sitting there since
"'~'inter. Every once in a while someone rows back and forth between the
'hip and the town, and we think they've loaded some ballast on it, but
we've never seen any significant cargo; just a box of provisions now and
again. SO maybe it is a blockade ship."
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Roo scratched his head. "I'm an idiot for this, but I'll tak
for you, Erik. When is Greylock supposed to get here?"
"If he turns northward at sundown in three days, he'll t
dawn of the fourth."

"Three more days in that shed?"

"We've slept in worse," said Erik.

Roo nodded. "Don't remind me," He sighed. "Four days
just before dawn, I'll row out and take that ship."

Erik said, "Good. Now, John, you've got to memorize this
cause you're coming with me."

"Me?" said Vinci.

Erik smiled, and it was a smile filled with menace. "Your choice:
come with me, or take the ship."

Vinci swallowed hard. "I'll visit Krondor."

"Wise choice," said Erik.

Roo said to John, "I need at least a dozen reliable men, twenty would
be better. "



John shrugged. "I can get a dozen. Twenty? I'll see."
"I'll need two large skiffs hidden nearby until it's time to leave."
"I have a warehouse near there. I'll have the boats taken there tonight.

Roo said, "Well, then, I guess it's decided. *At least it will be over in
five more days."

"With luck," said Erik.

His finger stabbed at the road leading from the town to the abbey. "If
Arutha and his company can neutralize Nordan's forces up there. From
the lack of troops down here I must assume he's got at least three or four
hundred soldiers up there. If they come down that road and hit Owen
from behind as he's trying to get into the city, they could throw us back
south of the gap, and that would cost us dearly."

Roo sighed. "We can only hope. That's all we ever could do, even
when we were running for our lives across Novindus: do our best and
hope.

Erik was forced to agree. "A prayer might be in order, too."

Roo fell silent.

Arutha listened at the door. On the other side he heard voices. For

the last day they had scouted out the lower basements of the abandoned
library at Sarth. Dominic had estimated that as many as a thousand men
could be housed at the abbey if they filled every empty chamber, even
though the dormitory in the abbey itself was built for only forty monks.
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They had calculated that stabling of horses dictated that the majority

of soldiers in the abbey be foot soldiers, as no more than forty or fifty
horses could be crowded into the courtyard of the abbey. The problem of
providing fodder for the horses, and wagons full of hay or grain every

week, probably kept the number down to a couple of dozen animals.
They had reached the second level of halls below the abbey proper

before encountering any soldiers. Through the door at which Arutha listened
they heard voices in casual conversation. Arutha moved back to

where Dominic waited, and whispered, "Is there any way around this
room?"?

Dominic shook his head and quietly replied, "If we go back down

two levels and return up the other side, we'll still come into that room,
but through a different door. There are three doors, the third being to a
stairway to the level above."

Arutha nodded. He had memorized the drawing Dominic had made.
"We'll wait here, then storm the room when it's time to take the abbey."
He glanced at one of Subai's soldiers, who carried a timing glass, filled

with sand. At sundown the day before, he had turned it, starting the timekeeping.
Within the dark confines of the basement under the abbey, there



was no natural way to mark the passing of time. And timing was critical.
"I wish I could get a look and see how many soldiers were there."
Dominic said, "We could chance one late at night, when they're all
asleep. "

Arutha turned to a soldier and said, "Tell Captain Subai I want him

to send half the men back down two levels, and up the other side, to the
second door into this chamber ahead." The soldier saluted and hurried
off to carry out his orders. To Dominic, Arutha said, "It occurs to me

we've encountered no barriers to the lower chambers, but this door or the
other may be blocked. I'd not want this raid to fail because someone

moved a bunk in front of this door. Whoever gets in first can insure the
other door is quickly opened."

Dominic nodded. He glanced over at the soldier holding the sand
clock. "Another day and a half."

ROO waited impatiently. The last two days had dragged, moment by
moment, second by second, until he thought he would lose his mind. Then
suddenly it was time to leave.

He looked at the men John had rounded up. There were sixteen of

them. All looked disreputable, but none looked particularly fearsome. Still,
he had seen enough harmless-looking men who turned out to be killers in
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his days to judge too much on appearances. He said, "Do any of you
know how to work aboard ship?"

Five of them held up their hands. Roo shook his head. Pointing to

the first one, he said, "You, if you hear me shout, cut loose the anchor."
To the second, he said, "If you hear me shout, raise whatever sail you
can reach." To the last he said, "And you, head for the tiller and steer us
for open water." Glancing at the other men, he said, "The rest of you,
do whatever those three tell you. If we take that ship, I want to be able
to get underway if anyone on shore tries to help." To himself he silently
added, and get the hell away from Sarth if the attack fails.

"Ready?" he asked, and the men nodded. "Once we start moving,

don't stop for anything unless I tell you or we're attacked." He opened
the door to Vinci's store, and said, "Lees go."

The men followed Roo into the predawn gloom, down the street

where Vinci's store sat, then around a corner that put them on the main
street through the town, part of the King's Highway. They followed it,
moving quickly without running, and when the road turned north again,
they followed a smaller street that led down to the southern end of the



docks. To Roo's mind, Sarth looked like nothing so much as a right hand
slapped down on an otherwise northwest-running shoreline. The thumb
was where the road turned west for a while, and the bulk of the town
rested between, until the road turned north up the index finger. The docks
started at the crook of the thumb and followed the highway for a distance,
with several blocks of houses between the highway and the bay.

As they reached the docks, Roo found Vinci had instructed other men

to leave the warehouse unbolted. It was the last one on the lower dock,
the westernmost part of the thumb in Roo's imagination, and inside were
two boats. Each boat was lifted by six men and quickly moved down a
boat ramp, set in the water, and pushed off with eight men climbing into
the first, and Roo and the other eight climbing into the second. They
almost held their breath trying to be silent, but everything around them
remained quiet.

Two men in each boat put oars into the water and rowed lightly,

moving across the water to the ship, a dark silhouette against the grey of
sky and water. As they neared, Roo felt a cold chill in his stomach. Softly
he said, "Damn."

"What?" asked a man nearby.

"It's a Quegan trader."

"So?" asked a second man.

"Nothing," said Roo. "I'm in enough trouble with Queg that a little

more won't make me any more dead if they catch me."

A low cackle from a third man answered the remark, then the man
said, "No, but it might make your dying a little nastier."

"Thanks," said Roo. "That makes me feel so much better."

The first boat reached the stem of the ship, a two-masted trading

vessel. A man in the bow of the first boat leaped to a rear anchor line and
nimbly climbed to the gunwale. He peeked over, turned, and nodded

down to those in the boats below.

Silently, men started climbing aboard.

Up on deck, the sailor assigned the night watch sat against the rail

sleeping. Roo motioned, and one of the men struck the sleeping sentry

hard on the head with the hilt of a sword. The man slumped over, unconscious.

Roo motioned for the men to move fore and aft, and down into the

ship they went. Things were quiet, then suddenly a shout from the bow
of the ship sounded, answered quickly by the sound of blows. Other voices
were raised, then it was quiet again. A minute later a group of downcast

looking sailors emerged from the fore hatch, followed a moment later by
men coming up the aft. There were only twenty-two men aboard, including
the Captain and mate. All had been asleep and had been easily roused

from their berths to find themselves facing armed men.

Roo breathed a sigh of relief. The ship was his.

Roo looked at one of the men, who didn't look like ;i sailor. "Where

did you find him?" he asked one of the smugglers.



The smuggler said, "In a little cabin next to the Captain's."

Roo came to stand before the man and said, "There's something familiar
about you. Who are you?"

The man remained silent. Roo said, "Light a lantern."

One of the smugglers did so and brought it over. Roo held it close.

"I know you! You're one of Vasarius's men. Your name is Velari."
The man politely said, Avery.

Roo laughed. "Don't tell me this is one of Lord Vasarius's ships?"

~"It is," said the high-placed servant. He had been the first Quegan to
meet Roo on his first visit to that island.

"Isn't that something," said Roo. "Well, I'm sure Vasarius is holding

me personally responsible for every injury done him since I last saw him,

SO this additional offense won't surprise him."

Velari said, "He'll eventually find out, Avery."

"You can tell him," said Roo.

"Me? Aren't you going to kill us?"

"No reason to," said Roo. "In fact, we're doing you a favor. Sometime
in the next few hours a full-scale war is about to erupt around here,
south."

"War?" said Valari
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and by that time I plan on being safely out of this harbor and on my way

"Yes, the very one . you were told was the signal for you to Ank this
ship in the harbor.

"Sink this ship?" said Valari. "My would we do that?"

"To keep Kingdom ships out of the harbor " answered Roo.

"We have no such orders," said Vinci.

"Then what are you waiting here for?"

The question was answered by silence.

Roo looked as if he was turning away, then he rounded hard and
slammed his fist into Valari's stomach. The man collapsed to the deck,
unable to breathe for a moment, then he crawled to his knees and vomited
on the deck. Roo knelt and grabbed him by the hair, pulling his face up
and saying, "Now, what are you waiting for?"

Again the man looked at Roo but said nothing. Roo pulled his dagger
and held it before Valari's eyes. "Would you speak better if parts of you
were missing.

"We're waiting for another ship."

"What ship?"

The man was silent until Roo put the point of the dagger in the meat

of Valari's shoulder and started to push, slowly increasing the pressure so
that it became painful quickly, without doing serious damage.

Valari winced, then his eyes watered, then he cried out. "Stop it!" he



begged.

"What ship?" asked Roo, letting the point dig deeper. He knew it was
a light wound, but he also sensed that Valari wasn't a man who knew
that and was not used to enduring pain.

Valari sobbed, "My Lord Vasarius comes to Sarth."

"Vasarius! Here?" said Roo, wiping his blade and putting it away.
"Why?

"To escort us back to Queg."

Roo stood up, eyes wide. Turning to the leader of the smugglers, he
said, "Get ready to raise sail. If [ shout to get underway, I want to be
moving by the time I'm back up on deck."

Roo hurried to a hatchway and half-jumped down the companionway
to the lower deck. He ducked through a low door into the main cargo

hold and saw crates and sacks lashed down along both sides of the hold.
He grabbed a large sack and tried to lift it. It was too heavy to move. He
used his knife to cut loose a small cord tied around the top of the sack,
and gold spilled out onto the deck.
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As loud as he could, Roo shouted, "Get underway. "

Men shouted up on the deck, and the sound of a fist striking a jaw
informed Roo the smugglers were insuring the captive sailors were obeying
orders. He heard an ax fall and knew they had cut away the anchor

and chain.

Roo found a pry bar and opened a crate. Inside, in the gloom, he had

no trouble recognizing riches. Gems, coins, jewelry, a bolt of expensive
silk, all had been haphazardly dumped into the chest and it had been
nailed shut.

Roo knew what he had stumbled across; it was the booty of Krondor

and Sarth, boxed and stored aboard this ship to send to Queg. As he made
his way back up to the deck, Roo began to wonder. Why would General
Fadawah be sending riches to Lord Vasarius?

He saw sails falling from the yards and his appointed man on the tiller

as the ship slowly began to move forward, toward the mouth of the harbor.
Roo moved to stand before Valari and said, "What is Fadawah buying
from Queg?"

If Valari had any inclination to refuse to answer, it fled when Roo
produced the dagger and showed it to him. "Weapons! He buys weapons. "
What weapons?"

"Swords, shields, pikes, and bows. Arrows, crossbows, and bolts. Catapults
and ballistae. And fire oil."

"And it's being shipped here?"

"No, it is already delivered, to Ylith. But the gold was here and Fadawah
arranged for it to be secretly stored on this ship."

"Why wasn't it guarded better?" asked one of the smugglers nearby.

"I mean, if we had known, we'd have taken this ship ourselves, days ago!"
"Because guards would have called attention," said Roo. "They circulated



a rumor it was a blockade ship, to be sunk in the harbor mouth."

He grinned. "Lads, you're going farther than we thought. We're not going
down the coast to the cove and then ashore to meet the army. We're
heading down to Krondor itself."

"Why?" asked one of the smugglers.

"Because I'm claiming this gold for the crown, and the crown owes

1l,e gold beyond imagining, so I'm taking this cargo in partial payment of
"ny debt, and because all of you will be paid a month's wages for each
day we're at sea. "

. One of the men got a calculating look and said, "Why shouldn't we

Just split it up? We don't work for you, Avery."

Suddenly Roo's sword was out of its scabbard before the man could
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react. The point touched the man in the throat and Roo said, "Because
I'm the only real soldier on this ship, and you copper-grubbing thugs are
getting a chance for some real gold. Why die so a few of you can share
this, when you can live and get enough to keep you drunk for the rest of
your life?"

"Just asking," said the man, backing away.

"Besides," said Roo, "Vinci knows each of you, and if [ don't make

it alive back to Krondor and you show up anywhere in the West with
gold, he'll know to send assassins after you.yy

That was a bluff, but Roo didn't think any of these smugglers were
smart enough to suspect it was. He turned and shouted, "Get as much
sail on as you can once we're out of the harbor. And find a Kingdom
banner if there's one in the Captain's cabin and hoist it aloft! I don't want
to get sunk by one of Reeve's attack ships before we can explain we're on
their side. "

As they exited the harbor, the lookout shouted, "Galley off the starboard
bow!"

Roo raced to the fore of the ship and looked where the lookout indicated.
Sure enough, heaving out of the morning mist came a Quegan

war galley. Roo didn't hesitate, but dashed back to where the Captain of
the ship still stood under guard. "How tight to the southern headland can
you turn this ship without killing us all?"

The Captain said, "At this speed, not very."

"So we either slow down and get overtaken, or we turn south and

shoal out."

"Yes," said the Captain with a smile.



Roo looked toward the canvas and saw the luff of the sail. He was

not a true sailor, but he had served aboard ship on two long voyages down
to Novindus. To those sailors aloft, he said, "I'll give every man here a
thousand pieces of gold if we get away from that galley!"

Quegan sailors were often pressed into service, and none were known
particularly for deep loyalty to their Emperor. Suddenly the activity above
increased to a frenzied pace as Roo shouted orders. The Captain realized
he was in the presence of a man who knew his way around a ship and
said, "We can heel hard to port in a few moments and if we hold tight

into the wind, make it clear of rocks, Mr. Avery."

Roo looked at the Captain and said, "Switching sides?"

"For twelve years I've sailed for my Lord Vasarius, and if I've made

a thousand gold pieces in that time, it was barely."

"Good," said Roo. "For the Captain, two thousand. Now get us out

of here."

The Captain shouted orders, and turned to take the tiller away from
the man Roo had assigned to the job. Valari said, "What about me?"
Roo said, "Can you swim?"

"Yes, but-"

Roo nodded to the powerful-looking smuggler who had just released
the tiller, and the man grabbed Valari by the collar and the seat of the
pants, and with two steps pitched him over the side of the ship. As the
man came to the surface, Roo called down, "Perhaps your employer will
stop and pick you up!"

The galley bore down on them, and Roo stood on the quarterdeck,
watching as it came straight at them, then to the side, and then to the
stern, as the Captain turned southward. The men on the bow of the galley
could be clearly seen, astonished expressions on their faces as the ship
they were sent to escort seemed to be turning in the wrong direction.
A few moments later, the galley turned to pursue. "Can we lose her?"
asked Roo.

The Captain said, "If we run out of wind before they run out of slaves,
no. If they run out of slaves first, yes."

Roo said, "I hate to do it to the slaves, but let's pray for wind."

The Captain nodded.

"What's your name?"

"Nardini," said the Captain.

"Well, Captain Nardini, I used to have a fleet, and I expect to have
one again. If we live through this, not only will you get your gold, I'll
give you a job."

"That would be nice," said the Captain, a balding man of middle
years. "['ve never been farther into Krondor than the docks. I was last
there about three years ago."

"It's changed since you were there," said Roo.

"So I hear," replied the Captain.

Roo looked rearward and saw the galley was holding steady about
two hundred yards off their stern. They had come around the thumb, as
Roo thought of it, and the coast fell away to the east, leaving them in
relatively open water.



Roo knew that a support fleet was due to hit Sarth at noon, and hoped
they reached it before Vasarius's war galley reached them.

Arutha whispered, "Try the latch."

The soldier nearest him quietly moved the latch up and the door
opened. There was a faint squeak, but no one inside the room seemed to
notice. He followed the first man into the room and glanced around in
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the dim light. A single candle burned on a table halfway across the long
wall, opposite the stairway leading u