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PROLOGUE

In the summer of 2977 the Y llipos gathered at Y ewdark House to pay their respects to the Sisters, as they had done every year for more than a
century. On that occasion well over four hundred men, women, and children arrived from all over the Impire, including six former consuls, four
senators, and numerous praetors, lictors, and legates.

The annual family convocation was mainly a social event, although much political scheming was conducted as well. The Sisters themselves were
merely an excuse. They were twins and no one could tell one from the other, which was unimportant as no one remembered their names either.
They had become part of the Yllipo clan when one of them had married some obscure younger son, a man long dead.

The Sisters claimed to have occult powers and would prophesy upon request. The prophecies were sometimes fulfilled, sometimes not fulfilled, and
never taken seriously, usually being passed off with alaughing remark that all families had afew odd characters.

Nevertheless, the annual meeting invariably included one peculiar ritual. Everyone professed to regard this as just a foolish superstition, yet it was
never spoken of to outsiders. The senior males would accompany the Sisters to the Statue and would present to it the new Y lipos, those born during
the past twelve months. The Sisters would then foretell each child's fortune, depending on whether the Statue smiled or frowned.

The Statue stood in a gloomy clearing not far from the house. It was so weathered that no one except the Sisters could make out much of its features
at al, let alone detect any expression on them. Tradition said that it represented Arave the Strong, an imperor of the X1Ith Dynasty who had raised
thefirst Yllipo to the nobility. The stone slab before it was believed to mark Arave's grave.

In 2977, four proud fathers brought their new offspring to this ceremony, and the last to step forward was Lictor Ylopingo, bearing his eight-month-
old third son, Ylo. The day was unusually stormy for midsummer. At the exact moment the youngster was laid on the monument, a stray gust caught
the Statue and toppled it. It impacted the slab close to the child, shattering into fragments.

Incredibly, the boy escaped injury. The lictor was cut and bruised by flying gravel. The Sisters went into convulsions. The family gathering broke
up in confusion and everyone went home.

The significance of the omen was much discussed. Some of the boy's more credulous-and distant-rel atives suggested he be put to death because of
it. Interpretation was not helped by the diverging views of the Sisters, for no one could ever recall them disagreeing before.

One said that the portent signified the destruction of the Yllipo family, the other that it was the Impire itself that was to be overthrown. Neither
would explain what part Baby Ylo might play in such an unthinkable catastrophe, and they could not even agree whether he would surviveit.

Both Sisters died within the year, and thereafter the midsummer convocations were held elsewhere. In time the two sinister prophecies were
forgotten.

And in time they were both fulfilled.
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ONE

Blow, bugle!

The elves had a proverb, Minnows mourn when bridges fall. Unlike most elvish sayings, it even made a sort of senseespecially to minnows.

The Marquis of Harkthil was arrested on a bright and sunny afternoon in the spring of 2995. By sunset the Impire was in the throes of the sensation
that became known asthe Yllipo Conspiracy. Day by day the scandal spread and the toll mounted. The marquis' relatives followed him into the
dungeons, one after another.

Even at the first, there was considerable doubt that the treason was as widespread as Emshandar maintained. More than likely, the gossipmongers
said, the imperor was merely seizing a Godsgiven chance to subdue a family that had grown too powerful and troublesome for the good of the
realm. Whatever the truth, the old man's vengeance was savage. By the time the affair was over, eight senators had bared their necks for the ax, and
no one counted the lesser victims.

One of those lesser victims seemed likely to be Recruit Ylo of the Praetorian Guard, youngest son of the disgraced Consul Ylopingo. His fellow
Guardsmen were doing the arresting, so Yo was not surprised to find himself confined to quarters. From there he watched the tide of blood creep
ever closer to histoes, until he was the only member of his family outside the imperor's prisons. His friends had disappeared, also, and who could
blame them? Public confessions, private executions, rumors of torture ... When the inevitable summons came, it was amost arelief.

Ylo had enlisted three months earlier, on his eighteenth birthday, feeling he was doing the Guard something of afavor. Apart from being a consul's
son, he was related in various ways to at |least a dozen senators, and his grandfather had become a national hero by dying dramatically during the
Dark River War. All the hereditary titles would go to his eldest brother, so Ylo's ordained future was obviously a career in politics. In the Impire,
political careers began in the army.

In Ylo's considered opinion, the regular legions engaged in far too much unpleasant marching around. They were also prone to violent activities
involving goblins, dwarves, djinns, and other inferior races, and those could be positively dangerous. The Praetorian Guard, however, spent itstime
posturing around the Opal Palace in Hub. Few things were as effective with girls as a Praetorian uniform.

So the decision had been easy. A five-year stint in the Guard, followed by alittle traditional impish nepotism, would guarantee him a profitable
posting as lictor in some congenial city not too far away from the capital. Thereafter, he would see.

Ten days after being confined to quarters, Recruit Y 1o was summoned to the guardroom. Any lingering hopes died when he saw that the man behind
the table was Centurion Hithi. The Y Ilipos and the Hathinos had been mortal enemies for more generations than Yo had teeth.

Like al of the Praetorian barracks, the guardroom was lofty and ancient. The mosaic floor illustrated dramatic scenes of legionaries battling
dragons, but there was one spot where thousands of military sandals had worn the colors right away, and that bare white patch was directly before
the officer'stable. Ylo marched forward, placed his feet on the marker, and saluted. He was surprised-and very gratified-to redlize that his knees
were not knocking, or his teeth chattering. True, his palms were sweaty and there was an unpleasant tightness in his lower abdomen, but those
effects did not show. He waited to hear his fate with proper military impassivity.

In the Guard, even centurions were gentlemen. Hithi seemed genuinely regretful as he explained how a reassessment had revealed that Ylo fell just
short of the Guard's height requirement.
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He laid down one paper and lifted another. " Seems there is an opening in the XXth. A transfer might be arranged.”

It could be worse, much worse. Blisters and calluses were better than thumbscrews and the rack. A barracks was better than an unmarked grave. The
XXth Legion was not one of the scum outfits-and no alternative was being offered.

Ylo said, "Thank you, sir!"

"There's atesserary from the X Xth here at the moment, asit happens. He and his men could escort you."

"Sirl" Ylo said.

The centurion smiled.

The smile very nearly broke Ylo's self-control. He wanted to weep, for it was a brutal reminder that there was no one to appeal to; the feud between
the Hathinos and the Y llipos was now over.

Thus was Guardsman Y |o toppled from the giddy peaks of the aristocracy to the rat-eat-rat world of the common foot soldier. From all-night
dancing to all-day marching. From fine wine to sour beer, and silk sheets to bedbugs. From sweetskinned debutantes in rose gardens to toothless
harridans who took all his money and kept telling him to hurry up.

With thanks to the Gods for each new dawn, he accepted his fall from grace and set to work to survive the brutish, penniless, mind-crippling life of
alegionary.

The standard tour of duty was twenty-five years.

Always at Winterfest the Imperial Archivist named the year just ending. No one was very surprised when he proclaimed 2995 to have been the Y ear
of his Majesty's Ninetieth Birthday. By then the Y Ilipos were al dead and forgotten.

And 2996 turned out to be the Y ear of the Great-grandchild. The superstitious and those who knew some history were aready starting to worry
about the coming millennium, but 2997 was destined to be known as the Y ear of Seven Victories.

The troubles began in Zark. A few days after Winterfest, the emir of Garpoon received an ultimatum from the caliph and appealed to the imperor for
help.

The emir had very little choice in the matter, as the Imperial ambassador was holding a sword under his chin at the time, but such fine points of
diplomacy were of no concern to acommon foot soldier. Five thousand strong, the XXth Legion marched south to Malfin and embarked. Ylo
learned then that he was just as prone to seasickness as any other imp and that there were worse experiences than a forced march in winter.

After four weeks at sea, he disembarked at alarge city, which might possibly be Ullacarn. It was very hot and had palm trees. The mountains to the
north were perhaps the Progiste Range. The XXth formed up and marched away along the coast, maybe heading for somewhere called Garpoon.

The hot, arid country was hostile and unfamiliar. The rocky hillswere full of cryptic wadis that could be full of djinns.

Ylo had no illusions about heroism or glory. He knew the odds against atyro surviving his first battle. He knew that even those odds were vastly
better than the chances of a simple legionary ever winning as much as one word of praise from his centurion, et alone recognition from the officers.
He admitted to himself that he was terrified, and would be perfectly satisfied if he could just conceal that terror from his companions.

The best he had to |ook forward to was another twenty-three years of this.

He survived the first day's march. And the second. On the third day he found himself in the Battle of Karthin.
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Karthin eventually ranked as the first of the year's seven victories, but it was avery narrow win. Proconsul 1ggipolo held to the standard belief that
Zark was one huge waterless expanse of sand; he knew that djinns were red-eyed barbarians who fought on camels in the brightest sunlight they
could find. He therefore marched three road-weary legions into a swamp, an evening thunderstorm, and the caliph's trap.

Bogged down in mud by their armor, the imps soon learned that djinns fought very well on foot and could conceal ten men behind every clump of
reeds. Sunset failed to halt the slaughter, and dawn revealed Y lo's maniple isolated, surrounded, and hopelessly outhnumbered.

Honor, palitics, and even discipline had vanished in the night. Hunger, terror, and exhaustion were unimportant. Survival was all that mattered. The
morning was a foggy blur of noise and blood, sword strokes and the screams of the dying. The maniple shrank steadily. The centurions and the
optios fell; the standard disappeared. A tesserary shouted commands until he took an arrow in the throat, and after that it was every man for himself,
and no one seemed to know which way was home.

Whether he had tripped or been stunned or had merely fainted, Ylo never knew. He lay facedown in a bloody ooze for along time, keeping
company with the dead. That was not cowardice, and he was far from alone in his collapse. Impsrarely made great fighters. They were never
berserkers, as the jotnar often were, nor fanatics like the djinns. They did not covet martyrdom, as elves did in their darker moods. They lacked the
suicidal stubbornness of fauns or the stony stamina of dwarves. Imps were just very good organizers, with a driving urge to organize everyone else
aswell as they had organized themselves.

Eventually Ylo realized that he could still hear the beating of his heart. Then another beat, aswell. And abugle! He was very tired of the swamp. He
rose from the field of dead, lifted a sword from a nearby corpse to replace the one he had lost, and decided fuzzily that he was too weak to carry a
shield. He trudged off through the mud, heading for the drums and those twenty-three more years.

He had lost one sandal; bare skin on arms and legs was blistered raw by the sun. His sodden tunic was rubbing holesin his skin, something heavy
had dented his helmet so that it no longer fitted properly, yet none of the swords, arrows, and javelins that had been directed at him had penetrated
his hide.

The sky was blue; the fog had faded to patchy ghosts haunting the vegetation. Thefirst Ylo saw of his salvation was the top of an Imperia standard
advancing toward him, the four-pointed star shining. in sunlight. Then out of the mist and the bulrushes below it came awall of legionaries, driving
aragtag mob of exhausted djinns before them.

Ylo was on the wrong side of that mob. Either courage or blind panic spurred himinto life. Yelling like a maniac, he struck down a couple from
behind, plunging into the free-forall, clawing his way toward the impish standard. He would certainly not have made it, except that a murdering,
screaming horde of djinns appeared out of howhere at his back like atidal wave and swept him up.

The shield wall collapsed before the ondaught. Ylo was borne forward, all the way to his objective, the standard. He arrived as ajavelin felled its
bearer. Two years of training stamped certain lessons on aman's bones, and the first of those was that standards were sacred. Without conscious
thought, Ylo dropped his sword, caught the falling staff with both hands, and raised it erect.

And thereby became a hero.

2

Even as aterrified young man clung grimly to a pole amid the raging clamor of the Battle of Karthin, awoman lay quietly dying a hundred |eagues
or so to the north, beyond the Progiste Mountains.

She knew that she was dying, but she didn't mind any more. It was time. She had been rather surprised to see the dawn and would be even more
surprised to see another. Meanwhile she was in very little pain. Slow-moving shafts of sunlight in her cottage kept her company. The busy sounds of
the forest outside were like familiar friends coming to visit, pausing to chat among themselves before they bowed under the lintel-breezes moving
through the branches, the chattering of the stream over the rocks, buzzing insects, the impudent call of parrots.

Her name was Phain of the Keez Place. She was very old. She could not recall how old, and it didn't matter. She had even outlived her cottage, for
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the roof had a serious sag to it, and the walls had more windows now than they'd had when Keez had built them, many, many years ago.

Keez was long gone, so long that she could hardly recall what he had looked like with his silver hair and his stooped back. She could remember him
in his youth, though, strong and graceful as ayoung horse, bringing her here to show her the place he had found, with its stream and its giant
cottonwoods soaring to the sky. She could recall the eager, anxious look on his big, smooth face as he waited for her decision; the relief and joy
when she said yes, this place would do well. Very clearly she could remember how right it had felt, and how she had decided to be kind and not
make him suffer more, for hislonging was so great-and hers no less. Now! she had said, sitting down and pulling him down beside her. Y es, now!

She remembered how his strength had delighted her-that first time under the sky especialy, and uncounted later times under the roof, too. But there
had never been another time quite like the time when they'd first lain together in the sunshine, right here, making this their Place.

It had been agood Place. Here they had loved; here she had brought forth sons and daughters-four shed borne and four shed reared, not many
women could say as much. Here Keez had died, but easily, without pain. Here she was dying. The forest could have it back now, and thank you; she
was done with it.

A shadow moved. Phain opened her eyes. The sunlight was angling steeper, so she must have slept. Y es, the walls were a network, holes held
together by wicker. Timeto go.

"Do you need anything?"' asked a small and tremulous voice. Phain shook her head on the pillow and tried to smile, to put the child at ease. It was a
hard time for ayoungster. Death Watch was never easy.

She couldn't remember the girl's name. Terrible how the old forgot! She could remember Keez clear enough. She could recall every ax stroke and
every knot as the two of them had built the cottage together, over their special Place. But for the life of her she could not remember which poor
child had been sent to keep her Death Watch. She could not even remember al the family coming to say good-bye to her, but she knew they must
have. How long had she been lingering and making this poor girl wait? She licked her lips.

"Drink?" the child asked. "Y ou want adrink? I'll get you one. " Eager to please, eager to feel that she was doing something useful : ..

Phain recalled her own turn at Death Watch. A nasty, stringy old man named ... couldn't remember, never mind. He'd taken aweek to die, given her
no thanks, thrown up everything she fed him ... He had smelled quite horrible, as she doubtless did to this youngster now helping her hold her head
up to sip from a half gourd. The water was cool, so it must have come fresh from the stream.

"Name, child? Forgotten your name."

"Thaile of the Gaib Place."

Gaib? Didn't mean anything. Phain tried to speak again. "Y es?' the child cried in sudden panic. "What? | can't hear!" And she sprawled over Phain
on the bedding, pressing an ear close to her lips.

Poor thing was terrified, of course. Frightened of death, frightened of suffering, frightened of messing it all up.

"Not yet!" the woman gasped, amost wanting to laugh. "Oh!" The child-Thaile-scrambled back. "Oh, I'm sorry. | didn't mean ... | thought ... | mean,
I'm sorry. "

Phain dug down in her lungs, finding just enough air at the bottom there to make a chuckle, and afew words. "Just wanted to ask who your mother
was, Thaile."

"Oh! Fria of the Gaib Place."

Ah, yes! Frial was her oldest granddaughter, so thisleggy filly must be one of her great-granddaughters. Fancy that! Not many lived long enough to
pass on their word to a greatgrandchild. Gaib was the quiet, solid one with the pointy ears. Pointier than most, she meant.
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"Food?' Thaile asked. "Can | get you something to eat, Grammy?"

Phain shook her head and closed her eyes to nap alittle. She hoped she wouldn't linger much longer. She was too weary to speak more now. Only
one word left to say, and she knew she would find breath enough for that.

Maig! Maig was the name of that smelly, stringy old man she'd done Death Watch for. Maig had taken aweek to go. She hoped she didn't take a
week. Or hadn't already taken aweek. Hard on a child. Maig hadn't been able to speak most of the time, but he'd found enough breath at the end to
pass on hisword.

And no good had it ever done her, Phain thought. Perhaps she'd never had any specia talent, or the word had been too weak, or shed just not had the
Faculty.

No, there'd never been any magic in her life, just alot of hard work.

And love. Much love. But no magic.

The wind sighed through the little ruin. She thought she would nap now, and maybe eat something later ...

3

The standard was a pig of athing, almost too heavy for Ylo's spent muscles to manage, but it waslife. Aslong as he clung to that pole, the whole
Imperial Army was going to fight to the death to defend him. He clung.

Battle screamed around him and he ignored it, concentrating on holding the standard vertical and avoiding being knocked down by his own
countrymen in the scrimmage.

He had saved a standard. He might be going to survive this. This wasn't the X Xth Legion, though. He glanced up and registered that he had just
transferred to the XlIth.

The Xl1th! One of the crack ouitfits!

A man who saved a standard won the right to bear it till his dying day-assuming that day was not this day. No more filthy ditch-digging . . . no more
mind-destroying weapons drill.

He was a signifer, a standard-bearer. Attaboy, Ylo!

Signifers wore wolfskin capes over their armor, with a hood made from the wolf's head. Barbaric? Romantic! He could guess how girls would react
to that. Women would be free again. Signifers had the nearest thing to a soft job the army ever offered. Even those twenty-three years might not
seem too bad as a signifer-not much danger, and lots of respect. Perks! Yea, Ylo!

Then he took another look. Thiswas no mean run-of-the-mill standard he'd rescued, emblem of maniple or cohort. At itstop was the Imperial star
and below that the lion symbol of the X1Ith. Red bunting floated from the crosspiece, and the rest of the shaft was laden with battle honorsin silver
and bronze. Thiswas the legionary standard itself.

Signifer for the X11th Legion? Hey, Ylo!

You are going to eat meat again, Ylo!
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The war had gone away. Order was being restored. Bugles were sounding in the distance.

Suddenly officers were beckoning, and he led where they pointed. They followed him to the crest of asmall hillock, the only high ground in sight.
A voice beside him barked, "Pitch camp!" and his shredded wits were just operational enough to realize that it was addressing him. He swung the
standard in the proper signal, barely registering protests from his battered muscles. Distant bugles picked up the call.

Signifer!

And of course the speaker had been the legate himself, with a green-crested helmet and gold-inlaid breastplate. Of course. Where else would the
legate be but beside the standard? L egates were not supposed to have blood on their swords, but this one did. He was dirty and sweaty, and his dark
eyes blazed below the brim of his helmet as he appraised Ylo. He held a canteen in his left hand.

"Well done, soldier! | saw."

Ylo muttered, "Sir!" but his mind was on that canteen. With the bottle almost at his lips, the legate paused, and his mouth showed that he was
frowning. "What outfit?"

Ylo had lost his shield; his mail shirt wastotally coated in mud and blood, although none of that seemed to be his. He was anonymous. "The XXth,
sir."

"God of Battles!" the legate said. "All night? Here, you need this more than | do." And he handed over the canteen. That was Ylo's first inkling.

The Impire had held the field. The fighting was ending as the surviving djinns surrendered or were cut down. More standards were arriving, and
more officers.

One of those was the commander, Proconsul 1ggipolo himself, and the way he returned the legate's salute was another inkling.

Ylo glanced up again at that potent pole he held. How could he have missed it? Above the battle honors and even above the crossbar shone awreath
of oak leaves, cast in gold.

Only one man in the entire army could put his personal signet on alegionary standard.

Ylo's mind reeled. He forgot honor and comfort and doeeyed girls. He thought Revenge! He thought hatred. He thought of his father and brothers,
his cousins, his uncles. He thought of his mother, dying disgraced, in exile. He thought that man killed my family.

Trust. Confidence. Being closein dark places. He thought knife between theribs.

And then he was limping painfully along, bearing the standard high, heading for the tents that had sprouted like afield of orderly mushrooms at the
edge of the swamp. Behind him came the legate.

And al the way battle-weary soldiers were scrambling to their feet to laud the leader of the X1Ith, the hero, the man who had saved the day. Their
cheersrang sour in Ylo's ears and the sound was bitter. He thought most popular man in the army.

"Shandie!" they shouted. "Shandie!”

Emshandar. The prince imperial. The imperor's grandson. Heir apparent. The most popular man in the army.
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Never before had Ylo entered a commander's compound, but now he marched straight in and was saluted as he did so. He set the pole in the base
prepared for it and spun around to face the procession he had been leading-or tried to, but hislegs failed him, and he ailmost fell. The imperor's
grandson saluted the standard, ignoring the stagger. He gave Ylo anod that was a personal summons and headed for his tent, followed by a gaggle
of shiny-helmeted officers, few of whom had likely bloodied their swords this day.

Ylo tagged on the end. Halfway there, his way was blocked by an oak tree garbed in the uniform of a centurion. Eyes like two knotholes peered out
of aface of bark.

"Who're you, soldier?"

Ylo was too exhausted to be humble. "The signifer!”

The man's wooden eyes narrowed. He glanced back at the standard. "Dead or wounded?"

"Dead. "

The centurion again blocked Yo as he tried to move. "Do you know who he was?' His voice creaked like falling timber. Ylo shook his head
dumbly.

"His cousin. Prince Ralpnie. Fourth in line to the throne. " Ylo stared at the arboreal face for along moment as his beaten brain wrestled meaning
from the words. Eventually he decided they were a caution. And help. He had forgotten such things, in two years of being a nonperson, a number.

He dragged up the proper response from some deep-buried memory. "Thanks!"

The man nodded. Then he sank down on one knee. By the time Yo had realized that the centurion was unlacing one of his own sandals, the man
had removed it and placed it in front of Ylo's bare foot. Yo stepped into it. The big ox even fastened it for him-no matter how muddy and bloody he
might be, asignifer must not go into alegate's presence barefoot if there was a spare shoe around.

Ylo said, "Thanks," again as the centurion rose.

Without as much as a nod, the tree shifted his roots and eased out of Ylo'sway.

Ylo dragged himself as far as the tent and then into its scented dimness. The walls were made of purple silk. He had not seen silk in two years.
Carpets. Furniture. A smell of soap.

There were at least a dozen men there, most in uniform, some not. As he entered, the muttered greetings were ending, the condolences and
congratulations. He sensed the roiling dark mood-victory, but oh, the price! Triumph and loss. Heartbreak and joy. Relief and sorrow. The legate's
cousin was but one of many not destined to share the victory.

Carpets. Iron-banded chests. There was one chair, and as Yo arrived, the legate sat down wearily, glanced in his direction, and raised a foot.

This time the reaction came faster, fortunately. Ylo limped forward and removed the prince imperial's boots.

Then he stepped back, and the tent fell silent. He felt the eyes on him. The stranger. The newcomer. The usurper.

His cousin!

These were the prince's battle companions. Some might have been with him since Creslee, and most would have been with him at Highscarp and on

the bloody field of Fain. Now one of their number had fallen and here was the replacement.
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Not acousin. Not an aristocrat. A common legionary-or so they would assume.

And Ylo was staring at those hateful imperial features. The prince had removed his helmet. His face was a motley of mud and clean patches, his hair
asweaty tangle. Physically he was nothing special, but his eyes burned like black fire. Twenty-six years old, and the man the army worshipped.

On hislap was afolded wolfskin. His cousin's cape. So? One cousin. This man murdered my whole family. "Y our name?"

"Ylo, sir. Third cohort, XXth Legion."

"Y ou have done well. Imperia Star, Second Class."

"Thank you, sir. "

"And signifer, of course?' Pause. Would the upstart dare? "Thank you, sir. ™

The onlookersrustled, like dry grass when something prowls. The prince nodded sadly. His hand lay strangely still on the wolfskin. "By tradition,
the honor isyours." He glanced at the others. "The XlIth has a new signifer, gentlemen.”

Revenge! Close. Dark night. Knifeintheribs...

Then, those imperial eyes-imperious eyes-slashed back at Ylo. The legate seemed vaguely puzzled, as if seeing or hearing something not quite right.

"Service?"

"Two years, sir." More hesitation.

"Mmm ... Can you ride?"

"Yes, sir. "

Surprise.

"Read and write?"

"Yes, sir." Astonishment. Puzzled glances.

Then avoice in the background said, "Y10? Ylopingo ... ?* There had never been much chance of keeping it secret. "Consul Ylopingo was my
father, sir."

The legate stiffened. "An Yllipo?' Stunned silence.

Then the prince said softly, "Thank you, gentlemen," and everyone else melted away. Remarkable. Empty tent.

Just the two of them.

Prince Emshandar nodded toward an oaken chest. The new signifer tottered gratefully acrossto it and sat down, thinking that he would have fallen
over had he been left on his feet much longer. His bones burned.
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"Tell me."

Ylo told his story. It did not take long.

The legate stared hard at him all the time, fingers still motionless upon the wolfskin. Then he gestured at atable in a corner. "Wine. And take one
for yourself."

Ylo rose. He snapped open the sealed flask with an expertise he had forgotten he had, but his hand trembled as he filled the goblets. He had just
realized that he must be a problem for the prince, and men who embarrassed princes had a very short life expectancy. His hand shook even harder as
he passed over the drink, because he was thinking poison. That was another possible means of assassination, safer for the assassin. Revenge would
be sweeter if he could himself surviveto enjoy it. Oh Gods! His mind was arats nest. He didn't know what he was thinking. Kill the heir to the
throne? What madness was that?

He went back to the chest.

They drank, and the legate's gaze never left him. Good wine ... brought back memories.

"Signifer," the prince said softly.

Not certain he was being addressed, Ylo said, "Sir?"

"Y our predecessor was a close confidant of mine. Did you know that? "

"Yes, sir. Your cousin."

That display of knowledge won anod of surprise, and approval. "Y es. He was my signifer. He was also my personal secretary, my closest and most
trusted aide, and chief of my personal staff. " Emshandar sipped at the wine without taking his eyes off Ylo. "l assumed you were just acommon
legionary. | assumed you would become the legion's signifer-but not mine. Y ou understand? Y ou understand the distinction?'

"Yes, sir. "

"There'saworld of difference between a man who waves a pole about and one who ciphers letters to the imperor. "

"l understand, sir."

The prince laid his goblet down on atable beside him and rubbed his eyes with the knuckles of both hands. Then he fixed that dark, burning gaze on
Ylo again.

Had he been capable of feeling anything, Ylo might have felt relief then-or even amusement at the thought of him, Ylo, attempting to function as
aide-de-camp to the prince imperial. Being signifer to the legion was enough-it would be heaven after being a common sword banger. And there
would be opportunities for revenge if that was what he wanted after he had considered the pros and cons.

Then the prince said, "Could you serve me?"

God of Madness! Yo had thought the matter was settled. Serve this murderer?

The imperor was ancient. Any day now the Gods were going to call in his black soul and weigh it-good luck to Them if They found one grain of
good in it! This man would mount the Opal Throne as Emshandar V.

His close friends and aides would roll to the top of the heap at once. His personal signifer would bein line for heady promotions, even a consul ship,
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perhaps. That long-lost political career was back on the table again. In fact it was shining brighter than it had ever done.

Sudden caution warned Y lo that politics had turned out to be more dangerous for his family than soldiering ever had. What he wanted now was a
little security in hislife. Yet ...

Revenge? To serve this man would be a betrayal of his ancestors, his parents, his brothers ...

Or would it be a sweeter revenge? And the opportunities for murder would be unlimited, day and night.

Confused, he muttered, "Y ou couldn't trust me!"

The prince had probably read every thought in that hesitation. "Y ou have the legion's standard; you have earned it, and no one can question your
loyalty to the Impire. For the rest, | will accept your word."

Y lo stuttered and then blurted out, "Why?'-which was almost a capital offense in the army.

The legate frowned. "I was in Guwush when it happened, Signifer. | disapproved. It was a bloody, inexcusable massacre! | tried to stop it. Can you
accept my word on that?'

Such words would be treason on any other lips. And he had no need to lie. He did not seem to be lying.

To Ylo's astonishment his own voice said, "Yes, sir. | believe you."

"And | would like to make what small recompense | can. Can you believe that?'

Ylo must have nodded, because the legate rose, and Yo reeled to hisfeet, also. He laid down his goblet and lurched forward to accept the cape
being offered. Surely the Gods had gone crazy?

"I appoint you my signifer, Ylo of the Yllipos!" the legate said solemnly. He pulled aface. "My grandfather will have alitter of piglets!”

There was no safe reply to that remark. Ylo was incapable of saying anything anyway. What had he fallen into? And how? A curious gleam shone
in the prince's eye. "l hate being devious. Y ou must be the senior surviving male in your family? If you want to claim the name and style yourself
Yllipo, then now isthetimetodoit! "

That would be a direct slap at the imperor's face. That would be a spit in his eye. It might even beillegal, or treasonous. That was much too
dangerous!

Fortunately Ylo had a good excuse to hand. He found his voice. "1 may have an aged uncle still alive somewhere, sir, | think." An outlaw, of course,
attaindered and penniless.

"Heis not likely to dispute your claim, though?'

"No, sir ... but | would hate him to hear of it. "

The prince nodded gravely. "The sentiment does you honor! Ylo it isthen. Your duty is always to the imperor, then to me, then to the legion, in that
order. But you will never find those loyaltiesin conflict.”

He was very sure of his own motives, Yo thought. He himself was not. In fact he was alot less sure of them than he'd been ten minutes ago. Why
had he accepted? And Yllipo? Why should the prince imperial suggest a bravado like that?
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What had Yo won this day? A consulship, or revenge? If he played hishand right ...

For amoment longer the legate studied his new aide-was he having doubts? But then he held out a hand to shake. Unable to believe thiswas
happening, Ylo took it.

"I mourn my cousin deeply," the prince said, "but | welcome you in his stead. | think it was not only the God of Battle who was with us out there
today, Signifer. | think the God of Justice was busy, also. "

Tears sprang suddenly into Ylo's eyes.

He wondered if he had just given away his soul.

5

Theterrible day was not over-indeed, it had barely started. Ylo staggered out of the legate's tent into blinding heat, although the hour was shy of
noon. The army did not consider a major battle any reason to slacken discipline. The camp lay spread out around him, rows of tents straight as
javelinsin al directions. On the outskirts, exhausted legionary grunts were digging the encircling vallation. The centurions' screamed threats drifted
in faintly. Well, there was the first blessing . . .

"Y ou have your own duties to attend to." Shandie had dismissed him with those words, but what in the Name of Evil did they mean?

The massive centurion accosted Yo again and saluted. He had replaced the missing sandal.

Bewildered, Ylo returned the salute and only then realized that he was holding the slain signifer's cape. That had been what this leather-faced thug
had been saluting.

"Hardgraa," the monolith growled. "Chief of his bodyguard. "

"Ylo," Ylo said. "Personal signifer.” That felt curioudly satisfying.

Not believable, just satisfying.

"Thought you might need these," Hardgraa remarked. He held out awad of rags and arolled red cloth.

Of course asignifer'sfirst duty would be to tend his standard-clean it, replace the bunting. That was what the legate had meant. Yo took the
offering with shaky hands. "Thanks." He forced his aching feet to move.

The centurion paced beside him until they reached the standard. The easiest way to dispose of the cape was to put it on. It did keep the sun off, and
the hood was certainly more comfortable than the massive, dented helmet. As Ylo was about to start work, the centurion muttered, "A moment,
Signifer," and straightened the hood for him. Bug-eyed perfectionist!

Ylo began polishing the lowest of the emblems. He would need a stool to reach the star, for he must never lay the pole on the ground. He tried to
ignore the watching Hardgraa.

"See that civilian over there, the one who looks like aretired priest?"

Ylo forced his eyes to focus and grunted.
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"Sir Acopulo-his chief political advisor. And the butterball just going into the tent? Lord Umpily, chief of protocol. And me. Anything you need to
know, any help you want . . . just ask. Ask any of us, but one of those three especially."

Y lo grunted again, squinting against the incandescent desert sun reflecting in his eyes. "Thanks more."

"Anything concerning security or his safety-anything at all, no matter how trivial-tell me with your next breath."

Y lo nodded and decided not to mention his own ambitions for a sharp blade between the royal ribs. He went back to work. The centurion rubbed the
bark on his chin. "You did say personal signifer, Signifer?”

"Yes "

"Curious. An Yllipo? He must be making some sort of political statement. "

Ylo clenched his teeth and went on polishing.

"Important job. Sureto screw it up, of course. Maybe that'sit.”

Still Ylo held his temper. His skin was streaming sweat under his chain mail and felt rubbed raw in places, asif the links had worn right through his
tunic. Every joint ached, every muscle trembled with fatigue.

Hardgraa scratched his cheek. "And I've never known Shandie to go for a pretty face before. Tribune of the Vth Cohort, now-he's arogue. Vets al
the young recruits ... but not Shandie."

Ylo spun around, staggered, steadied himself with a hand on the accursed pole. He scowled at the crude, weatherbeaten veteran. A rock-eater, this
one. He'd met some tough centurions in histime, but thislooked like the original, the prototype. "I understood that his personal signifer was his
chief of staff, Centurion?"

"Correct. "

"Then...l...you..." Hewastoo muddled to find the right words.

"Y ou don't give me orders, Signifer. Y ou pass on his orders. If he hasn't given any, you tell me what you think his orders would be. | obey those
orders."

Oh, Gods-responsibility!

"We're ateam!" The older man chuckled dryly. "Y ou think well try to pull you down? Y ou're expecting arat pack, maybe?' Dumbly Ylo nodded.
He was an outsider. He had been thrown into this close-knit coterie with his fur still wet and his fangs not grown. His loyalties were as questionable
as his ahilities, and they must all know that.

The centurion shook his head. "If Shandie wants you, then he gets you. Trust us! Y ou'rein, understand? One of us. And the sooner you can be
useful to him, the happier we'll al be. Y ou can't do my job, and | can't do yours, because I'm not gentle born. We each sing our own songs,
understand? A team. And if you ever let him down, in any way at all, | shall personally rearrange that pretty face until you look like aretired
gladiator with a bad case of--"

"What're you telling me, Centurion?”

"The council of war'sin half an hour. " Ylo threw down the rag.
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"Why the Evil didn't you say so? | want two of the maniple signifers here soonest. If any other legion's standard outshines the XlIth's at the council,
| will personally roast their balls on a stick. | need a shave, awash, and clean kit-right now!"

Hardgraa grinned, showing a ragged assortment of amber teeth. "Yessir! " he said, and took off at the double.

An hour-later Ylo found himself still awake, attending the council of war. At least, he thought he was still awake. Who would ever suggest that a
man wear awolfskin cape-with a hood, yet-over full armor in atropical desert? But to attend a council of war, standing on shaking legs in back of
the prince imperial, facing a proconsul ... No, he had to be awake; no dream could ever be this unlikely. If the Gods weren't insane then he was.

Under the furnace glare of the sun, the circle of legates huddled within the circle of their signifers. Ylo was not close enough to hear what was said,
but he had aready heard Shandie tell his advisors what he expected to be said, and what ought to be said, and the conversation would not veer much
from that path.

Technically Shandie was Iggipolo's subordinate, but everyone knew that state of affairs might terminate at any minute with a courier on a steaming
horse bringing word of the imperor's death. Furthermore, it had been Shandie who had brought up the XI1th in time to turn Karthin from utter
disaster to slim victory. Thus the proconsul would be very considerate of that particular legate's opinion. Shandie's opinion was that the caliph had
been taught alesson, but the Impire would need to field more resources before it could apply any further education. There had been no formal
declaration of war, there would be no formal treaty. The status quo had been restored and the issues must wait for another day.

No one was very happy about that. There were too many dead imps being dug out of the mud. Even a battle-shattered tyro like Ylo could yearn for
the caliph's head on a pole at short noticepreferably after someone else had collected it-but to argue with reality was crazy. The Impire had held the
field and could do nothing with it, a useless victory.

When everyone agreed to that, the council dispersed, and the army turned to its own affairs. tending the wounded, burying the dead, thanking the
Gods ... prisoners and fodder and victuals and transport and sanitation and replacements and all the concerns of a mobile city. The cowards were
strung up and flogged before the assembled legion-four died, and the rest were crippled. Shandie had confirmed the sentences; he watched
impassively as they were carried out. His signifer stood at his back and watched also and remembered the hours he had lain in the swamp, playing
dead.

Rumor said that the V1Ith Cohort of the X XXth had run from the field and was going to be formally decimated.

In the Imperia Army, atribune might command a cohort or atroop of cavalry or an administrative department or even the legion itself at times-or
nothing at all. The distinctions were subtle and deathly important. The legate of the XI1th had about a score of assorted tribunes at his call. Being a
prince as well as commander of the crack Xllth, he also maintained a civilian staff, a court in waiting, and it comprised a dozen or so advisors and
flunkies. Ylo was now expected to coordinate all these people and oversee every matter, military or civil, large or small.

Lists and reports, dozens of reports-reports above al. Every one of them involved the legate and his signifer. Signifers had duties of their own, also.
Standards did not, without assistance, signal commands or carry themselves at parades or honor the Gods. The legionary signifer had command of
all the lesser signifers; Shandie's signifer had charge of the coding sticks and all his secret correspondence.

Ylo should have gone stark raving crazy during the next few hours, but he just did not have the time. What had he gotten himself into? Looking
beautiful while holding up a stupid pole was ajob he thought he could handle. He had not wanted all this. The aftermath of battle was no time to be
breaking in anew man, but obviously Shandie was going to do it anyway. Yo wondered more than once if he was just being worked to death to get
rid of him. In one moment of particular despair, he even suggested that to Hardgraa.

"Not Shandie," the monolith growled. "His grandfather would, certainly. Not a scruplein his head, that one. But not Shandie. It's always like this
around him."

Out of uniform, the prince imperial was nothing much to look at. Even in his bathtub he went on working, listening to reports, so Ylo knew exactly
what he looked like, and he wasn't a patch on Ylo himself for looks. Like any imp, he was dark-haired and swarthy; his complexion was poor. He
was slighter and bonier than most, with hardly a hint of his grandfather's aquiline arrogance. His eyes, though ... his eyes gave him away.

He was eerily impassive, never wasting amove, and yet he had more energy than a hurricane. Oh, he was quiet. He was patient. He would explain
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in detail-but Ylo dared not give him cause to explain twice.

He dictated to four pairs of secretaries at the same time-a burst of short sentences to each, then on to the next, and by the time they had written down
his words he would be around with another burst. He rarely needed to ask for a read-back.

Ylo was supposed to organize all that, making sure both versions of each |etter were the same, coding those that were especially secret. It went on
without respite until dark was falling and insects batted and fizzed around the lamps. He could not remember when he had last slept, and his head
was stuffed with rocks.

Accepting abundle of |etters to be sealed, he swayed on his feet. Shandie reached out and steadied him. Ylo peered blearily at that now-familiar
black stare. He began to mutter an apology and was cut off.

"Can you last another twenty minutes?”

"] think so, sir." Liar!

"Good. Now, who else wants to see me tonight?’

Y lo turned to the door, struggling to remember names and faces.

Perhaps it was only twenty minutes. It felt like an hour before taps was sounded and Shandie suddenly called a halt. The secretaries clutched up
their writing cases and hurried away.

Ylo stepped outside and ordered a military escort to see them back to the auxiliaries quarters. The moon was up. Distant peaks in the Progistes
glimmered like pearls. He shivered-he had never known a place to cool off asfast as this one, and he had never known a man could be so weary and
still live. He returned to the tent that seemed to have become his prison. He removed the benches the secretaries had used. He straightened up the
chests and rugs; he tidied up odds and ends.

Shandie was sitting on the chair, studying a sheet of vellum in the wavering light of an oil lamp above him. He seemed unconscious of the flies and
moths wheeling around him.

He was nothing much to look at, but he could twist aman like a string. Ylo hated him, didn't he? Hated him for the way his grandfather had
slaughtered the clan? Hated him for the torment of overwork? Hated him just for being Shandie? Didn't he?

Maybe he was just too tired to hate, and his hatred would come back in the morning. Maybe he wasn't the hating type. Yo tucked afew stray blades
of grass back under the edge of arug. The prince's bedding must be in one of the chests, but he did not know which. It would be hisjob to find it
and set it up. He did not know where he himself was supposed to sleep, but any flint quarry would do nicely, thank you.

Shandie was watching him. "Bedding, sir?’

"It'sin that one, | think. But we shan't need it, | hope. Pass me my helmet. "

No more, no more! Gods et it end!

Ylo fetched the helmet. He knew the drill now-they stood face to face; he inspected the prince, adjusting his plume, rubbing smears off his cuirass.
At the same time, Shandie inspected him, straightening the wolfskin hood so the ears stood up evenly, checking his chain mail and even making
sure he had no inkstains on his fingers.

Shandie must be just as exhausted as Yo, but he didn't ook it. He had as much reason to be exhausted. He had marched all the previous night at the
head of his|egion-Shandie never rode into battle, which was one reason the men all loved him so. He had fought as hard as Yo, certainly, and
driven himself as hard ever since. Y et the bastard wasn't showing it.
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Those imperial eyeswere on hisface... "You're doing very well, Signifer. " Gulp. "Thank you, sir."

"Extremely well. | appreciate what this is costing you. Now, we're probably going to have another visitor." The prince lowered hisvoice. "I can't
guarantee it, but he does like to watch battles. Close the door."

Ylo went. The night air outside was perfumed with some plant he didn't know, and sweet as wine, now that it was cooling off. The camp was dark.
Theinside of the tent stank of ail. The flaps fell, shutting out the desert night, shutting in the two men and the dance of lamplight.

Shandie was standing at one side, waiting like a boulder. Maybe the man was crazy. Ylo limped over and stood behind him, the two of them facing
the entrance. The single chair sat in the center, empty. The water clock dripped monotonously. Superstitious tinglings stroked Ylo's scalp. Thiswas
madness. Then the flap on one side flicked up momentarily, and a man entered-except that Ylo had the curious delusion that he'd seen the darkness
of the opening uninterrupted until the flap was falling again, and in that case ...

Man?

He was very big. His armor shonein gold, with jewels on his breastplate and greaves. His helmet lacked cheek pieces or noseguard, so that the
handsome young face could be clearly seen.

Shandie saluted. Ylo froze, but fortunately that was what he was supposed to do. Then his knees began shaking.

A God? But people who had seen Gods didn't describe Them as looking like that. The crest on the helmet was gold. There was no rank in the army
that merited a gold crest, not even the imperor himself. This was the largest imp Yo had ever seen, ashig asajotunn, or atroll ...

God of Terror! A sorcerer! The warlock of the east, of course. The giant returned the salute, muscular forearm across chest. "Y ou nearly screwed
up!" he said, his voice deep as thunder, thrilling as a bugle call. Yo wondered how women would react to this marvel. Of course all that would
matter would be how he wanted them to react-a warlock got whatever he fancied.

"Y ou could have helped!" Shandie snapped.

Ylo amost moaned aloud. How dare the prince lip awarlock? Then he remembered that the Protocol forbade anyone to employ sorcery on the
imperor or hisfamily, and Shandie was certainly family. So he was safe. But that didn't mean that Ylo wasn't in danger. The wardens were laws
unto themselves. Sweat streamed down his ribs, hislegs shook wildly. He had reached the limits of his endurance.

The sorcerer scowled. "I chose not to help."”

Shandie shrugged his armored shoulders. "Y our Omnipotence, may | present-"

"An Yllipo? The old bugger will disown you!" the giant said, striding across to the chair. "Y ou trying to kill him with an apoplexy?"

"Of course not!"

Protocol or not, how could Shandie dare use such atone to awarlock? Or such a giant? Of course a sorcerer was not necessarily what he seemed,
and Warlock Olybino was mentioned in the stories Ylo's family told of his grandfather and the Dark River War, and that had been forty years ago.

He could not possibly be as young as he looked.

"Helll breathe fire! An Yllipo?' The hostility seemed to be mutual. The warlock's black eyes locked onto Ylo. "So you want me to tell you whether
the traitor's spawn is going to be loyal, or whether he's planning to stick-"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...f%20Men%201%20-%20The%20Cutting%20Edge.html (16 of 210) [10/15/2004 5:53:17 PM]



The Cutting Edge

"No! " Shandie barked. "That is not what | want. | told him Id trust him, and | will trust him. That is not what | want."

"What then? Why's he here?"'

"Part of his education. Was his father atraitor?"

"No. One of his brothers was being stupid, but nothing serious. "

Shandie said, "Ah! " sadly, but he did not turn to look at Ylo. "Besides, even if he planned to cut my throat in the next hour, you couldn't warn me,
could you?"

East scowled. He leaned back and crossed one massive thigh over the other. "Don't say "Couldn't' around me, sonny. 'Shouldn't,’ maybe. That's not
quite the same. 'Sides, there are precedents for handing out warnings. That's not direct use of magic. "

"My apologies." Still Shandie did not turn. "Signifer, thisis Warlock Olybino, warden of the east. "

Ylo saluted. If military etiquette required anything more than an ordinary salute for awarlock, the details lay beyond Ylo's ken. He was far more
concerned by the realization that the Protocol, while it forbade the use of magic against the Imperial Army, made exception in the case of East. The
Imperial Army was the prerogative of the warden of the east. So Warlock Olybino could use sorcery on Signifer Ylo any way he liked, although no
one else could, not even the other three wardens. He could pry into Ylo's mind and discover whether he was truly loyal or was planning revenge.
Ylo would like to know that himself.

But the warlock was now ignoring him. "So-you want me to report your great victory to the Old Man?"

"I'd be grateful if you would," Shandie said respectfully. "And that I'm well. He worries."

"He should. Want me to tell him how that second javelin almost made a two-month baby heir apparent?”

"Better not, your Omnipotence. | did wonder if you'd bent that one a little?"

The golden horsehair waved as the warlock shook his head. "No."

"Or organized our young friend's feat with the standard?"

"No. | stayed out totally."

Now why would the warlock of the east have refrained from influencing the Battle of Karthin? Why let the X Xth Legion be demolished, and three
others badly savaged, and all for no real gain?

Shandie did not ask, and Yo certainly wasn't about to.

But Ylo had grown up in avery political family. Politics, hisfather had told him once, was amatter of layers. If you could seeit, it probably didn't
matter, and vice versa. The bottom layer was aways the wardens. Their schemes were the real schemes, he had said. The Four got what they
wanted, and they ruled by magjority.

Olybino had been bought off, or scared off, but no one but the wardens themselves would ever know which, or why, or how.

"Fine," Olybino rumbled. "I'll tell him. It will ease the news about Guwush. "
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"What about Guwush?' Shandie snapped.

The warlock bared his teeth. "Oshpoo has taken Abnilagrad. Razed it. Y esterday. "

The prince groaned.

"Everything you won has gone," Olybino said meanly. Shandie muttered a curse and walked over to one of the chests. He sat down and glared at his
boots. Ylo stayed where he was, wishing he was not now so exposed to the warlock.

"If | could just get the X1Ith up there!" the prince muttered. "No way," Olybino said. "It would take a month or more to sail around Zark. | doubt
that the caliph would give you safe conduct to march through. "

Shandie looked up. "We could go across Thume?”

Ylo gulped, and even the warlock seemed startled. He glowered.

"Not if you'rein your right mind, you can't! The Protocol doesn't apply in Thume, you know that! | can't help there! ™

"Seems to me an Imperial Army crossed Thume back in the XVth Dynasty."

"And | can think of three that tried it and vanished without trace. Thume is totally unpredictable.”

Shandie sighed. "Then Hushipi will have to handle the gnomes without me. Omnipotence ... tell me about the caliph.”

"What about the caliph?"

"Isit personal, hisfeud with the Impire? When my grandfather dies, will he relent? Gods know, | don't want awar with aunited Zark!" Without
looking around he said, " Sit down, Signifer. "

Gratefully Ylo tottered over to a chest.

The warlock was shaking his head. "1 don't think so. He's spent sixteen years making himself overlord. No one's ever managed to unite the djinns
before, except after the Impire's invaded and they want to throw us out again. Y es, he has a personal grudge against your grandfather, but | don't
think he'll stop now."

There was a moment's silence, and then Olybino chuckled. "After al, you were there, too."

Shandie looked startled. "Where?"

"In the Rotunda. Y ou were only achild, but you were a witness when Emshandar insulted him."

"Stole away hiswife, you mean?'

"Exactly. The woman who is now queen of Krasnegar."

"And that's what's been driving the man al these years?'

"Djinns never forget an insult, and Caliph Azak is no ordinary djinn."
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"No, heisn't," Shandie agreed mournfully. "The Impire is being stretched very thin, Omnipotence.”

"A few more victories like today's and it will be stretched much thinner. "

"Exactly!" the prince snarled. "As | said-you could have helped! "

Ylo held his breath, but the warlock merely smiled. He stretched like a great bear; lamplight flickered on the jewels of his cuirass and rippled on the
muscles of hisforearms. "Why should | help in every little feint?"

"Feint? Karthin was afeint?' Shandie leaped to hisfeet. "What's he up to?"

No more! Certainly Ylo would like to see the caliph taught alesson, areal lesson, but not now. Not with this army. In amonth or two, maybe ...

Olybino was grinning big white teeth. "Ever heard of the Gauntlet?"

IINO.II

"It'satraders pass through the foothills, just outside of Ullacarn. While you're licking your wounds here, the caliph is pushing his army through it.
Helll take the city, cut you off ... The harbor at Garpoon is all silted up, of course. Four legions-"

"God of Slaughter! Tell me! "

"I'm trying to, sonny! Asfar as| know, no one's ever brought an army through there, because it's got more good ambush sites than there are fleas on
acamel, but the caliph happensto know it personally-"

Shandie stamped afoot. "We can intercept?’

Olybino rubbed his hands together in a gesture that seemed totally out of keeping with appearance, something an old man might do, not a youthful
giant. "He'll be all strung out in column of route, and you can come in on aside track and cut him like a snake."

"A map! | need amap!"

The warlock shrugged and held out aroll of vellum that he had not been holding a moment earlier. Ylo's gut tightened at this evidence of sorcery.

Shandie took it, but he did not open it. "Y our Omnipotence, | ask afavor. "

"I thought you might. " The warlock's deadly gaze settled on Yo, who cringed. He just could not take any more of this! "It's hisfirst battle,”
Shandie said. "He's beat, and | need him. | was hoping to go over his duties with him tonight, if you would help-and now | need him even more!"

Olybino chuckled. "Perk him up abit, you mean?"

Aargh! Ylo sprang to hisfeet, feeling as if he'd been struck by lightning. The tent blazed brighter for him. Even the fur on his wolfskin seemed to
crackle. A moment before he had been slumped down, trembling with exhaustion, and suddenly he was up and shaking with afierce desire to do
something, fight someone, run somewhere ... His aches and weariness had vanished and he was as eager for action as ayearling colt.

Shandie looked him over, and smiled. "Thank you, Omnipotence. Signifer, get me the proconsul! | don't care how you do it, but get him here now! "

Ylo shouted, "Yessir! " and raced from the tent.
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6

Three days after the Battle of Karthin, asthe Caliph's forces threaded the deadly narrows of the Gauntlet, the Imperial legions stole in on their flank
under sorcerous concealment, like an invisible razor moving to sever asleeper's throat.

At the Keez Place, beyond the ranges, the old woman Phain lay still a-dying.

The Blood Laws forbade anyone to remain within earshot of the Departing, except the Watcher, but awoman knew best where her own duty was.
So Frial had found herself a convenient stump at the edge of the clearing, and there she sat and wove a basket. She had woven a heap of baskets
these last three days, until her fingers were sore and she had denuded the area of withes. Her grandmother would die in her own good time, no
doubt, as the old dear had always done everything in her own good time.

Frial did not need to be there. There were many relatives and neighbors more than ready to keep an eye on little Thaile for her, and the Gods knew
that there were enough chores piling up back at the Gaib Place to keep her busy from dawn till duskbut she was going to remain here, where Thaile
could see her anytime she wanted to look, and be comforted.

The weather was remarkably good for so early in the year. The rainy season seemed to have tailed off into scattered showers, and there were thick
trees to shield her from those.

It was a pleasant enough Place, with the stream chattering and the great cottonwoods towering like guardians all around. Beyond them, the wall of
the Progistes formed ajagged barrier against the sky, white on blue, and they were a comforting sight. The forested slope of Kestrel Ridge closed
off the west. The glade was carpeted with cool ferns. She liked the Gaib Place better, set in its own protective little hollow, but she knew lots worse-
cottages built out in the open, even, visible for leagues. Gave her the shivers, some of them.

The Keez Place must have been even better, long years ago, when her grandfather had chosen it. A couple of others had crowded in since then,
indecently close. Her own brather, Vool, now, and his snarly wife Wiek ... the Vool Place was far too close, barely out of sight over therise.
Shameful!

That same pestering brother had come to see how she was doing, hovering around her like a midge, sending out waves of discomfort. He'd been a
fusspot as a child, Vool, and he was a fusspot now, at forty.

"It could be along time yet, Fria." He had settled on afallen log to be miserable in comfort.

"I'm sureit will seem longer to Thaile," Frial said complacently. "She's avery sensitive child.”

"Like you," he agreed. "Y ou were aways sensitive. Always the most sensitive of the family. Even before your Watch. " Vool himself wasn't
sensitive, she thought, eyeing her own busy fingers. If he'd been the least bit sensitive, he would never have married that born-miserable,
complaining wife of his. His face had taken on a morose ook right after his marriage and never lost it.

"It's not always ablessing, " she said. Like now, for instance. Frial was not merely sensitive; she had the talent they called Feeling. She could Feel
people's emotions farther than she could hear their voices, often. Right now she could mostly Feel Vool's misery. He was unhappy because he lived
closest to the Keez Place, where old Phain lived-and was now dying-and that made him feel responsible, although he wasn't. He was unhappy
because Frial was here and hisirritable wife was just over there, and he knew they did not get along. And he was unhappy because he had two kids
of his own who would be due for Death Watch very soon.

Over in that ramshackle cottage, little Thaile was dozing, most like. At any rate, she was less worried than she'd been for the last four days. The old
woman was asleep, certainly, for Frial could Feel the confused, meaningless patterns of dreams.

And in the distance, her ill-tempered sister-in-law was worrying as hard as always, and probably about nothing. There were happy children
somewhere down the hill, and they helped.
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The cottage was a disgrace. Why hadn't some of the family kept it in better repair for the old woman? Frial herself would have, if she had lived near,
and Gaib would have helped, too, just for her sake. Gaib helped out lots of neighbors, not even relatives, sometimes walking half a day to take
suppliesto an elderly friend or fresh food to an invalid. Gaib was atruly kind man. Of course awoman with Feeling couldn't have married any other
sort. The thought of being married to a brooding type like Vool made her skin crawl.

And now he was dredging up one of hisworriesto share with her. She held out her basket to admire, but before she could draw his attention to it, he
launched into one of his frequent complaints.

"I think all thisiswrong! A kid shouldn't have to do a Death Watch on arelative. Makesit alot harder.”

"Y ou know there was no one else in the area qualified. Lucky we'd dropped by, redly. "

He was not deterred. "Well, Thaile shouldn't have to do a Watch anyway! It's awaste of words, and we ought to tell the recorders so. "

Frial sighed, having heard all this before. He was brooding about his own brood. "The recorders know best, Vool ."

"Maybe they do. Maybe they don't. Maybe they just think wed be offended if our family was taken off the Gifted list. Maybe if we offered, they'd be
glad to."

"Glad to what? " she muttered absently, wondering about the chickens back at the Gaib Place. They'd be laying all over the landscape at this time of
year, and Gaib would be too engrossed with digging over the vegetable patch to give them a thought. When she got back, there'd be no eggs pickled,
and the hawks too fat to fly.

"Glad to take our family off the list, of course! None of our relatives have shown any real Faculty for generations. "

That wasn't true, she thought with a shiver. The recorders had been very interested in her Feeling. They'd eventually decided it wasn't quite strong
enough to show she had atrue Faculty, but for awhile she'd been very worried, and her parents, also. They obviously hadn't told Vool, or else he'd
conveniently forgotten. Vool himself had neither Faculty nor any special talent at all, except perhaps for fussing.

"If what you say istrue, then we have nothing to care about. "

"But it's awaste of magic!"

"That's recorders' business, Vool." Their worry, not his. "Y ou want to come over to our Place for some lunch?' he muttered, abandoning the
argument.

And be close to that grouch of a sister-in-law? "No, thanks. But 1'd sure appreciate a bite if you could bring one again, like before. "

"It'ssuretorain later," Vool muttered, glowering up at the cloudless sky. "You'll sleep at our Place tonight. All this sleeping out of doors|I give you
rheumatics for certain.”

Her worry, not his.

"I'll survive," she said, unwilling to admit to her sore hips.

"And..."

Pain! She dropped the basket. "What's wrong, Frial?'
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"I think it's come," she mumbled, staring at the cottage. Wake up, Thaile!

"Grammy?"' Vool demanded nervously.

Frial nodded. The old woman was awake, and her pain and fear were rolling like thunder across the glade.

Then Fria Felt her daughter awake, also. Confusion! Alarm! Oh, Thaile, my darling! Fear! Terror!

Terror from the dying Phain ... terror from the child . . . Frial clenched her fists, fighting the urge to rush to the aid of a daughter in distress.

Then calm intervening. Resolution. Sympathy. Thaile was coping, good girl!

"It'sgoing to be all right," she muttered, conscious of perspiration wetting her face, aware aso of Vool's concern close to her. He jumped up and
came across and hugged her, and for a moment his worry blanketed all the other sendings. She had never realized how much she mattered to him!
She began to weep as the clamor of emotions rang again in her head.

Panic. Agony! She cried out. Love, then, and help ...

It was over. Confusion from little Thaile as the word registered. Huge torrents of concern from Vool. Relief and peace and almost happiness fading
as the old woman passed away . . .

"It'sdone!" Frial wiped her eyes and tried to stand up. Her brother held her down.

"Wait, love," he said. "Y ou're shaky till. It isn't your Watch. Thaile will do fine, I'm sure. We don't need to worry about Thaile. "

Fancy Vool talking like that! She felt guilty at having thought poorly of him for so long. He did care.

"Yes," she agreed, striving to relax. Old Grammy had passed on her word of power and gone to the last weighing, and the Gods would find much
good in that kindly old soul, and very little evil. Her balance would join the Good, and ... and ... and Frial was weeping, which was silly and not like
her. She ought to be concerned for her daughter, who had just had a shattering experience. But Vool was right; Thaile was fourteen now, and a
young woman, really, not a child anymore.

It would be all right. There was nothing to worry about. No onein their family had shown any real Faculty for generations, she reminded herself
sternly. Of course she did have Feeling, and Gaib had a wonderful gift for green things. But those were details, just talents. Everyone had some sort
of talent, even if it was only for worrying. Nothing directly to do with Faculty.

They would have to wash the body now, and gather al the relatives for the wake, and . . .

Terror! Now what? Something new ... Awful. "Mother! Mother!"

Thaile raced out of the cottage and came hurtling across the glade, long arms flailing for balance, close-cropped hair awry. Even at that distance,
Frial could see the pallor on her face. She cried out and tore loose from her brother. She sprang up and ran to meet her daughter.

They collided into an embrace hard enough to knock the breath out of both of them. The child was sobbing, almost screaming. Hysterical. Terror
and agony . . .

"Thaile! Thaile! What's wrong?'

The thin body was shuddering with pain. Stricken young eyes huge with terror . . . "Can't you Fedl it?"
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"Feel what?"' Frial shouted. All she could Feel was her daughter's own freezing dread, so close.

Thaile turned to stare at the towering ramparts of the Progistes. "Death! Murder!"

"What's wrong?"' Vool demanded, arriving in blustering incomprehension. "What happened? What's wrong?"
"She's Feeling something!" Frial said. "Tell me! Tell me!”

"Thousands of men!" Thaile cried. "Pain and death! A battle? Y es, it must be a battle. Oh, Mother, Mother! So much death! So much hate, and
suffering!"

She buried her face in her mother's shoulder, shaking uncontrollably. Frial and Vool gazed at each other in horror.
If Thaile wastruly Feeling a battle, then it must be beyond the mountains, Outside, far away.
There were never any battlesin Thume. May the Keeper defend usl!

Frial could Feel nothing at all.

Blow, bugle!

Blow, bugle, blow, set the wild echoes flying,
And answer echoes, answer, dying, dying, dying.

-Tennyson, The Princess, IV

TWO

Y outh comes back

The well-named Battle of Bone Pass came three days after Karthin, and this time the outcome was never in doubt. The djinn army was cut into three
portions and then systematically butchered, the caliph himself being wounded and many of his best generals ain. The legions herded away seven
thousand prisoners, and no one counted the dead heaped in the wadis.

Pandemiawas very big, and the Impire comprised more than half of it. Imperial courierstraveled faster than anyone else in the world, yet reports
from outlying areas took weeks to reach the Opal Palace in Hub.

Sorcery was instantaneous. That same evening Warlock Olybino materialized in the imperor's bedchamber and smugly told him the good news.

Many times throughout his long reign, Emshandar had been given secret tidings by one or other of the Four. Knowledge was power, and no one
knew it better than he. He had often used such covert information to great advantage in the eternal ferment of Hubban palitics, and only very rarely
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had he ever gone public with it before the mundane reports arrived-a good conjurer never shows all his pockets.

This time he made an exception. A man who will not see ninety again cherishes every minute the Gods grant him. Emshandar could not afford to
wait a month or two. He considered holding off until his golden jubilee, just three weeks away, but even that seemed rash at his age. At dawn he
summoned the Senate, and at noon had himself carried to the Rotundato give it the news in person. He would not have been surprised to learn that
it was the last time he would make such an appearance; he would have enjoyed the occasion anyway.

One of the main reasons the Impire had prevailed for three thousand years was that the imps were united and their enemies were not. Other peoples
tended to fight among themselves, a habit the Impire encouraged and exploited. The djinns were even worse than most. Throughout history, the
emirates and sultanates of Zark had squabbled like starving rats and thus been easy pickings whenever the impsfelt an itch to loot and oppress
someone.

Back in 2981, one of the petty kings had proclaimed himself caliph and set out to change the ancient pattern. Many others had tried in the past, but
this caliph had turned out to be a military genius. He had succeeded where they had failed, welding the innumerable principalities into one
ominously coherent and hostile state. No one doubted that when he had finished making himself overlord of al djinns, he would carry the black
banner of Zark against the Impire. The caliph's ever-growing power had shadowed the closing years of Emshandar's reign like arising
thunderstorm.

Gaunt and stooped, palsied but triumphant, the imperor proclaimed his victory from the Opa Throne. He went on to predict that Bone Pass had
broken the power of the upstart forever. The caliphate would collapse within weeks.

The senators cheered the old fox as they had not done in a generation, and ordered the bells of the Impire rung for three days. They almost carried a
motion conferring thetitle of "the Glorious' on Shandie, but the imperor interrupted to announce that of course he would bestow a dukedom on
Proconsul Iggipolo. The Senate took the hint and dropped any idea of honoring the commander of the X11th above his fellow legates. Subsequent
speakers were careful not to mention Shandie at all.

There was no need to give the lad any highfalutin ideas!

Which pleased his grandfather.

2

In the ensuing days the sound of bells rippled out from the center, bearing the glad news to every corner of the Impire and eventualy to lands
beyond. By summer word of Bone Pass had traveled even as far as Nordland, in the far northeast. The jotnar had already made their contribution to
the Y ear of Seven Victories, when a group of thanes had expanded the usual spring training into an ambitious looting expedition up the Winnipango
and run into the XX1Vth Legion by mistake.

The survivors badly needed an easier foe to restore their morale. Those who had not participated must demonstrate that they had not stayed home
out of cowardice. Word of the caliph's downfall caused them all to raise their flaxen eyebrows and contemplate the prospect that the defenses of
Zark might now fall back from their recent regrettable efficiency. Not much was said, but several longships began loading supplies and an ominous
buzz among the steadings told of axes being sharpened.

By the time the harvests were ripening in the south, word of the Battle of Bone Pass came even to the other end of the world, to the tiny kingdom of
Krasnegar in the far northwest, on the shores of the Winter Ocean. There was nowhere more remote than that.

It was brought there by a Captain Efflio, master of a grubby little cog named Sea Beauty. Although jotnar were far better sailors than imps could
ever hope to be, they could not compete with them in business, so the coastal traders of the Impire were often owned by imps. Usually there would
be jotnar among the crew-never too many, though, lest they be tempted by ambition.

Efflio was elderly, lazy, and asthmatic, but shrewd, even by impish standards. He was also afair sailor, atrait he could reasonably assume was due
to some jotunn blood in his veins, for any family that had lived for long within reach of the seawas likely to have had unfortunate experiences with
raiders.
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Having delivered a cargo of garlic and onions to the city of Shaldokan at a good profit, he wheezed his way along the docks to the nearest impish
tavern and began eavesdropping on conversations. Within the hour he picked up word of a potential hire. Some rural duchess wanted some horses
shipped to a place he had never heard of. Her agent was having trouble arranging the matter, because livestock was about the most unpopular haul
on the four oceans. The garlic had already made Sea Beauty detectable for two leagues downwind, so Efflio had little to lose in that regard. He also
knew that the secret of transporting animals was to starve them to within an inch of their lives-what doesn't go in can't come out. He set off in search
of the broker. TWo days later, when he was almost ready to sail, he summoned his bosun,” Krushbark, who stood half astall again as he did and was
very anxious to raise anchor before some of his recent shore activities caught up with him.

"Gnomes," Efflio said sadly.

"What about 'em, sir?" Krushbark inquired through bruised lips. He was blinking blearily down at the captain asif there were too many of him on
deck. His eyes had a heraldic appearance, sea-blue irises set in very red whites.

"Someone will have to muck out the hold,” Efflio explained, taking it slowly and not speaking any louder than necessary. The duchess agent had
been very insistent that the horses arrive alive, so they would have to be fed something in the next month. "I tried to hire some gnomes to do that.
Gnhomes don't like cold places, and they won't sign on when | tell them we're headed north. "

The bosun thought about that, then rubbed his eyes with fists like tree stumps.

The captain tried again. "Y ou want to tell the lads they'll have to muck out? "

"Gnome work!" Krushbark said. "Gnomes don't mind that sort of work. "

"But no gnomes will sign on."

"Ah. " Krushbark ran fingers through his mop of barleycolored hair. "Gnomes! How many did you want, sir?"

"Two should be plenty," Efflio said patiently.

"Gnomes," Krushbark agreed. "TWo gnomes."

"Good man," said the captain.

An hour or so later the bosun came back on board with a couple of gnomes under each arm. He'd brought extra, he explained, because he hadn't
been sure how hard a gnome should be hit. Efflio made no comment about additional mouths to feed-gnomes were easily satisfied, and he preferred
not to argue with his bosun unless he had to.

Sea Beauty set sail at once.

3

It was late in the season for ajourney to Krasnegar, but the Gods were lenient, and the cog made fast time. She encountered no ice. She lost no
gnomes, and only two of the horses. The crew fared well then-especially the gnomes, who were willing to eat everything from the shoes up.

One sparkling morning with afair breeze blowing, Sea Beauty sighted her destination. For days she had skirted alow, treelessland, a barren plain
bereft of inhabitants or landmarks. Theisland peak of Krasnegar jumped up over the horizon so unexpectedly that Captain Efflio felt it should have
shouted, "Boo!" As more and more of it came into sight, he began to feel very uneasy. Eventually his qualms grew strong enough that he ventured
to climb the mast for a better view, afeat he had not attempted in the last ten years.
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Then he could no longer doubt. He had been here before! The great rock like a slab of yellow cheese, the spiky black castle on top, and the little
town running down one face-they were unmistakable. He had been second mate on Champion at the time. That had not been yesterday, nor the day
before either, but even so he should have remembered the name or recognized the description. He never forgot a port he had visited, never! At the
very least, no matter how long it had been, he should not have forgotten that landmark rock.

He remembered it now, of course ... vaguely ... ahumble little outpost, despite its imposing castle. It was home to both imps and jotnar, which was
very unusual, and an independent kingdom-probably remaining so only because neither thane nor imperor could see anything in it worth stealing. A
nonentity of a place.

Neverthelessit was set all by itself in the bleak north, where there were no other good harbors. Why was it not better known and more talked about?
Why had he forgotten it so completely? Not just him! Back in Shaldokan, he realized now, there had been surprisingly few people able to give him
directions to this place, or tell him much about it.

Like all sailors, Efflio disliked any hint of the occult, and this uncanny anonymity certainly smacked of sorcery. He had heard tell once of something
called an inattention spell that could produce such effects.

Wheezing nervously, he had barely started his descent before he detected a change in the creaking of the mast. To add to his alarm, then, he saw that
the bosun was coming up after him. Efflio tried to shout at the dumb ox to belay that, but he had no breath left for shouting-or climbing back up to
the crosstrees, either. So he stayed right where he was, wishing he had replaced the rope ladder the previous summer, when the hands had first
begun griping about its condition.

A few moments later the jotunn arrived behind him, feet arung or two lower. He wrapped an arm around both mast and captain and peered over his
shoulder. A passing gull shrieked in derision at the sight.

"Krasnegar!" Efflio whispered, having trouble making any sound at all with his face being squashed against the ropes. He felt the bosun's porcine
grunt before the sound emerged beside his ear.

"You ever been here before?' he asked.

"Dunno," the giant said. "The dock looks kinda familiar." The captain could not make out any details of the harbor yet, but jotunn long sight was
notoriously sharp.

"And what's that?' Krushbark demanded, pointing seaward with his free arm and causing the mast to creak ominously. "Fishing boat?" Efflio
wheezed. By squinting hard, he could just make out atiny speck in the far distance, bobbing on the long green swells.

"With kidsin it?' the bosun demanded.

No imp could resist amystery. By holding his next tack, Efflio had little trouble in closing on the dory. Then he hove to and studied the curious
sight.

The cockleshell was indeed manned by two children, and it was barely big enough for both of them. The girl was an imp and the boy ajotunn.
Normally that combination would suggest abduction and rape, but they were too young for that-twelve or thirteen, perhaps. Moreover the girl waved
cheerfully, seeming undistressed. The boy just kept rowing. The tiny boat rode up and down over the swells.

Efflio had been afather in histime. He might very well be a grandfather by now-he had no way of knowing, having lost touch with his various
offspring years before. He thought of himself as akindly man, as long as kindness came cheap enough, and he did not enjoy the idea of these two
waifs being blown away into the wastes of the Winter Ocean.

Furthermore, although the boy's ragged shirt and pants were unremarkable, the girl's green gown was a fine garment, lady's wear. Something shone
very brightly in her hair. There might be areward. There might even be salvage, although the little dinghy was not worth much. Efflio decided that
his duty was to rescue this strange expedition.
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"Throw them aline! " he ordered.

An absurd argument then devel oped. The boy stayed silent, leaning on his oars, while the girl refused the line, shouting that she did not want to be
rescued. The sailors, having their orders, insisted.

Eventually the child yielded. The boat was pulled in; the two children climbed a rope ladder to Sea Beauty's deck, and the dory was hauled aboard.
The ship heeled over to the starboard tack, resuming her voyage to Krasnegar.

The girl came stamping aft to where the captain was watching, the boy trailing behind her. She was very angry. Her dress was a gorgeous thing of
sea-green silk, now somewhat marred by salt water and fish scales, and perhaps atrifle small for her. If that miracle on her head was what it seemed,
then it was worth a fortune. Those pearls around her neck couldn't possibly be real, could they? Efflio began to think more seriously of salvage. The
day might turn out to be more profitable than most.

"Why did you interfere?' she demanded shrilly, eyes flashing. Her dark hair had been pinned high on her head, but it was now falling loose. The
tiara had slipped to one side. She was gangly and flat-chested, but she already had the self-confidence of the stunning beauty she would bein
another two or three years.

The boy was taller and heavy-looking, the sort of flaxenhaired jotunn brat that could be found by the score in any port in Pandemia. In two or three
years he would be sprouting like a sunflower. Typically, he was scanning the ship and ignoring the people.

"First tell me who you are! " Efflio said.

The child tossed her head, and the wind shook more of her hair loose. "I am Allenathe Fair, and thisis Warlock Thraine. " Efflio remembered the
ballads his mother had sung to him when he was a child. The mate and the helmsman and a couple of others were listening, and grinning. Feeling
strangely nostalgic, he bowed.

"I have the honor to be your Majesty's most humble servant, Admiral Efflio, Master of Sea Beauty and Lord of the Winter Ocean. Allenathe Fair,
obviously. | ought to have recognized your Mgjesty at once. But Warlock Thraine was a pixie. Are you sure this oneisn't an imposter?”

The boy did not seem to hear; the girl pouted. "A great sorcerer can look like ajotunn if he wantsto!"

"That'strue," Efflio agreed. "But ajotunn who claimsto be a pixie in disguise is definitely not to be trusted! Are you quite sure he is Warlock
Thraine, your Majesty?"

The girl flushed and dropped her eyes. "It was a game, but you needn't make fun of me! "

"Y ou mean that boat isn't really the famous Ark Noble and that isn't Warth Redoubt | see ahead of me?"

The onlookers guffawed. The castle ahead was Krasnegar, and the name scrawled in red lead on the dory's bow was STROMDANSR.

"Of course not!" The girl had turned even redder. "Warth Redoubt was much bigger! "

"How many head?" asked the boy, sniffing the air. "Twelve," Efflio said. "Y our names? Real names?"

"I am Princess Kadie of Krasnegar. He's Gath, my brother. " About to lose his temper, Efflio caught the mate's eye, which was twinkling like a
beacon.

"Y ou should'ov piped them aboard, Skipper!"

"Or else | should throw them back!"
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The girl tossed her head again. Oh, she was a vixen, that one! And she was obviously the brains of the pair. The boy was being very quiet, gazing
blankly at the rigging, but he did not seem scared. He was probably just dull-witted, for her make-believe had left him doing all the rowing. Once
she had perfected her techniques on her dumb brother, the minx would have males dancing to her tune for the rest of her life.

The boy completed his study of the lines and turned his steady stare on the captain. "How close to the wind will she sail?" he asked, and waited
solemnly for an answer.

Efflio told him, taking a harder look. There was a surprising brightness in those big gray eyes-odd-colored eyes for ajotunn, quite adark gray.
When jotnar had gray eyes, they were apale, foggy shade. And the kid's hair stuck up in golden spikes all over his head, which wasn't usual, either.
So he was not purebred jotunn, and the girl's claim that he was her brother might be believable. Mixed bloods tended to favor one parent over the
other. She might have meant "half brother" anyway.

She had breathtaking green eyes. How could Efflio have missed those? He had never seen such green eyes before in hislife. So she was not pure
imp, and she might well have jotunn blood in her, because her ridiculously inappropriate dress was a skimpy thing that left her arms and shoulders
bare, yet she seemed unaware of the spray and the whistling wind. Efflio himself was swathed like a bear, and the gnomes had been huddled under
blankets in the galley for days. The boy had bare arms and bare legs. He obviously felt the cold no more than did Krushbark, whose shirt was open
to the waist.

Who were these two orphans of the sea? Again the captain felt uncomfortable prickles of superstition. If those were real emeralds in the crown-thing
on her head, then he ought to throw the livestock overboard and head back to the Impire at once. He could live out his daysin luxury on what he
would get for that. He could buy off the crew with one pear! apiece from the necklace and send the kids home somehow.

But if there were occult forces at work, then the children might be something much closer to the mythical Allenaand Thraine than they looked. And
as for her being a princess-and the boy presumably a prince ... well, who could say what was possible in this forgotten, eldritch outpost?

Then he felt a sudden shift in the motion of the ship as Sea Beauty entered the bay. The far end was closed by a splatter of small islands, forming
one of the finest harbors Efflio had ever seen-certainly the finest he had ever forgotten. The great rock stood high on one side, its nearer face
plastered with town. The landward shore bore only afew cottages and haystacks.

So it was too late to take the treasure and throw the horses overboard, even if he ever would have done such athing. He shouted to the mate to
shorten sail and laid course for the quay.

4

Sorcery or not, Krasnegar made a good first impression. It had a prosperous, contented air about it that Efflio could not quite identify. There were no
trading vessels moored at the docks, only fishing smacks and a couple of small whalers. Lobster potsin stacks, nets drying over racks, blubber being
rendered in cauldrons over fires. . . Women sat in rows and gossiped as they mended nets, while others cleaned fish and tossed a steady rain of
them into the salt barrels. Men similarly wrangled while repairing oars and harpoons. It all seemed very healthy and normal.

It reminded him somehow of Impport, on Krul's Bay, where he had grown up, although Impport was much flatter. He had a daughter in Impport. He
probably had a daughter in Impport. He hadn't been back there in twenty years.

He would never want to live in atown built on such a slopenot with his chest-but he could see little wrong with the place otherwise. He was
beginning to remember it now. It had awellorganized, impish feel to it, and yet the people held their heads high and did not peer over their
shoulders before they spoke. That might be the jotunn influence. Most of the people he could see at the moment were blond, but of course jotnar
would gravitate to the docks, and the imps to the landlubber businesses within the town.

Krushbark hailed a man ashore, who shouted willingness; aline curled through the air. The man caught it expertly, looped it around a bollard, and
threw it back. Then he went to the next bollard and the process was repeated. Hands began hauling the cable, as the hel per waved cheerfully and
went on about his business. In impish ports, he'd have demanded money for that trifling assistance. Sea Beauty nudged the dock, then nestled coyly
inagainst it.
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Without even waiting for the plank to be run out, aman vaulted over the side and came striding aft with the air of a predator thirsty for blood. Efflio
took a step nearer the pin rack; Krushbark dropped the rope he had been coiling and moved quickly to the captain's side. But it was not the captain
the newcomer was after-he came to a halt in front of the children. He put hisfists on his hips and glared down at them.

The boy smiled shyly. The girl raised her chin and tried to project poise.

For a moment there was silence. Efflio wondered what other misfits he would find in Krasnegar-this man looked for al the world like a faun, but
fauns rarely roamed far from the jungles of Sysanasso, far away in the Summer Seas. He was also much larger than any faun Efflio had ever seen,
larger than most imps, even. Nevertheless, his face was a deep-tanned faun shade, his hair a brown tangle, and his nose looked asiif it had been
stepped on in his childhood. Faun.

Hisjaw was too big, though, especially now, being stuck out like that. Part jotunn, maybe?

Fauns were very good with animals. If he isafaun, Efflio thought, then one gets you twenty he's a stockman, and he's come to get those stinking
brutes out of my hold. The newcomer wore ragged work clothes-and yes, his boots had been through a stable recently.

But that raised the problem of how this exiled faun could have known Sea Beauty was bringing the livestock. Again the uncanny tingled the
captain's scalp. Much more of this and he would start jumping at shadows ...

He had seen the dory on deck, and the children, of course. "Hello, Papa, " the girl said.

"And just what do you think you are doing with those?' the newcomer demanded.

"Which those, Papa?' the girl inquired sweetly. "Y ou know which those, and don't call me that!"

"But it's much more ladylike than "Daddy’ or "Pop' or-" The hostler growled dangerously. "What are you doing with your mother's jewelry?"

Efflio relaxed-he had still been secretly wondering if he had missed a good bet for instant wealth, but if the jewelry belonged to the wife of a man
who wore such despicable stable rags, then they were certainly not real emeralds and pearls. Even fakes of such good quality would be worth afair
amount, though.

The girl was trying to seem unruffled. " She lets me borrow them when | dress up. | was being Allenathe Fair, and Gath--"

"She never said you could wear them out in the town!" her father roared. "Or in aboat! "

"She never said | couldn't!" the girl protested, but she was starting to wilt before his anger.

"And look what you've done to your dress! "

"It'smy old one. It'stoo small now! Oh, Daddy ... Please don't be angry!" She sniffled, and an artful tear ran down her cheek. Her brother was
watching in attentive silence, apparently unconcerned, or letting her do the negotiations.

"Angry?' the faun said. "I'm speechless!"

Perhaps that had been what the child intended, but now she tried another tack, with a dramatic gesture at the audience. "Daddy, these pirates
captured us! They forced us to come aboard their ship and-"

"Kadie! " the man thundered. But he turned and made a quick scan of the onlookers. He picked out Efflio at once, although most would have
guessed one of the jotnar. "Cap'n? Y our pardon! My name's Rap." He held out a 