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A ritual of magical steel thrust through the
heart binds themto their noble lords for eternity ..

DAVE DUNCAN S
THE KI NG S BLADES

As unwant ed, rebellious boys, they found
refuge in Ironhall ... Years later they
energed as the finest swordsnmen in the real m-

THE KI NG S BLADES

Once bound, a Blade's life is no
| onger his own. Only death can break the gil ded
chain of enchantment that binds the bodyguard to the man
he is sworn to defend. And never in living
menory has a candi date refused the honor of
serving his king ... until now.
Young WAsp never intended to be a rebel
Yet, at the sacred cerenony of binding, he



follows the lead of his friend Raider, and together they
spurn the wi shes of King Anbrose hinsel f. Now

Rai der and Wasp are outlaws hunted by the very

Bl ades whose ranks they were a breath away from
entering, and joined together by a destiny that binds them nore
securely than any knot tradition and sorcery

mght tie. Amid the turnoil their "treachery"

has inspired, Wasp and Rai der nust undertake a

desperate journey into the heart of the dreaded

Fire Lands. And the outcone of their terrifying
confrontation with dark truth and darker magic in this
real m of nonsters, ghosts, and half-men will

ultimately determine the fate of two

ki ngdons.
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Thi s book, |ike The Guilded Chain, is a
st and- al one novel. They both cover much the sane
time interval and certain characters appear in both, but you
can read either without reference to the other. The sane is
true of the upcomng third vol une, Sky of
Swords. However, the three taken together tell
a larger story. If you read any of the two, you will
note certain discrepancies that can be resol ved
only by reading the third.

These days | seemto be accunul ati ng grandchil dren
faster than | wite books, but | amvery



happy to be able to dedicate the | ongest of the latter
to the latest of the forner.
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Samuel Joseph Duncan

May he enjoy it years hence and carry the
fam |y nane on into the far reaches of the next
century, or even beyond.

I knew him Horatio--a fellow of infinite
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of nost excellent fancy.
SHAKESPEARE, Hanl et, Act Very,
Scene |
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Not es on Bael i sh

An archaic formof Chivian, Baelish is
witten nuch as English was witten a thousand
years ago. The al phabet contai ns twenty-four
letters. Every letter is pronounced, even when this seens
i mpossible, as in cniht or hlytm

i, k, g, X, z were not then in use.

Three letters have since been abandoned: eth (" ed,
“ed) and thorn (@h, @h) are both pronounced
like the English th, while the ligature Ae is

a separate vowel sounded between a and e (roughly
aas in "bade," oe as in "bad," e as in

"bed").

c: before e or i, c is pronounced |like our
ch (cild was "child," after s pronounced |ike our
sh (scip was "ship"); otherw se, ¢ was
pronounced k (Catter was "Kater").

g: is tricky! It could be hard
(groeggos woul d sound very close to "gray
goose"), but it could sound like j, as in hengest
("stallion"); thus hengestmann was a stable
hand and gave us "henchman." If a lord arrived with
his stallion nen, ook out!

The suffix com ng (meaning "son of" or
"descendant of") was probably sounded |ike the
same letters in our word "finger," so Radgar
Ael edi ng woul d be "Rad-gar Al so-ed-ing-go."

However g before e was usually sounded as y as in
our "sign" or "thegn." CGea! survives as
"Yeal! "

(ge was a common and neani ngl ess prefix attached
to many words such as refa in scir-gerefa. As
"shire-reeve," this metanorphosed into nodern
"sheriff.")

Sone of the place nanes should now make a sort of
sense if you puzzle at them OCw cnoll
means "qui ck-knoll," "live summt," which
seens apt enough for a vol cano. Haligdom woul d
be pronounced "holy dome" and Su  edecg not
far from "Sout h Edge."

Many A d English words have gone out of use:
wer meaning "man" survives only in
"werewol f." Ot hers have survived unchanged--a
hwoel is still a "whale." Cniht, which
originally nmeant "boy," (cnihtcild was a
"boy child") becanme "knight," and that k was still being
pronounced when English spelling was standardi zed a
coupl e of hundred years ago.



AMBROSE

"The King is comng!" The excited cry
rang out over the sun-bright noorland and was picked
up at once by a hal f-dozen other shril
trebles and a coupl e of wavering baritones. Al arned
horses tossed heads and ki cked up heels. The
caval cade on the Bl ackwater Road was still very
far off, but sharp young eyes coul d nake out the blue
livery of the Royal Guard, or so their owners
clainmed. In any case, a troop of twenty
or thirty nmen riding across Starknmoor could be no
one but the Guard escorting the King to Ironhall
At last! It had been nore than half a year
"The King is com ng! The King is coning!"
"Silence!" shouted Master of Horse. The
sopranos' riding classes always teetered
cl ose to chaos, and this one was now hopel ess. "Go and

tell the Hall. First man in is excused stable
duties for a nonth. On ny signal. GCet
ready--"

He was speaking to the wind. Hi s charges were
al ready stream ng over the heather toward the |onely
cluster of black buildings that housed the finest
school of swordsmanship in the known world. He
wat ched to see who fell off, who was nerely
hangi ng on, who was in control. It was unkind
to treat horses so, especially the aging,
down- at - heel nags assigned to beginners; but his
job was to turn out first-class riders. In a very
few years those boys nmust be skilled enough and fearl ess
enough to keep up with anyone, even the King hinself--and
when Anbrose |V went hunting he usually
left a trail of stunned and mangl ed courtiers
in the hedges and ditches.
There went one ... and another ... CQuch!--a
bad one. No matter, young bones coul d be
repaired by conjuration and the nounts seened to be
surviving. Unrepentant, Master of Horse
rode forward to rescue the casualties. On this



bl ustery spring afternoon in the year 357, the noor
had nasked its ancient nenace behind a

deceptive glow of friendship, soft and green and
snelling of clover. The sky was unbelievably

bl ue. Broom was bursting into yellow glory.

There could be few things finer in all creation than
havi ng a reasonably good nmount and an excuse

toride it flat out. As the race faded into the

di stance, he could see that the piebald mare was going
to win, thanks nore to her own abilities than the
skills of her rider, Candidate Bandit.

Ten minutes after the sighting, the wi nner thundered in
t hrough the gate and yelled out the news to the first people he
saw, who happened to be a group of fuzzies
engaged in rapier drill. "The King is
com ng!"
In seconds the word was everywhere, or al npst
everywhere. The candi dat es- - sopr anos,
beansprouts, beardl ess, fuzzies, and especially
the exalted seniors who wore swords--al
reacted with indrawn breath and sudden interna
tenseness, but even the instructors narrowed their
eyes and pursed their lips. The Masters of
Sabers and Rapiers heard it on the fencing
ground, Master Arnorer in the Forge. Mster of
Rituals got the word in a turret room where
he was studying arcane spells, and Master of
Archives in a cellar, where he was packing
ancient records into fireproof chests. Al of
t hem paused to ponder what el se they need do
to prepare for a royal visit. The answer,
in all cases, was absolutely nothing. They were
nore than ready, because it had been seven nonths
since Anbrose had come to the school. In all that
time, only one candi date had been pronoted
to Bl ade. The question now -of especial interest to the
seni ors--was: How many woul d the King harvest this
tine?
The | owest of the |ow was the Brat, who was thirteen
years old and had been adnitted to Ironhal
only two days previously. On the theory that a
man can get used to anything, he had concluded that this
nmust be the third worst day of his Iife. Down on
his knees, he was attenpting to wash the main
courtyard with a bucket of water and a snall rag
--an inmpossible task that had been assigned
to himby a couple of beansprouts because trying
to drive the Brat crazy was the juniors'
traditional pastine. Having all survived
Brat - hood thensel ves, they felt justified in
gi ving what they had received. Few of them ever
realized that they were being tested just as nuch as the Brat
was and woul d be expelled if they displayed any rea
sadi sm
An el derly knight passing by when the shout went
up told the Brat to run and i nform Grand Master.
Grand Master was the highest of the high, but the Brat
felt confortable near him safe from persecution



Grand Master did not dunk himin a water trough
or make himstand on a table and sing | ewd songs.

The old man was in his study, going over accounts
with the Bursar. He displayed no enotion at the
news. "Thank you," he said. "Wait, though
Bursar, can we continue this another tine?" Then, as
the other man was gathering up his | edgers, he turned
back to the Brat and absolutely ruined his third
worst day. "His Majesty will undoubtedly bind
some of the seniors tonmorrow night. You have heard of the
ritual ?"

"He sticks a sword through their hearts?" the
Brat said uneasily. It was a sick-making
t hought, because one day it would happen to him

"Yes, he does. It is a very potent
conjuration to turn theminto Bl ades. Don't
worry, they always survive." Al npst always. "But
you wi Il have a part in the ritual."

"Me?" the Brat squawked. Conjury? Wth the
Ki ng present? That was worse than a hundred
wat er troughs, a thousand ....

"Yes, you. You have three lines to say and you
| ay the candidate's sword on the anvil
Go and find Master of Rituals and he will
instruct you. No, wait. First find Prine and
make sure he knows about the King." Prime, after
all, must have nore interest in the royal visit than
any other candidate, for his fate was certain now.
Whoever el se the King took, Prine would be first.
"He'll be in the library."

Regrettably, G and Master was w ong. The
seniors were not in the library that afternoon. The Brat
had not yet |earned his way around the school and was
too unsure of hinself to ask for help, so he never
did deliver the message. By the tine Raider
heard of the King's approach, the roya
processi on was at the gates and escape had
becone i npossi bl e.

Even before the King's arrival, that day had been
a nenorable one in Ironhall. Two swords
had been Returned and three names witten in the
Litany of Heroes. It was the Litany that was
speci al . Returns were common enough, for the schoo
had been turning out Blades for severa
centuries and they were nortal |ike other nen. Unless
a Blade was lost at sea or died in a far
country, his sword cane back at | ast
to Ironhall to hang in the famus sky of
swor ds.

Every newconer began as the Brat. The ideal
recruit was around fourteen with good eyes and fast
refl exes, either orphaned or rejected by his
fam ly, and at |east rebellious--preferably
a holy terror. As old Sir Silver had said
on numerous occasions: "The wilder the better
You can't put an edge on soft netal." Sone



of them were driven out by the hazing, a few gave up
later, and very rarely a boy was expelled. Those
who | asted the full five years energed as the
finest swordsnmen in the world, conpanions in the
Loyal and Ancient Order of the King's
Bl ades, every one as sharp and polished and deadly as
the cat's-eye sword he was then privil eged
to wear. The King accepted about half of theminto the
Royal Guard and assigned the rest to ministers,
rel atives, courtiers, or anyone else he
chose. To serve was an honor, and G and Master
turned away nmany nore boys than he accept ed.

It was only four years since Lord
Bannerville, the Chivian
anbassador to Fitain, had bound Sir Spender
as his third Blade. When Fitain had erupted
in civil war, Spender and his two brother
Bl ades, Sir Burl and Sir Dragon, had
managed to smuggle their ward out of the chaos, but the
latter two had died in the process. That norning
Spender had Returned their swords.

Standing in the hall under that bal eful canopy of
five thousand swords, the survivor told the
story to the assenbl ed candi dates, masters, and
knights. He said very little about his own part; but his
linp, his pallor, and the junpiness in his voice
backed up the eye-popping stories of his
injuries that had been whi spered around bef or ehand.
Everyone knew that a Bl ade defending his ward was
harder to kill than a field of dandelions. But
death was not inpossible, and many of the juniors were
openly sobbing by the end of the tale.

The hero ate lunch in private with G and
Master and sone ot her teachers. He wanted to |eave
right after the neal, but Master of Protocol
persuaded himto stay and instruct the seniors on
politics. Prine invited himto do so in the
tower. Thus nost of the seniors were in the tower that
aft ernoon, which was why the Brat did not find them

Ironhall had never been a castle, but its
wi I d noorl and setting had inspired sone
| ong-forgotten builder to festoon parts of it with
turrets, |oopholes, and fake battlements.
The nost obvious of these follies was the tower whose
attic served as the seniors' private lair.
Generations of future Blades had idled inits
squal or without ever having a single thought of cleaning
or tidying. The furniture was in ruins and heaps
of discarded clothes and niscellaneous clutter
nol dered in the corners. But by tradition--and
everything in lronhall ran on tradition--no
one ever set foot up there except the seniors
t hemsel ves--not Bl ades, not G and Master, not even the
Ki ng. No one had ever explained why any of those
men should want to, but the invitation to Sir Spender
was supposedly a great honor. It al so kept



Master of Protocol out.
Wasp was the first to arrive, trotting up the
stairs carrying a respectabl e | adder-back chair
for the guest, which he placed in front of the
fireplace. He rearranged a few of the
other chairs to face it and then nabbed his favorite
for hinself, leaning back in its noldering excretions
of stuffing to watch the others arrive. Fox appeared
and made a dive for the second-best chair;
Herrick led in six or seven nore; then there was a
pause while Sir Spender came up one step
at atine, escorted by Prine. More seniors
clattered up behind them chattering Iike starlings. They
draped thensel ves on tables or rickety stools,
propped t hensel ves agai nst the walls, or just spraw ed
on the boards.
"Fl anes and death!" the guest decl ai ned.
"This place is still the same disgusting mdden it was
when | left. Have those wi ndows ever been cl eaned?"
"Certainly not!" said Mallory, who was
Second. "You can't break tradition that way in
Ironhal ['1"
"Those | ook lIike the sane ashes in the hearth.”
"They're traditional ashes," said
Victor, who fancied hinself as a hunorist.
"And the cobwebs are priceless."
Spender |inped over to the fireplace to hunt
for his signature, for all the paneling and the
steeply pitched roof and even parts of the floor were
i nscribed with the nanes of former candi dates. Wasp
was witten near the door, very small within an
overlarge initial; and he had found two other
Wasp inscriptions, although Master of Archives
had records of only one Bl ade by that name, an
undi sti ngui shed nenber of the Royal Guard back
in the days of Everard IIl. The other nust have been
even earlier and spectacularly mediocre. It
woul d be the third Wasp who nade the nane
nmenor abl e!
Herrick was very dark, Victor unusually
bl ond, and Rai der--who woul d not be coning--had hair
as red as a Bael's; but with that trivial
exception of coloring the seniors were as alike as
brothers: all lean and agile, nmoving with the wary
grace of jungle predators, neither too snall
to be dangerous nor too large to be ninble.
Five years of constant effort, superb
instruction, and in nost cases a dash or two of
conj uration had produced these fledgling Bl ades,
awaiting only their master's call. Even their
features seened alike, with no extrene bat
ears or crooked teeth. Wasp wondered if he
was just noticing all this anew because Spender so
obvi ously bel onged there, an ol der brother cone
horme to visit. Few Bl ades cared
to remenber any other honme. Wasp was an
exception there, but then he was exceptional in other
ways too painful to think about.
Rai der hurtled up the stairs three at a



time and strode over to flop down on the floor under
the south wi ndow, putting his back against the wall and
stretching out his long | egs. He caught Wasp's
eye and grinned at his surprise. Wasp rose
and went to sit beside him putting friendship ahead of
confort and provoking a mnor tussle as three nen
simul taneously tried to claimthe chair he had
abandoned.
"Thought you were drilling beansprouts in sabers?"
Rai der' s eneral d-green eyes tw nkl ed.
"I wapped Doninic's | eg around his neck
until he offered to help me out."” He was |vying,
of course. Gving the juniors fencing practice
was never the nost popul ar of assignnents; but only
Rai der would rather listen to a talk on politics,
even with the Order's latest hero doing the talking.
Dom ni ¢ woul d have agreed to the exchange very
readily.
The door slanmed, then Fitzroy cane
clunmping up the stair to announce that this was everyone.
Wasp | ooked around and counted two dozen seniors
present. Traditionally there should be |ess than that
in the whole class, but the King had assigned
only one Bl ade in seven nonths. Poor
Wl fbiter had been twenty-one by the tine he was
bound | ast week. Bullwhip was twenty. The rest
were all eighteen or nineteen, unless some of themwere
| yi ng about their ages--as Wasp was.
As Prinme, Bullwhip nade a little speech
He was chunky by Bl ade standards, a slasher not a
st abber - - neani ng saber not rapier--sandy-colored, the
sort of man who woul d charitably be described as
"stolid." He was certainly no orator
Spender thanked him took the chair Wasp had
brought, and began to talk politics,
specifically politics that led to civil war.
Master of Protocol and his assistants had the
unenvi abl e task of preparing the candi dates for
life at court. That included teaching them danci ng,
deportrent, elocution, etiquette, sone
history, and a lot of politics. By their senior
year it was alnost all politics--taxes,
Parliament, foreign affairs, the nachinations of the
great houses. Frenetically active and athletic
young nmen woul d nuch rather be fencing or out riding on the
nmoors than listening to any of that stuff,
wi th the possible exception of the racy court scandals.
At | east Spender was a novelty and hence nore
interesting than the usual fare. The King of
Fitain had |l ost control of his barons and failed
to rally the burghers. Even kings needed allies.
And so on. Twenty-four young faces nade
earnest efforts to seemattentive
Only Rai der would not be faking, Wasp
deci ded. d ancing si deways he saw that his friend
was i ndeed very intent, nodding to hinself as he |istened.
He had the strange perversion of finding politics
i nteresting. He was probably the only man in the
room who cared a snail's eyebrow about what had



happened in Fitain. Everyone el se just wanted

to hear about the fighting and howit felt to keep on
fighting when you knew you ought to be dead after having
your thigh crushed and a sword run through you

The sky was bl ue beyond the dirty panes.

Back in Wasp's beansprout days he had
wat ched Lord Bannerville bind Spender
Dragon and Burl nust have been there, attending their
ward, but he could not remenber what they had | ooked
l'ike.

No one had t hought to open the w ndows and the room
held too many people; it was stuffy. Attentions were
wander i ng.

At the far side of the room Herrick stifled
a yawn.

Suddenly Wasp's jaw took on a fearful
life of its own. He struggl ed desperately, but
t he yawn escaped. That one Sir Spender
noti ced.

Sir Spender expl oded. "Shug young
bastards!" he snapped. He heaved hinself to his
feet. "You don't give a spit about this, do you
any of you?" His already pale face had turned
white as marble. "You don't think it matters!

Doesn't concern you, any of you, does it?" He

gl ared around the room eyes flashing with fury,

| eft hand steadying his scabbard as if he were about
to draw. "You insufferably stuck-up unbearable
latrine cleaners, all of you!"

Twenty-four seniors stared up at himin
horror. Wasp wanted to die. How could he have
done that? Yawni ng! What a crass,

i mbecilic, childish thing to do!

But Spender's rage was not just against him-it was
directed at all of them "I know what you're
thi nking!" He grew even louder. "You all think
that the King takes the best for the Guard and
it's only the failures he assigns as
private Bl ades. Don't you? Don't you?

Just nod!" he said, dropping his voice to a

menacing grow . "If that's what you think, you young
sl obs, just nod once and I'Il give you a
fencing lesson with real swords. I'ma

private Bl ade and proud of it. Burl and
Dragon were my brothers and they' re dead! They
didn't rank second to anyone!"

Wasp stared appealingly at Prine and so did
everyone el se. Say sonething! A week ago
VWl fbiter had been Prime and Wl fbiter woul d
have known exactly what to say. But Wl fbiter
had gone, and in Bullwhip's case the sword was
m ghtier than the tongue. He had straightened up
off the wall, where he had been | eaning. H s nouth
opened but no sound energed.

Spender had not finished. "You all think you're
going into the Guard, don't you? Nothing but the best!
Vll, |I tell you being a private Bl ade
is a thousand tines harder than | oungi ng around the
pal ace with a hundred others. It's a full-tine



job. It's a lifetinme job! None of this
t en- year s- and-t hen- dubbed- kni ght -and-retire
nonsense. W serve till we die! O our
ward does. "

Bul | whi p's freckl ed, nmeaty face remmined
| ocked in an agony of enbarrassment.
Mal | ory, who was Second, seened equally
frozen, unwilling to upstage his | eader--good
manners but not good sense when a hero started having
hysterics.

Wasp j abbed an elbow in Raider's ribs.
"Say sonet hing!" he whi spered.

"Hm? Al right." Raider flowed to his

feet, unfolding like a flail. He was third in
line, after Mallory. He also stood al nost a hand
taller than any other man in the school, |ong and

lean; with that copper-red hair and green-green
eyes he was never inconspicuous. Everyone
| ooked, including Spender

"Wth respect, sir, | certainly do not
believe that. | doubt if anyone here does.

VWl fbiter is the finest fencer Ironhall has
produced since Sir Durendal and just a few

days ago we all saw hi m being bound as a

private Blade. He put all of us to shane

with steel, yet the King assigned himto soneone
el se, not the Guard."

Twenty-three throats nade earnest
sounds of agreenent.

"I'n fact," Raider added, perhaps hoping
to change the subject, "he assigned himto Sir
Durendal and none of us can imagi ne why."

Spender stared at himin silence for a monment. Hi s
color flamed swiftly fromits corpselike
white to brilliant red. Wasp rel axed.

Everyone did. They had been taught that pallor
was the danger sign. Blushing neant apol ogy or
bluff. The hero sank down on his chair again.

"I"'msorry," he nuttered. "Sorry,
sorry, sorry!" He doubl ed over

Bul | whi p waved hands at the stair, neaning
everyone shoul d | eave. Rai der made contradictory
signs--stay where you are!--and everyone stayed.
No one ever argued with Raider, not because he was
danger ous but because he was al ways right.

"Sir Spender," he said, "we are sorry
to see you distressed, but you should know that we continue
to admre you enormously and always will. W are
proud to know you, and when we becone Bl ades oursel ves
we shall be inspired by your exanple and what you and your
two conpani ons achi eved. W think no | ess of
you for being human."

Nobody br eat hed.

"The last entries in the Litany," Raider
continued, "were made two years ago during the
Nyt hi an War. Sir Durendal saved the
King's life outside Waterby. He defeated
a team of four assassins single-handed and did not
suffer a scratch. | nean no disrespect to him



Sir Spender, but he is so close to a | egend
that he hardly seens hunman. You inspire ne.
He nakes ne feel horribly inadequate.
Your example nmeans much nmore to nme than his does,
and that is because |I know that you are flesh and bl ood, as
I am" Nobody el se could have taken over from
Prinme wi thout giving offense, but Bullwhip was
beanmi ng gratefully.

The Bl ade | ooked up and stared at Rai der
Then he straightened and wi ped his cheeks with a
knuckl e. "Thank you. That was quite a speech. It

neans a lot tone. |'mafraid |'ve
forgotten which one ..."
"Rai der, sir."

"Thank you, Raider." Suddenly Spender was
in charge of the room again, sustained by the four or
five years he had on all of them "Sorry
| lost nmy tenmper." He sniled ruefully,
| ooki ng around. "Blanme the King. He
ordered me to cone here and Return the swords. |
shoul dn't have let ol d weasel -tongue Protoco
talk me into staying on. | haven't been away
fromny ward since the night I was bound. Comander
Mont purse gave me his solem oath that he
woul d assign four nmen to keep watch over H s

Lordshi p day and night until | get back, but
it isn't the same. And after what happened in
Fitain, |'mextra sensitive. It's

driving me crazy!" He smiled at their

horrified expressions. "You didn't think being

a Bl ade was easy, did you? You don't care

about rebellion and civil war. Why should you? It
isn't going to happen here in Chivial. And

need to be with ny ward. So, if you'll excuse

me now, |I'll be on ny way. The noon w ||

see ne back to Grandon." He was tal king of an
all-night ride and he | ooked exhausted al ready.

VWhen Bul lwhip tried to speak, Spender
stopped him "You have other things to attend to.
prom sed not to warn you, but in return for the honor
you have done ne, | will. The King is on his way.
He should be here very shortly."

Rai der spun around but not before Wasp was on his
feet and | ooki ng out the wi ndow. Horsenen in blue
livery were riding in the gate.

"He is!" Wasp screanmed. "He's here
The King is here!"

Hi s voice cracked on the high note. He
turned around to face the glares of a dozen nmen who
wanted to rmurder himon the spot.

By tradition--and tradition was law in
Ironhall--the King entered by the royal door and
went directly up to Grand Master's study.
There G and Master waited, fussing around, vainly
trying to flick away dust with a roll of papers and
mentally reviewing his notes for the thousandth tinme. A



small fire burned in the grate, a decanter
of wine and crystal goblets waited on the table.
He was a spare, leathery man with a permanently
bot hered expression and a cloud of white hair
rem ni scent of a seeding dandelion. Foolish though
it seemed, he was presently as nervous as anyone
in the school. This was the first time he had pl ayed
host to the King. Usually the Bl ades' own runor
mll ground out warnings of the King's visits, but this
tinme it had not.

The previous Grand Master, Sir Silver,
had ruled the Order for a third of a century; but
hal f a year ago the spirits of time and death had
caught up with himat last. H s nenory stil
haunted this room-his ancient furniture, his
choice of prints on the walls, even some of his
keepsakes still cluttering the mantel of the
fieldstone fireplace. H s successor had added
a tall bookcase and his own books, plus a
| arge | eather chair, which he had ordered nade
to his specifications in Blackwater as a
cel ebration of his pronotion. Nothing el se.

Long ago he had been Tab G eenfield,
unruly younger son of a mnor famly, which had

di sposed of himby enrolling himin Ironhall--the
best thing that had ever happened to him Five years
| ater he had been bound by Taisson Il in the

first binding of his reign, becomng Sir Vicious,
enduring eight years of routine and futile guarding
bef ore bei ng dubbed a knight in the Order and so freed.
Having a longtinme interest in spirituality, he had
enlisted in the Royal College of Conjurers and

had done some original work on invoking spirits of
earth and tine to increase the stability of buildings.
He had even toyed with anbitions of becom ng grand

wi zard, but eventually the opportunity to merge his
two careers had brought himhonme to Ironhall as

Master of Rituals. Last N nthnmoon he had

been genui nely astoni shed when the Order chose him

as Grand Master and even nore surprised when the King
approved the election. He was about to be tested in
his new duties for the first tine.

He had a problem a candi date who did not
fit the pattern.

The King was taking his tinme! Possibly he had
ridden round to West House to inspect the fire
damage. The noi se of the carpenters working was
faintly audi ble even here, although G and Master had
grown so used to it now that he never noticed it.

He | ooked around the roomyet again. Wat m ght
a new GG and Master have forgotten?

Fl ames, his sword! Only a bound Bl ade
could go arnmed into the King's presence, and G and
Mast er should be the last one to forget that. Appalled
that he had so nearly made a mmjor blunder, he
drew Spite and stepped up on the runi nent
chest to lay her on top of the bookcase, out of
sight. His baldric and scabbard he fol ded
away in the chest itself.



He was just closing its lid when the latch
rattl ed on the inconspicuous door in the corner
and in wal ked Hoare--a typical Bl ade, al
| ean and spry. Until now his only distinguishing
features had been a grotesque tuft of
yel l ow beard and a vile juvenile hunor, which his
chosen name did not deny, but now he sported the
bal dri c of Deputy Commander across the blue and
silver livery of the Royal Guard. Smling,
he advanced with hand outstretched.

"Grand Master! Congratul ations!"

"Deputy! Congratul ations to you, also."

Hoare had a grip |like a woodcutter. "My,
we are coming up in the world, aren't we?" H s eyes
raked the room "How does it feel to be chief
keeper of the zoo?"

"Very gratifying. How does it feel to step
into Durendal 's shoes?"

Hoar e shuddered dramatically. "l expect it
woul d make ne very humble if | knew what the word
meant." He shot a quizzical glance at the
ol der man. "Odd business, that! Did he
by any chance drop any hints while he was here?
Where he was goi ng? Wiy the world' s greatest
swordsman needs a Bl ade to guard hi n?"

"Not a peep. | was sort of hoping you m ght
tell nme."

They exchanged matching frowns of frustration

Hoare shrugged. "Hasn't been a word from
anyone. Grand | nquisitor probably knows, but
who's going to ask her? The Fat Man isn't
tal king. Never forget, G and Master, that kings have
nore secrets than a dead horse has nmaggots,
and nmost of themnastier. Even Leader swears he
doesn't know. "

Grand Master woul d believe that when Mnt purse
hinself told himso; he got on well with the
Conmander. "Leader is not with you this tine?"

"Yes, he's coning. Janvier? Something
wr ong?"

There was anot her Bl ade standing in the doorway,
a younger one--Janvier, a rapier man who had
been Prine very briefly and bound on the King's
last visit, together with Arkell and Snake. He
had al ways been quiet, acute, and self-contained,
but why was he just standing there like that, head cocked,
frowning as if listening for sonething?

Grand Master opened his nouth, and Hoare held
up a warning hand. He | ooked anused, but Hoare
al ways | ooked anused.

Sir Janvier marched unerringly across
the room and stepped up on the nuni ment chest.
"There's a sword up there." He sounded nore
aggri eved than surprised.

Hoare grinned |like a pi ke and waggled a
reproving finger at Grand Master. "Naughty!"

I ncredi bl e! "How does he do that?" Mny
Bl ades had instincts for danger to their wards, but
Grand Master had never witnessed sensitivity on



that scal e.

"Wait till you hear about the wood sliver under
the King's saddle! Tell Gand Master how you do
it, brother."”

Young Janvi er had junped down, hol di ng
Spite, and was admiring the unusual orange
glint of the cat's-eye stone on her pommel.

He | ooked up blankly. "I don't know,
Grand Master. | heard it buzzing. It's you who
shoul d be able to tell ne."

Buzzing? "There are sone reports in the
archives. ... | resent the inplication that ny
sword is in any way a danger to His--"

"Any sword can be a danger if it falls
into the wong hands," Hoare said. "You're
supposed to set us kiddies a good exanpl e.

Put that wood chopper sonmewhere safe.”

Janvi er headed for the corridor door, peering
at the inscription on the blade as he did so.
"Why Spite?"

"Why not!?" Grand Master snapped. Seeing
anot her man handling his sword was a novel and
extremel y unpl easant experience. Spite was
.his and he had not been separated from her in al npst
thirty years.

At that nmonment the door at the bottom of the
stairwell slammed. Hoare ran across
to Janvier and shot himout of the room Spite and
all. He had the corridor door closed again and
was standing with his back to it and his face conpletely
bl ank when the heavy tread approaching reached the
top step.

The King ducked his wi de, plumed hat under the
lintel and paused to catch his breath. He stood
much taller than any Bl ade and was visibly
bi gger than he had been on his last visit, nuch
too large for a man not yet forty. The current
fashi ons nade hi m seem gar gant uan- - puf f ed
sl ashed sl eeves on a padded jerkin of
green and red hangi ng open to reveal a blue silk
doubl et, legs bulging in striped gold and green
stocki ngs, green boots. The tawny fringe of
beard was flecked with silver, but Anbrose IV
of the House of Ranulf showed no signs of
rel axing the granite grip with which he had rul ed
Chivial for the last eight years. His
anber - col ored eyes peered out suspiciously between
rolls of |ard.

He acknow edged Grand Master's bow with a nod
and a grunt. As he unfastened his nud-spattered
cloak of ermine-trimed scarlet velvet,

Mont purse materialized at his back to lift

it fromthe royal shoul ders. Then the Conmander turned
as if to hang it on a peg, but Gand Master had

been unable to think of any reason for that peg to be
there and had renoved it so he could hang a



favorite watercolor in its place.
Mont purse shot hima surprised smle and
laid the garnment over a chair. Wth flaxen hair
and baby-fair skin, he | ooked not a day ol der
than he had on the night he was bound. Spirits!
That was just after G and Master came back
to Ironhall ... was it really alnost fifteen
years ago ...?

The Commander cl osed the outer door and took up
his post in front of it. Wthout renoving his hat,
the King headed for the new | eather chair and settled
intoit like a galleon sinking with all hands. He was
still short of breath.

"CGood chance, Grand Master."

"Thank you, sire, and wel cone back
to Ironhall." Vicious reached for the decanter
"May | offer you some refreshnent?"

"Ale," said the King.

Grand Master strode to the other door and peered
out. Vallop and the Brat were waiting in the
corridor as he had ordered--the Brat |ooking
scared to death. But Janvier and Scrinpnel were
standing there also with the patience of nountains, and
Wallop held a tray bearing a |l arge
flagon, a drinking horn, two pies, severa
| arge wedges of cheese, and sundry ot her
victuals. Wallop had been a servant at
Ironhall since it was built, within a century
or two, and he obviously knew the present
king's preferences. Granting hima sheepish
smle of thanks, G and Master took the tray
and bore it back to the nonarch. He laid it on
the tabl e as Hoare whi pped away the wi ne
to make room

The King reached a fat hand for the flagon. "So
how are you settling in, Gand Master?"

"Wth great satisfaction, sire. | welcone
this opportunity to thank you in person for the
extrenme honor you--"

"Yes. When will the repairs be conpl et ed?"
Anbrose put the flagon to his nouth and drank
wi t hout taking his shrewd, piggy gaze off G and
Mast er .

"By the mddle of Fifthnmoon, sire, they
assure ne. We shall be ... W are | ooking
forward to it." The school was presently packed to the
rafters, although a dozen elderly knights had
been tenporarily evicted to find other
acconmmodation. To point that out to a touchy nonarch
m ght be dangerous, since the overcrowding was partly
due to his delay in harvesting qualified
seni ors.

"Thunderbolts in the nmddle of winter?" The King
wi ped his beard with his sleeve and gl owered
suspiciously. "You are satisfied there was no
spiritual interference? None of those batty old
pensi oners experinmenting with conjuration? Kids hol ding
m dni ght parties and upsetting candles?" H s father
had al ways seen conspiraci es where others did not.



Perhaps all kings did. Wiy el se the Bl ades?

"Thunderstorms can strike Starknmoor at any
season, sire. Some superstitious people tried
to relate the accident to the death of ny
predecessor so soon before.” Did the King's
scow nean that he was one of then? "I do not
believe in ghosts, and if | did | could never
believe Sir Silver would return fromthe dead
to attack the Order he served so | ong and wel |
The storm brushed Torwell also. It roared
hal f the night away here. W have some very deaf
ol d knights anong us and | don't think one of
t hem was asl eep when we were hit."

The King grunted and reached for the drinking horn
"So what have you for me this tinme? How nany stal wart
young swordsnen, hmm?"

"A great many, Your Majesty. A couple of
them are outstanding. | fancy the King's Cup will be
safe fromoutsiders for many years to cone."

"I'"1l have you drawn and quartered if it
isn"t!" He laughed, and the fanobus royal charm
di sm ssed any threat in the words. "W don't have
Sir Durendal to rely on now. "

Ah! "We don't?"

"No we don't." The King cut off that line
of conversation. "Start with Prine."”

Noti ng that he had not been invited to sit down,
Grand Master stepped away fromthe fireplace in
case he forgot himself so far as to |l ean an el bow
on it. He folded his hands behind his back and
prepared to performlike a soprano reciting the
Ironhal | creed.

"Prinme is Candi date Bul |l whip, ny
liege. A fine--"

"Bull guts!" The King glared as he filled
the horn. Foam spilled over his hand, but he
i gnored that.

"Sire?"

"Bul I bal I s! How shall | feel if | nust
address one of ny guards at court when he has
a nane like that? In the presence of the Isilondian
anbassador, perhaps? | know you said Bul |l whip,
Grand Master! | had occasion nmany times
to reproach your predecessor for some of the absurd
nanes he all owed boys to choose and that is an
egregi ous exanple! | hope you will display
better judgnent!" Scow .

Hoare, standing safely out of sight behind the King,
stuck out his tongue.

Grand Master bowed, recalling that two days
ago he had approved the registering of a
Candi dat e Bl oodf ang who stood | ess than
five feet high and had freckles. "I shall inform
Mast er of Archives of Your Mjesty's
instructions.” He wasn't going to change the
tradition, no matter what the King said. The right
to choose a new nane mattered enornmously to a
recruit. It was a rite of passage
recognition that the ol d person was forgotten and from



now on he was who he said he was, to be whatever

he coul d make of hinmself. This was going to be a storny
audi ence if Anmbrose objected to a nane as

i nnocuous as Bul | whi p.

"Well, carry on!"

"Yes, sire. Bullwhip is an excellent
saber man."

Sil ence. The King wanted nore. He took great
personal interest in his Blades, |ike a horse

breeder in his stable.

"Not truly outstanding with a rapier, but of course
that's speaking relatively. By any standards but the
Bl ades' he is superb.”

The King paused in raising the drinking horn
to his mouth. "The man hinmself! If I'm
goi ng to have himunder ny feet for the next ten years,
| want to know what to expect."

"Yes, of course--"

"I can still assign himto ny Mnister of
sheries, you know"

"Er, certainly, sire. Bullwhip is,

hmm solid. Popular. Not especially

i magi native, but very, um... solid."

Hoare rolled his eyes. Grand Master
resisted a tenptation to throw sonething at him
preferably a sharp knife. Hearing no further
comment fromthe King, he plunged ahead.

"Second i s Candi date Mallory,
sire." At |east Anbrose could not object to that
nane. "A rapier man, a very fine rapier man.

Ei

Personality ... lighthearted, jovial, well
liked. But not flippant at all, sire! Good
all-rounder, 1'd say. No problens." He was

not doing well at this. In a year or two, when

he'd had nore practice and knew what to expect

. He could feel sweat running down his

temples, and the King could probably see it. The
trouble was that all the candi dates were good nmen. The
weakl i ngs had | ong since been driven out. He was
expected to find fault where there wasn't any.

"“Umph. And third?"

Wait for it ... "Candidate Raider."

The royal glare chilled the room "That is
anot her exanpl e!"

Five nights ago, right here in this room
G and Master had asked advice fromthe
cel ebrated Sir Durendal, who was one of the
King's favorites and reputed to handle him
better than anyone except possibly
Mont purse. "Never let himbully you,"

Durendal had said. "If you don't know, say
so. If you do know, stand your ground. He
respects that. Gve himan inch and he'l
tranple you into the nud."

"Wth respect, sire, perhaps not! | nean,"
Grand Master added hastily as the royal tenper
glinted, "that "Raider" is certainly a
foolish nane, but |I cannot at the nonent recal
whet her it was ever formally approved. | never chose



to be called Vicious."

"You didn't?" The King did not like to be
contradi cted. He had probably been saving up
some poi nted observations on the subject of Sir
Vi ci ous.

"No, sire. | wanted to be
Lion. | was entered in the rolls as Lion, but
t he sopranos had al ready nanmed ne Vicious and it
stuck. When the time for ny binding canme, | had
grown into it. Candi date Raider is unusually
tall. Even when he was the Brat he was big, and
he has very, hmm very red hair." The ground was
especially treacherous here, for Anbrose's hair
and beard had a deci dedly bronze hue.

"Ch, that one!" Anmbrose said with wel conme
signs of amusenent. "Year by year as |'ve cone
here, 1've watched that flam ng red head noving
up, table by table. 1'Il be interested to neet its
owner at last."

"Hmm vyes, sire. At first sight they
cal l ed himthe Bael, of course, because of his
hair. This was while the Baelish War was stil
ragi ng, and stories of atrocities were drifting in
al nost every week--piracy, raiding, slaving. He
wore it long when he arrived, so the first night the
sopranos hacked it all off him Naturally!

I mean, how could they resist? But it took six

of themto hold himdown and when they thought the scranble
was over, he did not agree. One can start a

fight but it takes at least two to stop it.

Rai der woul dn't stop. He broke one boy's

jaw and knocked teeth out of several others."

"Broke his jaw?" The King raised his tawny
brows. This was exactly the sort of childish
tale that inpressed him "How old was he then?"

"Thirteen, sire."

"Broke a jaw at thirteen?" Anbrose
chuckl ed, releasing a gleam of the royal charm
"No m | ksop, obviously!"

"Far fromit, sire. That was only the begi nning.
By the time his termas the Brat was up, he'd cowed
all the sopranos and nost of the beansprouts, and
| don't renmenber anyone el se ever managi ng
that. He sabotaged their clothes and foul ed their
beddi ng with horse dung. He woke themin the
night .... They could gang up on him of
course, and they did, but they couldn't stay together in
a pack all the time. Wenever Raider could get
one of them al one, he would junp out and take his
revenge. One-on-one he could pumel any of
them | have never seen so many bl ack eyes and
split lips. It was a reign of terror. They
were scared of him and it's supposed to be the other
way. They named hi m Rai der, sire!"

Anbrose roared out a thunderclap of |aughter that
seened to shake the building. "Feels good
to tell me that, doesn't it? Al right, we shal
i ssue a royal pardon to Candi date Rai der for
bei ng Candi dat e Rai der. He obvi ously earned



that name. If he ever goes near the coast with that
hair they' Il lynch him They have | ong nenories
for those evil days. You suppose his nother was raped
by a Baelish raider? Tell nme nore about this
denon." He reached for a pie.
Grand Master breathed a silent prayer of
thanks to the absent Durendal. "But the point is
that he isn't a denon, sirel He's affable,
courteous, sociable. Self-contained, inclined
to be neditative. Very popul ar and respected.
W find this often. No matter what their
background, once they've been through their testing as
the Brat, as soon as people start to treat themlike
human bei ngs, they begin to behave |ike human ..."
He recal |l ed another of Durendal's tips:
Never |ecture him "Yes, well,
Rai der's a future comrander of your Guard,

sire. I'lIl stake my job onit."

This threat to the royal prerogative caused the
porci ne eyes to shrink even smaller. "You will, wll
you? I'Il remenber that, Grand Master. By the
eight! | don't recall your predecessor ever

maki ng so reckless a prediction.” He enptied
the drinking horn and bit a chunk out of the pie.

Hoare was grinning, so he had guessed what was
com ng.

"He made this one, sire. He nmade it
several times. A superb judge of nen. And he
was taken fromus before the night of the fire. It was
Rai der who ran back into the building and made the
rescues. Two kni ghts and one candi date are
alive today only because of him"

The King nust know all this. Gand Master's
reports on the seniors were officially addressed
to Commander Mont purse, but he certainly passed
t hem on. Anmbrose coul d probably quote them
word for word if he wanted to.

"So he's lucky and he's fool hardy. How
is he with a sword, hmP"

" Adequate. "

The royal scowl darkened the roomagain. "Is
that the best you can say about this paragon?
Adequat e?"

"I amconfident his skills will not be found

wanting." The truth was that the fencing nmasters
refused to conmt thenselves on Raider's

swor dsmanshi p. Fenci ng was an obsessi on

for nost of the boys, but not for him He was
easygoi ng, even indolent, practicing no nore than
he had to and frequently letting his opponents
score--he adnitted he did that, although hol ding
back was regarded as a major breach of the code.
Wnning mattered nore to them he said. He had been
ranked as "di sappoi nting." But one day, just once,
he had taken offense at something Wil fbiter did

or said, and then he had given the school wonder a
t horough trouncing with foils, around and around the
courtyard. It had been the talk of al

Ironhall for days. He had been unable



to repeat that performance since and nobody knew
whet her he could do so in a real sword fight.

The King had sensed the evasion but he let it go.
"Well, they can't all be heroes. Bullwhip,
Mal l ory, Raider ... Wo's fourth?" He
reached for the second pie. There was gravy in his
bear d.

"Wasp, rapier man. Fine swordsnan.
Popul ar, sharp ..." Grand Master hesitated
one | ast nmonent, and then said it. "I have reservations
about him sire."

"What sort of reservations?"

"He's only a boy."

"Shavi ng yet?" the King asked with his mouth
full.

"Probably not. Wasp is not ready, but there
are a dozen first-class nmen waiting behind him It
seens very unfair to hold them up because of him"

That was the rul e--candi dates nust |eave in the
order in which they arrived. Awkward though this
ancient edict often was, it did encourage
cooperation in the Order. The faster |earners worked
hard to hel p the sl ow ones. Any other arrangenent
woul d make t hem conpete agai nst one another, |eading
to bad bl ood and feuds wi thin the brotherhood.
Thus was it done and thus shall it always be done.

The King was scowl i ng again. Monarchs liked to think
t hey were busy people, and Anbrose grudged the tine
to come to Ironhall. It was a duty he could never
del egate, for a Bl ade rmust be bound by the hand of his
ward. "His fencing is good?"

"He | acks the heft for the heavier weapons, but
with a rapier he's brilliant. He'll be even
better when he stops growing so fast--it skews his
coordination.” It was his very skill that was the problem
of course. He was too young to handl e the deadly
abilities Ironhall had given him A band
of drunken aristocratic fops poking
fun at a boy Bl ade m ght provoke disaster
"I"'msure there's nothing wong with the man hi nsel f,
sire. He's just inmmature--suffering froma bad
attack of adol escence. He can neither swmwth the
tadpol es nor junp with the frogs. One mnute
he expects to conquer the world, next minute he's
convi nced he's human trash and a tota
failure; or his friends have left himbehind and life
isn'"t fair--that sort of thing. We all go through
sone of it in our time, but he has a severe case.
Hs terrible experience in the fire set him back.
And he is an Ironhall swordsman!"”

Hoare was pulling faces again.

Anbrose had started on the cheese. "How
ol d?" he nmunbl ed.

"He says eighteen, but he nay have |ied when
he cane in. Alot of themdo and it rarely
matters. He was orphaned by a Baelish raid
--nust have been about the |ast one of the war. He
turned up at the gate here alone. Normally we
don't accept a boy unless a parent or



guardi an sponsors him of course. Wasp

clained to have wal ked all the way from Norcaster
He was in a very weak state--close to starvation
feet bl oodied, incipient pneunonia."

"Are you accusi ng your predecessor of being
notivated by pity, G and Master?"

The Durendal ganbit again: "I am sure
he was, sire, many tines. But he very rarely
made a m stake." The ensuing sil ence was
encour agenment to continue. "And in this case, he may
even have been anxious to find a Brat to replace
Rai der before he devastated the entire soprano
cl ass!”

Anbrose nmunched for a nonment, then took a
gulp of ale. "How did the rat pack deal wth
hi n?" 1t was an unexpected question, a rem nder that
a king who |l ooked Iike a butter churn mght yet
have a sharp m nd

"They hardly touched him Partly, | think
they were sorry for him Mst of them are here because they
made the world too hot to hold them but Wasp was
different. More inmportant, Raider was stil
resentful and opposed to the hazing. He put the
new Brat under his protection. They have been
staunch friends ever since." Gand Master saw that
Hoare had picked up the hint, so it was a fair
bet that Anmbrose would raise the matter if he
tried to shirk it. "Inseparable friends."

"Li ke that?" It was known that Hi s Mjesty
di sapproved strongly of that.

"No, not like that, sire," Grand Master said
firmy. "If it were like that, then there would be
j okes and gossip, and there aren't. You cannot keep
such secrets in lronhall." Not easily,
anyway. "lI'msure they are just what | have
said, very close friends. It is comon enough in the
Order. Boys arrive here rejected or
recently orphaned. The school is harsh--it is
no wonder that they reach out for friendship."

The King grunted skeptically. Hoare rolled
his eyes.

Grand Master said, "Wasp's misfortune is
that he was young when he cane and he has turned out
to be a sl ow devel oper."

And now he was i nconveni encing his sovereign |ord,
who was di spl eased. "You have conjurations to nudge them
al ong!"

"They are not infallible, sire. Even the
ritual to stop a boy growing taller than
Blade limts did not work for Raider, although it
is one of our standards. There is a
mat ur ati on-enhancing ritual we could have tried on
Wasp, but | never risked it when | was Master
of Rituals and I will not allowit now The
danger is that it invokes only spirits of time, and
such nonoclinal adjurations risk perturbing the
di ametric conplenment, which in the case of tine is
chance, thus hazardi ng aberrant and unpredictable
eventualities. The Coll ege has records



of children dying of old age before the ..." The nenace
in the King's face stopped him
"You're lecturing!"
"Your pardon, sire!l" Gand Master
hesitated and then decided that in fairness to the boy
they were di scussing he nust tell the rest of the story.
"There is nore, sire. Hs entire famly had
died in a fire, understand. Wen we had the fire
here, |ast Ei ght hnmoon, he becanme separated from
the others. | suspect ... Well, there is no
doubt, really. He panicked. Wen everyone
el se went down the stairs, he nust have run the
wrong way or hidden sonewhere. ... W counted
heads and di scovered he was missing--this was after
Rai der had al ready hel ped the two kni ghts out.
W tried to stop him but he went back a third
time to l ook for Wasp and carried himout just nonents
bef ore the roof collapsed. There is absolutely
no doubt that he saved the lad's Iife. The boy
has not quite recovered fromthat experience even
yet. He needs nore tinme. "
"Tragic!" runbled the King. "But we cannot
| et one boy's problens disrupt our Royal
Guard. | do not want tearful tales, Gand
Master, | want recommendations. This is a
difficult situation, one that your predecessor
faced nore than once. | look to you for judgnent."
Grand Master sighed. "Yes, Your G ace.
It depends entirely on the urgency of Your
Maj esty' s needs. |If Conmander Mbont purse
requires up to fifteen new Bl ades,
Ironhall can supply them and fourteen will be
entirely satisfactory. Probably the
fifteenth will also performas required and | am j ust
worryi ng overmuch, |ike a nother hen. On the other hand,
if three will tide the Commander over for a couple of
nonths, then | woul d reconmend that this be Your
Maj esty' s decision.”
"Two nmont hs?" the King growl ed. "Sounds I|ike
t he boy needs two years."

"Wth respect, sire, he will be Prinme. That
is a considerable test for any candidate and those with
appl e cheeks nost of all. | suspect the

Conmander could confirmthat statenent for you." He
gl anced around, and the fair-faced Montpurse
gri nned and nodded agreement. "Wasp will not have his
hero to rely on any nore. The candi dates behi nd him
wi Il guess that he held them back and seniors can
make Prine's life utter msery if they
want. So can Grand Master, if he nust. | wll
guarantee, sire, that within two nonths,
Candi date Wasp will either have snapped |ike a cheap
sword and run away across the nmoors scream ng
or he will have hair on his chin. It may not be
visible to everyone, but it will be there. And in that case,
both Your Mjesty and the Order will have gai ned an
excel l ent Bl ade."

For a long, unconfortable nmonment the piggy eyes
assessed Grand Master as if he were a juicy



acorn. "And if you're wong?"
"M nister of Fisheries, sire.”
The King | eaned back in the big chair and
uttered a couple of deep whoofs that grewinto a
sort of deep-seated chortling, a peculiar
eruption that made his bul k shake. "So you can be
ruthless? I confess | wondered if you were nman enough
for the job, Grand Master. | am pleased to see
nmy doubts were unjustified. | need nen who know
when conpassi on i s no ki ndness. Commander, can you live
with just the three paragons for now?"
"For two nmonths, yes sire." Nontpurse
had obvi ously been anused by the exchange. He
must have wi tnessed many sinilar sessions. "Longer
than that m ght be troubl esone.”
"Then you have your two nonths, G and Master.
Bring on your swordsnmen. W shall |eave the
Wasp in his nest for now "

Ever since the fire in West House, the
seni or seniors' dormtory had been a room
in New Wng big enough for two beds but containing
six. Bullwhip's and Mallory's were next
door. Herrick and Fitzroy had to clinmb over
WAsp's or Raider's to reach theirs. The King's
unexpected arrival had thrown all the seniors
into panic until they realized that they were already
wearing their best outfits, which they had put on for the
Return that norning and had not had cause
to change. Al that was required was sone washi ng,
strai ghteni ng, and conbi ng. Herrick had shaved agai n,
because his jow s were permanently bl ue, but now six
men--five nen and a boy--were stretched out on their
cots awaiting the King' s pleasure.
Herrick chewed his nails. Fitzroy
cracked his knuckles. Ml lory was polishing his
boots for the fifteenth time. Bullwhip kept
getting up, |ooking out the door, closing it,
sitting down again .... And so on. The only
calmone in the place was Raider, silently
readi ng a book of poetry with his |long | egs
stretched out. Wasp, who was al ways bei ng accused of
fidgeting, prattling, and maki ng his bed squeak in
the night, was absolutely deternmined that this time he
woul d show no i npati ence what soever. None. He
had his hands behind his head so they couldn't trenble and
he was concentrating on not noving a single muscle.
Not a blink! Like Raider. Trouble was that all the
pressure seened to be rolling into his stomach and
he was fairly sure he was about to expl ode and
si ck up.
Not that his fake cal mwas going to deceive anyone after
that farce he had staged when Spender announced the
Ki ng was com ng--leaping up to | ook out the wi ndow and then
screaming like a kid!l A dunb kid! Wat
sort of swordsman nade a fool of hinself |ike
that? And his voice cracking! Ch flanes! It



was two years since his voice changed. It
didn't have to put himthrough that again. Not now,
pl ease not now, with the King in the school
Bul I whi p, Mallory, Raider, Wasp,
Herrick, Fitzroy ... Herrick and
Fitzroy wanted to |Iynch himat once. So
did all six men in the second seniors' dorm
next door, and some others night be talked into it.
Al'l of them shaved or wore beards. Some of them
had hair on their chests, too--Herrick without his
shirt | ooked like one of the stable cats. But the King
woul d not bind a nere boy, so Wasp stood between
t hem and the Royal Guard.
Soon the sumons woul d conme. At the very least it
woul d be a call for Prime and Second to report
to Gand Master, but after seven nonths the King would
certainly harvest nore than one. However many he
want ed, Grand Master woul d summon them and one nore.
That was the way it was done. Last week
Wl fbiter as Prime and Bul | whip as
Second. This week ... Wat Wasp feared
nost was a sunmmons for four: Bullwhip,
Mal | ory, Raider, and Wasp. Three to be
bound and Wasp to remain behind.
Then he would be Prime! Ch, flanes!
Mot her confessor to a hundred candi dates.
"Prinme, why can't | nove up to the
beansprouts' table?" "Prinme, my neighbor
snores. " "Prime, why can't | keep
nmy hands of f nyself in bed?" And this Prinme was
only a boy. The seniors would eat himraw
Deat h! The sopranos would eat himraw He
woul d be Iike that King of Fitain Sir Spender had
described, with barons and burghers and peasants
all after his blood at the sane tine.
He coul dn't possibly need to go pee again,
could he? At least he didn't wet the bed now,
as he had for the first few nights after the fire, but
he still woke up choking and sobbi ng, dream ng he was
back in the burning dormtory, flailing around
unable to see or breathe in the snoke, alone and
deserted, or even all bundled up in a
bl anket, being carried out by a stunbling, cursing
Raider. It had been a fiendishly close
call, true, but what sort of swordsman
wept in bed? And so often it got all mxed up
with that other fire, the one he had al nbst nanaged

to forget.
Rai der closed his book and laid it down.
"The time has conme, soldiers of fortune. 1'd like

to tell you all that |'ve enjoyed knowi ng you and I'm
proud to have been your friend. May the spirits of
chance grant you all the success you have earned."
After a nonment's puzzled silence, Mallory
said, "I'msure we all feel the sanme about
you, dread warrior, but surely we can stormthe
pal ace t oget her ?"
"No. "
"We six!" Fitzroy protested. "The King



will take at least all of us here, even if he
doesn't--"
"No." Raider grinned but offered no
expl anati on.
"What do you nean?" WAsp cried, and again
heard that stupid squeak. Once a man's
voi ce had changed it was not supposed to change
back!
"Yes, what do you know?" Bullwhip was gl aring
as if his honor as Prinme was being threatened, but the
others were frowning too. If Wasp had spoken as
Rai der had, then everyone woul d have assuned he was j ust
j ackassi ng around, but Raider's pronouncenents
al ways carried conviction
He smled at each of themin turn, last and
| ongest at Wasp. "I can't tell you how
know, but | do. For me this is good-bye. So
good- bye. Good chance to you all."
Any further argument was bl ocked by a soft tap
on the door. Bullwhip reached it in one bound from
a sitting start, alnmost flattening Mallory, who
was there before him Between themthey hauled it open
to reveal the Brat dithering outside and about twenty
juniors goggling in the background.
"Message for Peopl e-peopl e-peopl e-prine!" The kid had
not stammered yesterday.
"Well? Let's hear it!"
The Brat dropped to his knees and bent his
face to the floor--the sopranos had hi mwell
trai ned al ready.
"Never m nd groveling," Bullwhip said, nore
gently. "We know why you're here. How many of us
does Grand Master want to see?"
The Brat | ooked up and licked his |ips.
"Fromfromfromfromfour, honored sir."
Wasp's world shriveled up and di ed.
"You heard him" Bullwhip said harshly.
"Let's go. Second. Raider. \Wasp?
Yes, Wasp." He sounded surprised, as if
he couldn't believe Little Peach-face was so
senior. "The rest of you kiddies can go back
to fencing."
Wasp croaked, "Ready," and | urched
to his feet. His stomach withed and then steadi ed.
It was probably waiting to do its atrocity
until it could shame himin front of the King.

Wth the Brat trotting to keep up with those he was
supposed to be | eading, they marched across to First
House and into the ol dest part of that ol dest buil di ng.
The corridors were dingy and dark, still clammry with
winter's chill. Halfway along the library
corridor, they came on two Bl ades waiting
at the bottomof a narrow staircase--Sir
Hoare and Sir Janvier. Those stairs led up
to the Flea Room which was where G and Master
interviewed applicants. It was al so where seniors
nmet their future wards, so for nost Blades it
mar ked the beginning and the end of life in Ironhall.



Yet Raider clained that he had never seen it and
Wasp remenbered only dropping in a dead
faint at Grand Master's feet.
"Brat, you can run and hel p the cooks,"
Hoare said cheerfully. "Tell themyou' re ready
to start skinning the horse now. Prine!
Congratul ations!" He offered a hand. They al
knew Hoare. Hi s scathi ng hunor was nuch admired
and quoted for weeks after his visits. "The
Guard's been waiting for you for too long and that is
not your fault. The sane applies to you
Second. "
The candi dates munbl ed t hanks for the conplinents and
noved on to be greeted by Janvier, who had been
Prime before Wlfbiter.
"So you're Raider?" Hoare appraised
Raider. "You're not quite as tall as the Big
Man, but cl ose. Congratul ati ons on being
called."”
"Thank you. And congratul ati ons on your own
pronotion, Deputy."
Only now Wasp noticed the narrow silver
bal dric. Everyone but Raider had mssed it.
"Thanks. It's about time they got someone
conpetent," Hoare said. "And you're WAsp
Tough | uck, candidate. Next time we'll
Huh?"
Janvi er was ignoring Raider's offered hand,
staring up at his face with a puzzl ed expression
"Troubl e, brother?" Hoare asked. H s hand
slid to his sword hilt.
For a monent there was silence and the dingy corridor
seemed to fill wi th nenace.
"Somet hing," Janvier nuttered. "It's
very faint."
Rai der spread out his hands, showi ng that they were not

near his sword. Very softly he said, "I can't
see how | can be a danger to Good King
Anbrose. | strongly suspect he is a

danger to ne, so perhaps that's what your talent is
detecting, Sir Janvier."

"How do you know about his tal ent?" snapped
Hoar e

"Snake told nme about it when he was here [ ast
week." Raider's eyes never |eft
Janvier's face.

"What tal ent?" Bullwhip denanded. He was
i gnor ed.

"Make up your mind, Janvier." Raider's
gentl e manners went only so far, as everyone

knew. "If you want to try and kill ne,
['"lI'l enjoy naking a sieve of you. If you'd rather
do it with fists, 1'll be happy to reset your

face the way | did last tinme. O herw se stand

asi de, because | have business with the King."
Janvier did nothing. He seemed to be

par al yzed.
"Brother, why don't we carry on now?"

Hoare said. "W can mention your doubts to Leader



and Grand Master before the binding tomorrow "

Rel uctantly Janvi er stepped back, stil
wat chi ng Rai der.

"Fists for preference!" Raider |ooked
to Hoare. "I think I know what's rankling him
and it's no danger to H's Majesty. Can we
nove on? | have to dye ny hair tonight."

Hoare grinned. "I'mthe joker here,
candi date. OFf with the swords, lads. Stand 'em
up in the corner here and coll ect them when you
| eave. Renenber, it's Gand Master who's
summoned you. You go to him Wen he presents you
you turn your back, drop your hose, and bend
over. Anyone want to practice that now?"

"I"ll do it and say you said to!" Bullwhip
snarl ed.

"Me? | told you to kneel and kiss the
royal fingers. Don't lick them even if they
do have gravy on them Any questions?"

"WIl he be hiding behind the door |ike Durenda
was ?"

"No," Hoare said patiently. "They only
play that trick with commoners. O herw se you' d have
your backs to the King and that isn't proper. Spirits,
cheer up! You all | ook scared shoel ess.
You' re supposed to be swordsmen, not
m | kmai ds. This is what you've all been working
for all these years! Stick your chins out and swagger
He's a growy fat old bastard, but he's a
fiery good king too, and we're all lucky to be
able to serve him Ready?"

"And | don't get asked, do I?" Wsp
sai d.

"Not unl ess sonebody drops dead. You get
to stay home and be Prine, you lucky |ad. Cone
al ong, kiddies."

The Fl ea Roomwas snmall and cold, with two
unshuttered wi ndows and an enpty firepl ace.
Dusk had arrived there already, for outside the
westward sky was turning pink over the moors and
stars shone in the east. As the four candi dates forned
thenselves into a line facing Grand Master, Hoare
cl osed the door with hinself on the inside of it. The
Ki ng was wat ching fromthe corner--1|arge and nmenaci ng, but
smling and presently officially invisible. The
man | urking inconspicuously at the far end was
Conmander Mbont pur se.

"You sunmoned us, Grand Master?" Bullwhip
sai d hoarsely.

Grand Master's swansdown hair rippled as
he nodded. "Yes, Prinme. Hs Majesty has
need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"

This was the ritual. They had all heard tel
of it a hundred tines, but Wasp had been
i ncl uded so he woul d know exactly how it was done and
could carry word back to the next crop and thus
to generations yet unborn. Everything in Ironhal
was ritual, tradition, ancient custom



"I amready, Gand Master."

The old man smiled approvingly and turned
to bow, acknow edgi ng the royal presence. "Your
Maj esty, | have the honor to present Prine
Candi dat e Bul | whi p."

Now everyone coul d take notice of the King.
Wasp had never seen himclose, only across
hal f the length of the hall. He was very large. In
hi s vol unmi nous garments he nade everyone el se
present seem small, even Raider. The
pl ume on his hat al nbst touched the ceiling.
Bul | whi p made a full court bow, then wal ked
forward and knelt to the sovereign.

"dad to have you, Prinme," he booned.
"Grand Master speaks very highly of your skil
with the saber.”

Bul | whi p munbl ed sonet hi ng appropriately
nodest and was permitted to kiss the royal fingers,
rise, bow, step back into line.

"Candi date Mallory," Grand Master
bl eated, "Hi s Majesty has need of a
Bl ade. Are you ready to serve?"

"I amready, Gand Master."

One nore and then Wasp could go away and begin his
ordeal as the Runt Who Wasn't Good Enough
He woul dn't have his friend Raider around to conplain to.
He woul d have no friends in Ironhall. Nothing was nore
certain than that. In a week or so sone vapid
ari stocratic nobody would turn up with a warrant
fromthe King to claimhimand turn himinto a |l ap
dog. That was what they did with fail ures--pal ned
them of f on worthless courtiers who needed a
bodyguard like a third ear

The King had been well cued. "A fine
rapi er man, | hear, to bal ance a saber one.
Wl come to our service, candidate."”

Mal l ory returned to Bullwhip's side.

"Candi date Raider, H's Mjesty has need
of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"

Rai der said, "No, Gand Master. |
regret to say that | cannot."

That was not part of the tradition.

The King put his fists on his hips and seened
to swell until he filled the room G and
Master's face turned as white as his hair.
Everyone stared at Raider as if doubting their
ears. There was no ritual for this, obviously.
There m ght not even be a precedent--had any
candi date ever refused his sovereign? A
private binding, maybe. That m ght be understandabl e,
al t hough Wasp had never heard even a whi sper of
any refusals, so they nust be extremely rare
in the three-century history of the Oder. And
to refuse the King!

VWy? After all these years of hard work and
effort? Any candidate was free to | eave at any



time. They were all told that on the day they were
adm tted, but they were al so warned that they would wal k out
enpty- handed, wearing nothing but a peasant's
snock. Wasp had known many to di sappear. But
to give up after five years, at the |ast possible
instant, in front of the King hinself

An astonishingly |ong silence.

"I'f I may have your |eave to w thdraw, G and
Master," Raider said quietly, "and an
escort past the Bl ades on the gate, then
will leave Ironhall at once." He was
easily the cal nmest man present. He had not
been surprised, of course. This was what he had
been hinting at back in the dorm

Grand Master nmade a choking sound. "You
certainly will!" He was not having much luck with his
first harvesting.

"Wait!" The King stepped forward until he
was right in front of Raider, alnmost nose to nose.
He was not nuch taller, but taller he was, and
bul ky enough to nake the boy | ook like a fishing
pol e. "Radgar!" he barked.

Rai der flinched. It nust be years since he
had needed to | ook up to anyone, but that did not
explain the flinch. Whatever the charge, he was
obviously guilty. "Your Mjesty?"

"Rai der--Radgar! That's why you hung on
to that stupid nane, isn't it?" The King sniled,
if every satisfied display of teeth nmust be cl assed
as a smle. "I want to hear nore about this. W shal
talk with you later, young man. Stand over there.
Carry on, Grand Master." King Anbrose
spun around and stonped back to his place in the
rapi dly darkeni ng corner

"Carry on, sire?"

"That's why you have Second, isn't it?
Isn"t it?"

Grand Master made a visible effort to gather his
wits. "Ah, yes, of course." He |ooked
doubtful ly at Wasp

Eek! Wasp had becone the center of
attention. O course technically Second nust
becone Prinme Candidate as soon as Prine
accepted binding--or refused it. And so on down
the line. That neant that he was now ... Eek!
Eek! Eek!

"Candi date Wasp." Grand Master pulled a
face as if the nane tasted bad. "Hi s Mjesty
has need of a Blade. Are you ready to serve?"

Anot her silence ...

Wasp wanted to | ook at Raider and see if
he could offer any hints, even just a nod or a
head shake, but Rai der had been renoved from
vi ew. \What ever was Rai der pl anni ng? He had
not hi ng: no noney, no hone, no rel atives.
Al'l he had ever said about his fanmily was that both his
parents had died in a fire. That was sonet hi ng
t hey shared, because so had Wasp's. A peasant's
snock and nothing el se. He did have his



Ironhall training. Any nobl eman needing a
househol d guard or a fencing instructor would
junp at a chance to hire an Ironhall man.
So why |l et King Arbrose drive a nail through
your heart and serve himbody and soul for ten years
or nore? Looked at in that |ight, Raider had
made a very | ogical decision. Ungrateful,
| arcenous, and rapaci ous, perhaps, but he could | eave
at any time. Those had been the terns offered.
Wasp's hesitation was becom ng obvious. The
King was glaring. Grand Master was gl aring.
"Wasp!" Raider shouted from somewhere in the
background. "Don't be a fool! Don't do
it
Wy not? They coul d go together
"No, Grand Master. | amafraid |
cannot . "

Bl ades did not approve of upstart sword
brats who insulted their liege lord. Hoare
cracked no jokes now, and Montpurse's
fair face was dark with anger. They renoved
ex- Candi date Wasp fromthe royal presence,
jostled himalong to the guardroom and pushed him
into a corner with his face to the stonework. He was
told to stay there and say nothing. He was aware that
Rai der had been simlarly placed in the
opposite corner, because Raider tried to speak and
then cried out when soneone struck him After that there was
si | ence.

Ki ng Ambrose was not an absol ute despot.

Unl i ke monarchs of |ess enlightened | ands, he

nmust observe the law and truckle to Parlianent

to sone extent. But if he chose to throw two friendl ess
I ronhall orphans into the rankest dungeon in

G andon Bastion and | eave themthere to die of old

age, who would call himto account?

As tinme dragged by, one thing became nore and nore
certai n--Rai der had not acted on the spur of the
nmonent. More than anyone el se Wasp knew, he
al ways kept his head and thought things through. Having
decided to refuse binding, he would have counted on
at least a few hours' grace to nake his
escape, because the King's visits were normally known
i n advance. He had not intended to provoke a
confrontati on. But he had, and then
dunb-kid Wasp had junped in and turned it
into a conspiracy. They had insulted their king.

Enraged their Kking.

Quards canme and went, for this was the Bl ades
own room at Ironhall. Wrds were spoken--not
many, but enough to inform Wasp that a dozen astoni shed
seni ors had been sunmoned to the Fl ea Room and
el even had agreed enthusiastically that they were ready
to serve. The King was now dining in the hall.

Bul | whi p and Mall ory had been sworn
to silence. If refusals were treated as state



secrets, they might not be so rare after all.
Per haps they buried the bodies on the noor.

Long after sunset the nmiscreants were fetched
to Grand Master's study, which Wasp had not seen
since his far-off days as the Brat. The King
stood in front of the fireplace, show ng no
evi dence that dinner had inproved his nood. Behind
hi m | ogs crackled cheerfully on the hearth and
candl e fl anes danced atop silver candl esticks
on the mantel.

The prisoners were stood by the wi ndow, facing the
King but on the far side of the book-littered table.
Janvi er was already guarding the outer door, and when
everyone el se had departed, Montpurse took
up position before the inner one. That was all, just
five of them no Grand Master, no w tnesses.

Wul d the Guard commit nurder on the King's
orders?

Wasp had not had a chance to exchange as nuch as
a wink with Raider since this catastrophe began
Rai der nust have reasons, or at |east sone
pl ans, so when the King finished his glowering and started
aski ng questions Wasp woul d have to take his cue fromhim

The Ki ng cheated--he began with Wasp. "When
i s your birthweek?"

"First quarter of Fourthnoon, Your

Maj esty.” Hi s voice sounded very small, even
to him

"What year?"

There was going to be a problem here. "Um
340, sire.”

The King had very tiny eyes, and at that news they
seemed to shrink even smaller. "You aren't even
seventeen yet! How old were you when you were
admi tted?"

Gul p. "El even, Your Myjesty."

"And how ol d did you say you were?"

Wasp whi spered, "Thirteen ..
sire."

"So you gai ned admittance under false
pretenses! For five years you have eaten ny
food, slept under ny roof, worn my clothes,
taken | essons fromny instructors, and now you
thi nk you and your friend can just wal k away w t hout paying a
copper mte?"

There was no answer to that. Wasp hung his head.

"Look at me, thief!" roared the King.

Wasp raised his chin. As he had cone
to Ironhall, so was he | eaving. He was back
to being the Brat again. Raider had not kept all the
torment from himthen, and Rai der could do nothing at
all for himnow No one could shield himfroma
bul I yi ng nonarch with a phal anx of enthralled
swordsnen eager to satisfy his whins.

"What's your real nanme?"

Sonething rattled its chain, wanting out. "I
don't renenber!”

Rai der cleared his throat in quiet warning.



King Anbrose raised a fist. "Well,
boy, you had better start remenbering, because
"Il get the truth out of you by whatever neans it
takes. | can have inquisitors here before dawn, and
you can't lie to them | can have you put to the Question.
can have you tortured. Or | can do it the easy
way. Commander Montpurse, if | ask for
three or four volunteers to interrogate this
suspect, what sort of response will |
get ?"
"Ent husi astic, sire. Blades don't I|ike
i ngrates and renegades. "
"Sone nmen never recover their health after that sort
of experience--you understand, boy?"
"Yes, sire."
"Then what's your nane and where did you come fron®"
Even then the resentment straining at its chain
made hi m del ay a nonent before he answered, just
to watch the King's anger mount. "W M father was
Kermp of Haybridge by Norcaster."
"And what happened to hinP"
Not fair! Everyone knew that admittance
to Ironhall was a fresh start, that a man would
never be asked for his old nane or details of his
old life. The slate was w ped cl ean. Even the
| aw said that, the charter. But the King was the King.
"The Baels got him" Wasp nuttered. Hi s
father, his nother, his brothers, and a few ol der
relatives. It had been the last raid of the war
--in fact the war had been officially
ended and all Chivial celebrating with dancing and
bonfires, but one Baelish ship had either not yet
heard the news or had chosen not to listen. The King
was waiting for details. "The squire rallied
everyone into the big house, but the Baels burned
it." Wasp had been out in the hills, gathering the
cows for the evening mlking. He had seen the gl ow of the
fire in the dusk. ... The raiders had cone for the
cattle and | ooked for the herd boy. He had hi dden
in a badger's sett, wiggling in feet first,
terrified the badger might start chewi ng his toes but
nore terrified of the two-1egged nonsters hunting him
above ground. In the norning they had gone, but there
had been not hing of Haybridge left, nothing at

all. ... "l had nowhere to go, no one to turn

to. | walked here. | lied to G and Master because
| didn't want to starve to death out on the
noor . "

The King's fat |ips noved in and out as he
consi dered this answer. "And tonight? Wiy did you
refuse to be bound?"

Now Wasp could | ook up at Raider for
hel p. But Raider was ignoring him staring
glumy at the King.

"My friend needs ne."

"\Why 2"

"I ... I"'ma better swordsman than
he is."

"And why does he need a swordsman?"



"Er ... | don't know. "

The questions flashed like rapiers. The answers
grew more and nore pathetic until Wasp was reduced
to repeating, "He saved ny life!" over and over
and the King shook his head in exasperation. "G and
Master certainly nailed you in the gold. You're
an idiot child, WII of Haybridge! A
brai nl ess, headstrong, immature brat!"

Wasp's anger had all gone. He just hoped
he wasn't going to weep. Anything but that!

"Yes, sire."”

"You' ve thrown away everything and you don't even
know what you chose instead. What's your nane,
Bael ?"

The switch came w thout warning, but Raider
smled as if he had expected it. He gl anced
over the audi ence--Montpurse, Janvier,

Wasp- - and shrugged.

"You guessed who | am Uncle."

Wasp jerked out of his msery and took a hard
| ook at that famliar bony face with its
i nvi sible eyebrows and | ashes, brilliant green
eyes. Same man as al ways. Uncl e? Had
Rai der sinply gone insane? Had the King? Was
that what all this was about--craziness? Raider had
al ways deni ed being a Bael. How could he be the
King's nephew if he was really one of those
nonsters? Aha! Wait a noment! WAsp
recalled a dimnmenory of Master of
Prot ocol mentioning sone obscure and di sgracef ul
connecti on.

The King scowl ed. "Wy did you refuse
bi ndi ng?"

"Because binding would kill me. | am al ready
enchanted. "

Mont purse's sword flashed into his hand.

Rai der eyed himwarily. "The conjuration cannot
harm anyone el se. If His Mjesty w shes,
| can denonstrate its effects.”

"Sir Janvier?" grow ed the King.

Janvi er seemed nore puzzled than worri ed.

"He does feel like a threat to you, sire, but
only vaguel y. "

Anbr ose di sm ssed this diagnosis with a
snort. "Show us."

"Yes, sire," Raider said calmy
"Commander, | rmnust renove ny doublet.”

Mont purse took a step closer, stil
clutching Tal on, and Janvier drew his sword
al so. They watched |i ke cats as the prisoner
stripped off his jerkin and then his doubl et. Mboving
deliberately, he rolled up his right shirt
sl eeve, exposing an armlike any ordinary arm -
somewhat sl ender for a swordsman's perhaps, but a quite
respect abl e pal e-ski nned and boyi shly hairl ess
forearm "Now, Conmander, if you would fetch nme one
of those candl es?"

The King hinmsel f grabbed a candlestick fromthe
mantel and stood it on the table. Raider drew



a deep breath, set his teeth, and put his armin
the flane.
The King nuttered an oath, but otherw se
everyone just stared in disbelief. Qoviously it
hurt. Sweat streaned down Raider's face and
his lips curled back in a rictus of pain. Hs
armtrenbled with the effort of will needed to hold it
steady, but there was no visible change where the flesh
shoul d be blistering, turning black, snoking.
"That will do!" said the King sharply.
Rai der snatched his hand away and w ped his
forehead. He held out his armto confirmthat
there was no mark on the skin. Now that the ordeal was
over, he was trying not to smle at the King's
obvi ous shock. Mntpurse, resting a finger
over the candle, winced and drew it back
instantly. Raider rolled down his sleeve.
Ki ng Anbrose scoffed, but he had been
shaken. "A clever parlor trick! Wat does
it prove? Are all Baels inmmune to fire?"
Agai n Raider did not deny the insult. "No,
sire. But a massive enchantnent like nmine wll
defl ect any other conjuration, or at |east
distort the balance of the elenments init. |I'msure
that's why Master of Rituals could not stop ny
growmh. If you thrust the sword through nmy heart |

will die. Besides, how wuld the sniffers at court
react to me?" He smiled ruefully at

Wasp. "l al so showed you that my conpanion's
loyalty is misplaced. Yes, | carried him

out of West House, but | was in no danger. Wen
nmy clothes burned, it hurt but did ne no
harm | should not have clainmed to be a hero when
wasn't, friend. I amsorry."

Ri di cul ous! "You didn't claim anything,"
Wasp protested. "Wat woul d have happened if
you' d been half a mnute l[ater? What if
we' d been still inside when the roof cane down?
I'd have di ed under tons of blazing tinbers.
What woul d you have done?"

"I"d probably have used a | ot of bad

| anguage. "

"Silence!" roared the King. "Any nore insol ence
and | will have the Guard lay the rod on your
backs, both of you. You can do tricks with a candle,
boy, but you still have to convince nme you're the | ost
at hel i ng. "

Rai der raised his brows in inpudent
surprise. "Cea! Ic wille mine
oe” edel u gecy edan, poet ic eom m cel es
cynnes. " * The King's glare nade
even his cocksureness falter at that point. "I
will tell you of ny noble kin, Uncle, for it is
true that you have granted nme hospitality for the | ast
five years and a guest's duties--"
* Yea! | wish ny nobility nmade
known, that | amfrom great kinfolk.
"An uninvited guest! A freeloader, a
thief!"



"Ah! Well, that depends.”
Wasp wondered what the two Bl ades were
maki ng of this. He did not dare | ook
He did not dare | ook anywhere except at a
ki ng who seened very cl ose to expl osi on. Never had
he felt admiration for anyone nore than he felt
for Raider now. In an inpossibly unfair
contest he had brushed aside the King' s attack
and drawn ahead on points. Not that it could ever be
a fair match, for the King could break it off at
any point and sumon the inquisitors. H's
talk of a beating was no bluff, either
"Depends on what ?"
"On what orders Sir Geste had and who
i ssued them"
The royal eyes narrowed. "Geste? Wo's
he?"
"A former Blade, Your Grace. He was the
one who brought nme to Ironhall."
"Don't recall any Geste in the Order.
Do you, Commander ?"
"No, sire," Montpurse said. "Shall
send for Master of Archives?"
"Perhaps later, when we have finally extracted the
expl anation we are still waiting for."
Rai der bowed. "G adly I will give it,
sire. But my friend and | have been kept on our
feet for about three hours now | very nuch need
to relieve nyself. Adrink and a bite of food
woul d be a generous gesture."
The King scowl ed at Mntpurse. "Send for
some water and a piss pot." As the Commander was
passing the word to someone outside the door, the King
sank into the big | eather chair. He pointed at the
oaken settle opposite. "Sit there and
expl ai n how you got here."
The command did not specifically include
Wasp, but there was roomfor two on the bench and no
one objected when he squeezed in besi de Raider
"How | CGot Here?" Raider said

t houghtfully. "I suppose the greatest blame should
be laid on Gerard of Waygarth. A nice enough
young man, | understand, yet sadly m sgui ded.

He was of no real inportance in hinmself, but back
in 337, during your father's--"
"Never mind him You need not go that far back."
Wasp felt peeved. Wiy woul d the King not |et
Rai der tell the whole story? Wiat coul d have
happened twenty years ago that he still wanted
kept secret?

AELED
Il

The story Raider wanted to tell would have
gone sonething like this.



Anmbl eport was a town of about a thousand souls on
t he sout hwest coast of Chivial. It thrived on
trade, fishing, a little whaling in the spring, and nore
than a little snuggling. By day its inhabitants
bustl ed about in its crowded little harbor and by night
they slept unworried within its walls of
honey- col ored stone.

One foggy dawn in the spring of 337, four
dragon ships floated into the mouth of the Anble
Ri ver. They advanced with nmuffled oars, silent as
trout in a pool, gray as ashes in the nurk.
The cold watchnen in their shack at the end of the
breakwat er rang no warni ng bell, because their
throats had been cut a few minutes earlier
by three wet, naked men who had clinbed up the
stonework with knives in their teeth. The hunters
passed unchal | enged into the harbor and tied up
al ongsi de the fishing boats. Two hundred
wel | -trained rai ders swarmed ashore w thout a
wor d.

Brawny arms hurled grapnels, and these
made some slight scraping noises as their teeth
gri pped the edges of the honey-col ored walls but
not hi ng I oud enough to alert the town watch. The first nen
over opened the gates for the rest.

Everyone knew about Baels. Everyone had
heard of the m ndl ess havoc--wonmen raped in the
streets and scream ng naked berserkers slaying every
living thing. What happened in Anbl eport was very
different--well-trained troops follow ng a
plan with steely discipline. A band smashed in the
door and rushed through the house, |ooking for
opposition. If they found none, one or two
remai ned, demanding | oot, while the renmainder
continued to the next house. Many of the raiders
spoke fluent Chivian and the rest could parrot,

"Do not resist and you will not be hurt." If the

resi dents qui ckly handed over sone jewelry, a

few gold coins, perhaps a silver candlestick, the
raiders would grin politely and depart, taking

anyt hing el se that caught their fancy--

weapons, good textiles, metal pots. Only

if they nmet resistance or found nothing of val ue

did they resort to violence, and then they could be as
nasty as the | egends said.

Dealings were less civilized when youngsters were
present. Adol escents and ol der children were ordered
out si de and herded down to the harbor for future
consideration. In nmuch |l ess than an hour
Anmbl eport was stripped bare of valuables, and its
young people stood in a terrified huddl e on the quay.
There had been al nbst no resistance.

Al most none. Cerard had been fast asleep in
the Green Man, blissfully dream ng of
Charlotte. He was wakened by soneone kicking in the
door of the roomnext to his and had just enough tine



to |l eap out of bed and snatch up his rapier. Wen his
own door was smashed open by a red-bearded raider
he attacked.

He had never been in a fight in his life and
had never expected to be. But he was a
gentl eman, and gentl enen sported either rapier or
short sword. To gird on a weapon one coul d not
use was folly, so he had taken | essons at a
very respected school in G andon--not nmany
| essons, for his neans were limted, but he was
ni nbl e and accurate. Alas, in this instance, also
rash. The only crazy naked berserker in
Anmbl eport that norning was Gerard of Waygarth. Hi s
victim | ooked nore surprised than hurt when the
steel point went through his beard and up into his
brain, but he folded to his knees and col | apsed
on his shield and ax in an entirely
appropriate manner.

Anot her Bael filled the doorway behind him-
younger, shorter, and broader. Wth a bl ood-chilling
scream he | eaped over his fallen conrade. H s
shi el d brushed Gerard's rapier aside like a
twig and slanmed its owner back into the wall hard
enough to stun. The fight was over even before the raider
brought up his knee. This techni que was not taught
in the gentlenen's fencing school s.

By the time Gerard had stopped retching | ong enough
to breathe again, the Bael had stripped his fallen
conrade, piling ax, shield, dagger, helnmet, and
ot her equi prent on the bed--even the nman's
boots. He had al so searched the room and found the
pouch contai ning Lord Candl efen's gol d.

"Thi s?" he demanded incredul ously. "You killed
a man for four crowns? A thegn's
wergild is twelve hundred!"

Gerard could only npban and hope for a quick death.
To his blurred vision the nonster was a vague
i mpressi on of broadsword, breeches, boots,
steel helnet, close-cropped copper beard,
and a truly nurderous green stare. And a voice that
said, "Put on warmclothes. You're comng with
ne."

As an added indignity, Gerard had to carry the
bl anket containing the dead man's gear plus his
own rapier and docunment case, although he woul d have
wal ked doubl ed over even without that |oad. The inn was
put to the torch because a Bael had died in it. No
ot her buil dings were burning, but as he staggered down
the nmuddy track to the harbor gate, he saw he
had not been the only woul d-be hero. Four or
five men had tried to defend their |oved ones; their
bodi es had been thrown out of wi ndows to di scourage
any further resistance.

The raid over, the raiders returned to the
waterfront to load their booty. A large part of
t hat booty consisted of the young people of Anmbl eport,
huddl ed into a terrorized flock within a ring of



glittering steel, but the first shock was starting to wear
off. As the horror of their plight registered, they
were growi ng restless and mlling around, girls easing
into the center and the ol der boys noving to the outside.
The sl avers sel ected one of the |largest and ordered
himto |l ead the way aboard a ship. He refused
and was hacked down on the spot; then the rest did
not argue. The astonishing discipline still prevailed
--no raping, no whol esal e arson, just clockwork
perfection.

As the sun burned off the mist, the dragon
ships spread their oars and departed on the ebb
tide. They rounded the headl and and were gone. They
took CGerard with them because he had slain one of their
own and nust suffer for it.

Bael s were savages inhabiting nountai nous
i sl ands a few days' sailing northwest of
Chivial. Perversely, they were also the world's
finest traders, offering infinite diversity of
riches: silk and jade, pearls and fantastic
shell's, sable and ernine, spice and perfune,
ivory, precious netals, peerless weapons.
Their ships were little bothered by the pirate
scourge that nmade di stant seas so treacherous for
ot her nations. That was because nobst of the scourgi ng was done
by the Bael s thensel ves, and the | ocal s had | earned not
to meddle with them

VWhat ever they got up to in distant waters, they
mar auded the coasts and sea | anes of Eurania
at will. Baelmark's cl osest nei ghbor
Chivial, suffered nore than nost, seeing every year
three or four ships vanish, a town or two
raped. The Baelish King was very sorry, always;
he did try to control the pirate gangs, so if
the victinse would just give himthe cul prits' names
and say exactly where on his wild shores they had
their lair, he would take appropriate action
No one believed him but reprisals against
Bael mark itself always ended in disaster. Once in a
whil e Eurani an authorities would catch a
rai der red-handed and hang the whole crewin a
line, but not often. Some governnents tried to buy
safety by paying tribute, although even that did not
al ways work. All rnonarchs benefitted from exci se
taxes on Baelish trade, and their courtiers
had insatiable appetites for the exotic
[ uxuries only Baels could provide.

Conmer ce and sl aughter ebbed and flowed in uneasy
bal ance, rarely open war and yet never quite peace.
The distinction was noot to the Baels. Wen the
shi ps that had sacked Anmbl eport rounded the headl and

and caught the wi nd, the crew shipped oars and
unfurled a square sail on the single nmast--not

a red war sail, but an innocent brown one bearing
an enbl em of a goose in flight. The

dragon' s-head posts were renmoved from prow and



stern. Unless inspected at close range, the
ship was now a trader, and who could ever run down a
Bael i sh ship to inspect it?

CGerard had been put in the I ead ship. He
thought it was also the largest but could not reliably
judge size in a watery world bereft of
| andmarks. It was about three spans wide at its
wi dest part and perhaps five or six tines that in
| ength, an open box with no covered decks. People
and booty filled it like a herring barrel, except
for a small area at the stern where the pirate chief
stood hol ding the steering oar, exposed to the wi nd and
spray as nuch as anyone. He ruled a crew of
about fifty and now al nost as many captives, who were
all cramred together in the bow. The reason for
putting the |andl ubbers at the downwi nd end becane
obvi ous as soon as the ship began
to roll, although nost of the Anmbl eport youngsters were far
better sailors than Gerard proved to be. Wthin
m nutes he was so deathly seasick that he no
| onger cared what happened to him

Far from di spl aying the whol esale brutality
attributed to themby the | egends, the raiders were
consi derate of their valuable and fragile
livestock. They slung awni ngs across the w dth
of the ship like very lowtents as protection fromthe
weat her; they passed out furs and bl ankets. They
t hensel ves were wel |l bundled up in garnents of |eather and
oiled cloth. Near nudity was acceptable for
warriors ashore--as an efficient garb for
fighting or a neans of intimidating enem es--but
at sea they wapped up warmy.

By evening the wind was a screaning gal e, whipping
spune fromthe waves and churning the sea
into nountains. Sailors who could speak Chivian
assured the captives that the wind was good because it
meant a faster trip to Baelmark. The nerits of
t hat argunent depended on one's point of view
Next day the weather was even worse and the crew
even happi er.

Needl ess to say, the prisoners were in despair.
They all knew that Bael s enchanted captives
into mndless thralls and either set themto work in the
fields or sold themin slave markets far
away. Cerard suspected they woul d have worse
tricks to try on people they seriously disliked.
Unl i ke his conpani ons, he was not bei ng nourned.
H s parents mght not notice his di sappearance for
weeks or nonths, and the senior heralds of the
coll ege woul d do no nore than curse the
unreliability of gentlenmen enpl oyees.
Nobody knew he had been in Anbl eport that
ni ght. Enriched by his unexpectedly generous
honorarium from Lord Candl efen, he had deci ded
to return to Grandon by the coast road. The
priory in Warbridge was reputed to own sonme very
ol d manuscripts, and if he could win perm ssion
to make copies, the college archivists would pay
well for them Alas, he had never reached



Wear bri dge and now never woul d.

On the third day the wind dropped, and the sea
grew cal mer. The awni ngs were renoved so the crew
could clean up and tidy the ship. The stronger
fitter prisoners were set to bailing. Even
CGerard had accepted that life was possible in a world
made up of green-glass hills and
shadowed val |l eys. He had grown used to the reek
of over-crowded bodi es, constant creaking fromthe
cables, the clink of the ever-shifting cargo, muffled
sobbi ng anbng the captives. Around noon word was
passed forward. A raider hauled himto his
feet--and held himthere, el se he woul d have
fallen. At the rear of the ship, the | eader nodded.

"Sci phl aford @he gehate@h," the
pirate said. "@hu ga him™"

CGerard could not speak Baelish, but he could
understand sonme of it. Bael mark had been discovered
by Chivian sailors and settled by Chivians, and
many of the words the crew spoke anong thensel ves
resenbl ed the archaic Chivian on the old charters
and documents he worked with in the college. The
sai |l or pronounced sciphlaford rmuch like "ship
lord," so his meani ng was obvi ous enough, especially
when he pointed at the hel msman with one hand and
gave CGerard a shove with the other

CGerard set off along the ship, a course that
al ternat ed between uphill and downhill, clanbering
t he whol e way on hands and knees over sacks of
loot, trying not to jostle any nmen who were
sl eeping, lest they lash out with fists like mallets.
Yet the journey was informative. He had al ready
seen that the sailors' garnments were beautifully
made and frequently bore enbroidery and
strips of beadwork. Now he noted buckl es and
brooches el aborately decorated with gold and
preci ous stones, like the hilts of the weapons that
lay always ready to hand. The ship itself was put together
with a cl ockmaker's craftsmanship, its oaken
pl anks perfectly fitted, snoothed, and in many
pl aces enbellished with |owrelief carvings of
whi nmsi cal sea nonsters that served no
practical purpose. Nothing could be nore
utilitarian than the chests on which the men sat
while rowing and in which they stored their personal
effects, yet even those were carved and inlaid with
ivory or nother-of-pearl, as if to defy the harshness
of the elenents. That slavers mght be rich was no
surprise, but he had not expected savages
to be lovers of art.

The ship lord was the bl ocky young man who had
captured him Although he had held the steering oar
for at least two thirds of the time since |eaving
Anbl eport, he showed no signs of weariness. In
the worst of the storm he had needed the help of two
ot her men; even now, when the gale had tapered off
to a stiff breeze, steering was clearly
hard work, for he had to move the oar up and down on



its pivot as the ship rode the swell, straining
constantly agai nst the pressure, holding her close
to the wind. That explained those shoul ders.

He wore a | ong-sl eeved, knee-length
snock of green wool, gathered at the waist by a
gol d-studded belt. Bel ow that showed cross-gartered
| eggi ngs and soft boots; over it all he had a
fur-trimred cl oak, pinned at his |eft shoul der
with a gold brooch whose gens m ght well be
eneral ds and rubies. The hood of his snock was
t hrown back so his copper-bright tresses could bl ow
out like a banner. Baels were said to regard any
baby born without red hair and green eyes as
seriously defornmed, and would rush it to the nearest
octogramso it could be enchanted to acceptable
coloring. Certainly every nman aboard fl aunted
hai r somewhere between tawny and chestnut and they al
wore it long, either |oose or braided, although
none of them could outdo their |eader for sheer intensity
of col or.

CGerard gripped a stay to steady hinself and waited
to hear his fate. The raider studied himfor a nonent
wi t hout expression. He had a broad, strong
face to match his chest and shoul ders, certainly not
handsome, but plain rather than ugly. If he had one
distinctive feature it was that his nouth seened too
| arge, giving hima deceptively jocul ar
expression. He |ooked like a man who woul d be the
life and soul of a party--any party, for |ove or
mayhem

"I am Atheling Aeled Fyrlafing, tanist
of the eal dormann of Catterstow and
sci phl aford of Goeggos."

"Er ... Yes, sir."

The stare softened slightly. "Aeled son of
Fyrl af. Atheling neans mny father was king.
Catterstow is the largest and richest shire in
Bael mark, and the tanist is heir to the
eal dor mann--what you would call the earl." A
corner of the big nouth twitched in anusenent as he
saw his prisoner's reaction. If he was telling
the truth, he nust be one of the nost powerful nen in the
country. "None of which nmeans much, but at the nonent
I amship lord of Gray Goose, and that
lets ne do anything."

"I am CGerard of Waygarth, Your G ace."

Ael ed beaned, displaying many fine |arge teeth.
"Cerard of Waygarth is a pretty nane. Tel
me nmore about Gerard of Waygarth, Gerard of
Waygarth, because all | know of Gerard of
Waygarth is that he slew ny brother."

That last information helped not at all. "I am
twenty-three, unmarried. | have no fanmly
no estates. | earn ny bread as a gentl eman
schol ar, doing mnor tasks for the College of
Her al ds. "

The tani st |aughed. "Gerard of Waygarth, you
are in really serious trouble, you know? Killing one
of my brothers was bad enough. That puts you in



bl ood feud country, even if he was only a
hal f brother and | have nore of those than | need.
What is really worrisonme is that he was one of
my thegns. | usually kill seven nen for every one
of mne who falls. You should not have done it, Cerard
of Waygarth, you really shouldn't! Now tell ne
what you can do to nmake it up to ne."
Was this a serious negotiation, or was the Bael

just taunting a man he intended to kill in sone
especially horrible way?
"Not hi ng," Gerard croaked. "I mean, what

coul d possibly console you for a brother's death?"
The coppery eyebrows soared high. "On,
lots of things. | told you twelve hundred
gold pieces is a thegn's wergild. | mght
settle for tapestries. Bags of jewels.
O a dozen beautiful virgins. Be inventivel
And qui ck about it."
"Ransom you nean?"
"Bl ood noney. |If you cannot pay the wergild,
then you will be w te edeow. "
That was no term Gerard had ever net in the
col | ege archives. "Meani ng?"
Ael ed sighed. "A guilty man sold
into slavery so the noney may go to the dead man's
famly.'
"You are trying to scare ne." And succeedi ng
mar vel ousl y.
"I amtrying to save you, Cerard. W nust
find a way for you to pay off your debt."
"I told you. I"'monly a poor
artist-clerk. | can paint portraits for you or
i nscribe your fanmily tree in a fair hand."
"Provided | don't burn out your brains
by enthralling you, you nean?"
"l suppose so."
Ael ed shook his head. "Not enough, CGerard of
Waygarth. Not nearly enough."
Gerard tried to think.
That was a nistake, because the fact that he
was trying to think inplied that he had something to think
about. Spray hissed across his face as
Groeggos | owered her stern and rai sed her prow
to the next swell.
Ael ed turned to | ook over his crew and then
bel | owed, "Steorere? To edbeorht!" A
man the size of a bull rose on his hind | egs
and came to take the oar. The captain showed hi m where
to keep the shadow of the mast, then laid a hand on
CGerard's shoulder to urge himover to the other side
of the deck. Gerard could no nore have resisted that hand
t han he coul d have thrown the steersnman overboard.
He gripped the gunwal e and waited to discover if
the tani st was about to throw himoverboard. He woul d
not put anything past this soft-spoken, sniling
killer.
"Do not think I do not mourn Waerferh ed,"
Ael ed said. "It was not easy for him because his nother was
athrall. The thrall-born are rarely smarter



than jellyfish. But Waerferh ed had the run
of the palace, and | always l|iked himand spoke
to him | helped him When his beard grew in I
| oaned him a heriot--war gear--and found hima
pl ace among ny werod. He was trying hard and
| earning to be brave. He woul d have been a good
thegn. You killed him™
Perhaps it was time CGerard | earned to be brave.
"What of all the men you killed in Anmbl eport?"
"What of thenP" The pirate's green eyes
wi dened. "Had they done as they were told they would stil
be breathing."
"Gven up their children wthout a fight?"
Ael ed shook his head sadly. "It is ours
or theirs. Baelmark is a small, poor I|and,
CGerard. We cannot raise enough crops to feed our
fam lies, and weeks go by when the fishing fleet
cannot put to sea. We nust earn our bread
by trade, and slaves are the nost profitable
cargo. Do you think there are no Chivian slavers
in the world? | assure you that there are! It is
true you do not market people openly in Chivial itself
or enthrall them openly, but there are peasants
tied to the land, yes? If you had enough noney and

wanted an ever-w lling bed partner, sone el enentary

in Gandon would sell you a pretty thrall

surely? These captives will be well fed,

hi ghly valued, and they will never worry about anything

ever again. There are worse fates."
To enphasi ze that point, he laid a hand over
Gerard's on the rail. A rower's hand was
twice the size of an artist's. "You know why |
speak Chivian so well?"

"l suppose your nother was a slave?"

"Ah, you are a clever man, Gerard. Do you
under st and how we Bael s choose our ki ngs?"

"No." Wy did that matter? Gerard did not
dare try to pull his hand free--he was afraid the
other's might tighten and crunple his to paste. The
| ast three days had left himfar too weak
to match wits with this glib nonster. He coul d not
even meet those i nhumanly bright green eyes. It
was no help that his last encounter with the thug had | eft
hi m unabl e to stand straight even yet, and nausea stil
throbbed in his gut. He felt horribly
vul ner abl e.

"You Chivians are satisfied to take the first
male in the royal litter. W Baels insist
on a man who is not only cyneboren but al so
cynewyr  ede. That neans he nmust be of royal
birth--we have several royal families, not just
one. He nmust al so be cynewyr ede, worthy to be
king."

"And how is that decided? By this nonth's civil
war ?"

"That is decided by the witan and soneti nes
by personal conbat."

"Your famly is royal, | assune?"

The tanist's hand tightened over Cerard's.



"I ama Cattering! We Catterings are the

nost ki ngly, because we descend from Catter

di scoverer and first king of Bael mark. W have given
Bael mark nmore kings than any other famly.

Times are out of joint when a Cattering does not
rule in Baelmark."

"As now, | assume?"

Ael ed snmiled. He renoved his hand and patted
CGerard on the shoul der as he might have conforted a
horse. "A clever man! You see the problem
My father fell in the Gevilian War when all his
sons were very young. The w tenagenot elected a
Thol i ng; and the present king is a Nyrping, which is
even worse. To be true to ny manhood and ny

forefathers, | nust win the throne back for the
Catterings. You will assist me. This is how you will
pay wergild for poor Waerferh ed."

"You are crazy! | ama penniless clerk
How can | possibly hel p?"

"You will think of a way. | will help you

concentrate.” Wth no visible effort, the ship lord
pi cked Gerard up and dropped him
over boar d.

The worl d was green agony and icy cold. Gerard
struggl ed violently and bl ew bubbl es. Mnents
bef ore he was about to drown, daylight brightened and he was
slamed face first against the planks of the ship's
side as the water dropped away, |eaving him
hangi ng head downward. He managed to gulp in
air and was plunged again back into bottomnl ess
ocean, battered and rolled along the hull by the
current. The iron band around his right ankle must be
Ael ed' s fingers.

Four waves | ater, he was haul ed back
aboard--hal f aboard, because he was |eft doubl ed
over the rail, draining water and bl ood back
into the ocean. His nose would never be the same again,
and the rest of his face seened to be full of
splinters or barnacles. He had ripped his
hands and arms on the tinbers.

The tani st | eaned a heavy armon himto help
expel the water. "I can keep this up all the
way honme, Cerard of Waygarth. Can you?"

"My father owns sone land," Gerard munbl ed, "but
only two hides and a half share in a
watermll."

"Cerard, Cerard! You stay in the best roomin
the inn. You wear gentlenmen's clothes--or they were
gentl ermen's clothes, no one wants them now. You
have been taught the rapier. Your hands are soft as
butter and your skin pale as cream Your | eather
box is full of scrolls in strange scripts
and many col ors that nust be very potent spells.
Most men in your position would be braggi ng how rich
they are, not how poor. Think nore, Cerard!"

Hi s struggl es had no effect whatsoever. Again
he went overboard, dangling there for another dozen
waves. The kid nmust have an armlike an anchor
chain and probably could keep it up all day, as



he said, for he did not sound at all wi nded the
next time he let the water drain out of his
victim s ears.
"Any ideas yet, Gerard?"
Gerard croaked, "Two hundred crowns?"
Ael ed chuckl ed appreciatively and ducked
hi m agai n, but now he held himlower, so he did not
al ways get his head out in the troughs, and when he
haul ed himup to question he did not even give him
time to stop choking and spewi ng. "No progress?
Vel |, keep trying. Concentrate!" Down agai n.
Cerard realized that the thug was quite prepared
to continue this torture until he got
what he wanted or his victimdied, which was
becom ng nore probable with every ghastly minute. One nore
death woul d be nothing on his consci ence and he m ght be
doing all this just to entertain his crew anyway. No
man coul d be expected to endure both repeated
drowni ng and the constant battering. When he was about to be
sent down for the fifth or sixth dunking, Gerard
flailed his hands wildly and nmanaged to nake
croaki ng noi ses between spasns of vomting
seawat er .
"You have thought of sonething already?" Aeled inquired.
Gerard nodded vigorously. "Arrrh arrrh
arrrh!" He was | eft hangi ng there upside down
to drain, but it was several mnutes before he had
coughed enough ocean out of his lungs for himto croak
anything intelligible. "I'"mKing Taisson's
cousin."”
The Bael flipped himinboard and hugged himli ke
a long-lost brother, drenched though he was.
"Dear Cerard! Wiy didn't you say so at the
begi nni ng?"

Not hi ng was too good for the King of Chivial's
cousin. A band of slavers stripped him toweled
himtill he glowed, dressed himin dry wool
garnments. A villainous-1ooking thegn with a
delicate touch packed his battered nose to stop
t he bl eedi ng, rubbed salve on his scrapes,
bandaged hi s hands. The ship lord hinmself wapped the
prisoner in soft blankets and enptied half a
bottle of fine brandy into him That brought the day
to a peaceful close.

Next day Gerard was one raw bruise from
knees to ears, but the pirates treated himlike a
val ued senile invalid, a rich grandfather who had
not yet made his will. They kept himaft, under a
canopy far fromthe other prisoners, and pamnpered
himas much as was possible in the niddl e of the ocean
A freckl e-faced tal kati ve youngster naned
Bri nbearn tended himall day |ong, changing his
dressings, swilling beer into him feeding him



by poppi ng norsels of hard bread and pickled fish
in his nouth.

"I goodly speak Chivian," Brinbearn
expl ai ned, "because ny nother was Chivian
Never she was thrall-made. Thrall-w ought?

Ent hral | ed! Thank you. Likew se not was Ael ed
Tanist's nother. Thrall nothers raise stupid
childs." He leered. "I like woman with fight in
her."

That was probably just an innocent joke, but
Gerard dared not ask for details. He wondered
what Charlotte would think if she could see him
NOW.

Young Brinbearn went on to claimthat he,
too, was a Cattering, although froma mnor branch
of the family that had produced no kings for so |ong
that it could no | onger be considered royal. He
wor shi ped Ael ed as a paragon of thegnhood who
gathered nore loot with fewer |osses than any ot her
raider currently active. He also shared it
fairly, worked as hard as anyone, avoided
fights when he could but fought |ike a hurricane when
he must. He was al ready being conpared to | egendary
heroes |ike Wl fstan, Smeaw ne, or even
Bear ski nboots. He had won his place as
tani st the previous fall and was sure to chal |l enge
for the earldomitself very shortly. "Not good is,"
Bri nbearn admitted, "when earl and tanist from
same fanmly not sprung.”

"l can see that," Gerard remarked. However
perilous his own present state, it probably
conpared favorably to that of an earl with a
desi gnat ed successor like Aeled waiting in the
shadows. The constant scratch of knives being
shar pened must grow hard on the nerves eventually.

Hs efforts to |l earn nore about the election of Kkings
foundered on Brinbearn's lack of interest. The
kid was not stupid. Despite his youth, he had
visited half the countries of Eurania and many
far-of f lands Gerard had never even heard of. He
spoke with apparent truth of brown people and yell ow
peopl e, of seeing pal aces of ivory, whales |onger
t han Groeggos, single stone buil dings bigger
than all Anbl eport, nonstrous land animals with
tusks and hunps. He obviously had a very
shrewd know edge of trade goods and narkets. Wen it
cane to politics, though, his only concern was
to back Aeled Fyrlafing to the hilt, whether
figuratively or otherw se.

He spoke eagerly enough about the ship lord hinself.
Al t hough Ael ed had nentioned havi ng many hal f
brothers, it seened that they were all thrall-born
like the late Waerferh ed, and such nmen were regarded
with contenpt. They coul d never be considered
t hrone-worthy, so the political anmbitions of the
Cattering fam |y depended on Ael ed and his one
full brother, Cynewulf, surviving sons of the
late King Fyrlaf by a Chivian captive who
had not been enthralled. That nade her a | oet,



a slave--well above thralls, but bel ow ceorl
conmmoner s.
"Aeled is king-worthy?" Gerard coul d not
i magi ne anyone better qualified to rule a
nati on of gangsters and bri gands.
"Aeled is especially throne-worthy,"
Bri nbearn agreed. "Fyrlaf King married was
when he was born. A fine |ady, Maud
Queen, nuch honored still. You go her see in
Waro” edburh. Most throne-worthy! Men fight
to join Aeled' s werod and wi n booty and
honor . "
"So Aeled is legitimate, but he has an
ol der brother who isn't. Must a man be born
i n wedl ock to be throne-worthy?"
Bri mbearn | ooked puzzled. "That is no
matter," he nmuttered. "It is Cynewul f
hinself that ..." He glanced around uneasily to see
who mi ght be listening, then changed the subject.

Several times the tanist came and sat beside his
prisoner. Like his crew, he seened to spend nost
of his off-duty tine talking and conmbing out his hair.
He offered his captive nmore of the excellent brandy
but took no offense when it was refused. He
chatted pl easantly, apol ogi zi ng when his
Chivian failed him which was rarely. No topic
seemed to be off limts.
"There are nore than a thousand islands in
Bael mark, " he explained. "Mst are only
rocks awash at high tide or stacks the
gulls and terns use. About two score are
i nhabited. Fyrsieg is the largest. Three
shires share Fyrsieg--Catterstow,
Eastrice, and Graetears. Catterstow is the
richest of all shires in Baelmark and
Waro” edburh the biggest town."
"And who is earl of Catterstow these days?"
"Ceol mund Ceollafing." Aeled sniled
wi t hout expl ai ni ng what was funny.
"Not a Cattering?"
"His famly is not even royal!" The
scorn woul d have nelted bronze.
"Am | right in assum ng, Your Hi ghness,
that--"
"Not "highness," Gerard! You Chivians have
too many foolish titles. I amnot high.
am shorter than you are, if somewhat w der and
deeper. We address our king as "lord" and
nobl es as ealdras. You call ne ealdor."
The big nmouth spread in an appealing grin. "Cone
to think of it, that nmeans "old one" and | am
younger than you."
"Yes, ealdor."
"And | have prettier hair.'
in the green eyes.
"Yes, ealdor, very beautiful hair. If
times are out of joint when the King of Baelmark is
not a Cattering, the entire universe is out of

Mockery danced



joint when even the Earl of Catterstowisn't?"

Ael ed grinned bl oodcurdlingly. "I knew
right away you were a clever man, CGerard! A king's
cousin! You are royally born!"

Gerard shivered and decided to get it over wth.
"Far fromit. My great-grandnother was a sister of
Queen Enid, the wife of Everard |IV. That
makes me a third cousin of King Taisson, but
I have no royal blood in ne. |'ve never
been presented at court. If you demand ransom
for me, he'll have to ask the Coll ege of
Heral ds who | am My father isn't even a
baronet, let alone a noble. | wasn't |ying
about the two hides of land. In your terns |I'm
barely a thegn--born free, of the class that owns
l and but is not noble. What do you call that?"

He expected an outburst of naniaca
Bael fury, but the tanist just |aughed. "You
wore a sword! No ceorl would rush into danger
as you did. Only a true thegn would have the
courage to slay honest Baels going quietly
about their business, and nowtell nme to my face that
he lied to me. You were not lying. You were trying to find
a way to pay off your debt. | can see you
haven't solved all the difficulties yet, but
I"msure you will." He patted his prisoner's
shoul der confortingly.

"No! | can't help you. I'museless to you
Why don't you just kill me and get it over wth?"
The rai der shook his head, sw nging his copper
tresses. "lI'mnot going to kill you, Gerard.

I"mnot even going to enthrall you, because then you would be
j ust anot her biddabl e body. You nust be able to think
to make me king."

In order to think, a nan needed

i nformati on.
Gerard set to work to |learn nore of Baelish
society. He found it extraordinarily
conpl ex, conbi ning many cl ass distinctions with a system
of rewarding ability that was conpletely alien to his
Chi vi an experience. A sharp line was drawn between
the free and the slaves, as he had expected, but
there was an even nore inportant distinction between
commoners and the warrior class. Young
Bri nbearn's distingui shed ancestry had
qualified himto bear arms, but he had stil
requi red permssion fromhis earl before he could
actually do so and be trained in the use of
weaponry. Ael ed had given hima berth on
Groeggos, but he had been required to prove
hinself to his shipmates. It had been they who
voted himinto the fyrd, the fighting men of
Catterstow, and thus nade hima fully
qualified thegn.

Aeled's rank of ship lord seemed to depend in
various neasure on noble birth, famly wealth,
and the approval of his crew. The nen served him
voluntarily because of his skills as trader



sailor, and fighter. In fact a werod was a
private war band, as willing to swing swords as
oars, and in Aeled s case conprised the crews of
all four ships. H's rank of tanist sonehow
depended on the approval of the entire fyrd, as
did that of the earl hinself.

So far so good, but this was a much-sinplified
picture. |If Baels selected all their
| eaders by such absurd popularity contests, then the
system for choosing a king rmust be even nore
conpl i cat ed.

"Look, Chivian! Wake up!" Powerful
hands shook Cerard awake.

He made bewi | dered noi ses.

"Look! You nust see!" Wthout even
unw appi ng hi s bl ankets, Brinmbearn dragged
hi m out from under the awning and stood hi mupright, too
excited to be considerate of his bruises.

"See? Light!"
Dawn had not yet cone, and G oeggos
battl ed over high waves in a stormy night.
As his warm covers fell away and exposed him
to the sea wind, Gerard shivered hard enough to shake out
his teeth. Wen the ship crested, he nmade out
three | anterns shining at mastheads, so the rest
of the flotilla was still in close formation
behi nd; and after four days of al nost continuously rough
weat her that must surely be a mracle of
seamanshi p.
"Wong way!" the Bael protested.
"Mssed it. Wait."

Many of the sailors were on their feet and
chattering, excited about something. As the ship raised
its stern to slide down into the next trough, Gerard
| ooked where Brinbearn was ai m ng himand rmade out
a reddi sh gl ow, about where the horizon ought to be.

"OmcnolI'!'" the boy crowed. "Ael ed brought
us right honme! Straight to the door! What other
navi gator could do that? No Chivian, yes?"

"What's burning? Signal beacons?"

Bef ore Brinbearn had stopped | aughing at this
di spl ay of ignorance, the salt-scented w nd brought
Ael ed' s voice out of the darkness. "The mountain.
Cwicnoll is the nountain of Catterstow,

Cerard. Don't let it frighten you.

Cwicnoll's a big softy. He's been doing

that for ten years now and never burned a honest ead.
Sone of the other peaks are nore sporting.
Fyrndagum buried a vill age on

Wanbseoc | ast year." The steering oar creaked

on its pivot.

"Boel neans "fire"?"

"And nmearc means a mark, or boundary, or
territory."

"So Baelmark is the "land of fire"?"

The pirate chief chuckled. "Unless it is a
corruption of bealu, which nmeans "evil." The
march of evil?"



"What did your ancestor call it?"
"Catter? He called it Fyrland. And
he called hinself H aford Fyrlandum |ord
of the Fire Lands. Wen you have hel ped put me on
the throne of ny fathers, Gerard of Waygarth, that is
the title | will take--H aford
Fyrl andum "
"I can't help you,'
| possibly do that?"
"You will find a way." Aeled did not nention
an alternative.

Cerard npaned. "How can

The sun rose blindingly over the edge of the world
to illum nate a | andscape of rugged glory
directly ahead. Although there were other faint peaks
visible to the north and south, at this distance
Bael mar k appeared to be a single nountainous
mass with Owicnoll's snoking cone | oom ng
gi ganti c above and a nontage of pasture and forest
bel ow. As G oeggos rode the whitecaps
closer, boiling white plunmes of spray marched
i ke guards al ong the base of what seened to be a
solid wall of cliff, shrouding the coast in
m st .

Swat hed in a sable-trinmmed cl oak, Aeled
| eaned agai nst the stern post, having yielded the steering
oar to the giant To edbeorht. Thirty-two
rowers sat ready to run out their oars, and the rest of the
werod stood at their posts, watching intently
for the ship lord' s signal. The rest of the flotilla
was following in file, tracking Aeled s course
bet ween foani ng shoals as he headed to certain
destruction under the cliffs ahead.

"Cerard! Come and enjoy the scenery with nme. This

will be an interesting honecom ng."
CGerard obeyed, staggering over the rolling deck
and lurching against the rail. "You just want everyone

to see how frightened I am™

"A swordsman who takes on two hundred
Bael s si ngl e-handed does not know the neani ng of
fear."

"I do now. Does Groeggos have w ngs?"

Ael ed smiled. H's present good hunor was
om nous, but his anger would be nore so. "No.
hope we shall not need them The npbst direct way
into SwW @haefen is by Eastweg, so we are going
that way. It is a good passage except in a
northerly."

Gerard checked the sun and the streaner at the
mast head. "Then it's fortunate the wind is headi ng
straight south." He would call it a gale, although
the sailors mght not.

The ship lord cocked a red eyebrow. "Your first
voyage, is it? It has been a fine
foering. W ransoned two towns in
Isilond, rescued three Gevilian coasters
fromunworthy owners, and harvested sonme slaves in



Chivial. | believe in spreading ny blessings and
never outstaying my wel come. W |ost only one
man. And we captured the King of Chivial's

cousin." G oeggos shifted uneasily in the
cross swell as the coast broke up into islets
around her. "I will make nmy chal | enge

to Ceol mund soon." He bared his big teeth
joyfully.

"Per sonal conbat ?"

The ship lord shrugged. "No. Ceolrmund is
too wise to fight me hinself. But | will be earl
and then times will be not quite so out of joint." He barked
an order and activity boiled through the ship.

Ni mbl e youngsters swarned up the nast and stays |ike
squirrels while other men hauled on the Iines

or ran out the oars. In seeni ng seconds the

sail had been brailed into a roll along the yard

and G oeggos was being rowed. The topnen cane
sliding dowmn. Aeled began beating a nallet on

the gunwal e, giving the rowers the stroke. Then he
set them singing, so they could rowin tine.

He turned to watch the other ships copy. "It
is a pity about Waerferh ed. were it not for |osing
him!| would be nore confident. The ol der thegns may
use his death as an excuse to side against ne.

On the other hand, they will be inpressed if |

lead in King Taisson's cousin in chains. \What

do you think, friend Gerard? Should | brag about you now
or should | keep you out of sight like the knife in

ny sl eeve?"

Cerard turned away fromthe piercing green stare.
He did not think the tanist was at all lacking in
confidence. The real question was sonething el se.

"Vell?" Ael ed denanded.

"Why ask me? Why woul d you trust the advice
of a prisoner?"

Ael ed snapped orders. Another hel nsman,
even larger, junped to To edbeorht's aid and
t oget her they swung the ship around a cape and into a
gl oony channel between beetling cliffs. Wnd
howl i ng t hrough the gap nade her pitch heavily and
forced Aeled to shout his reply. "Because you are ny
wita in this--ny wise one. Speak!"

"I think you should keep ne a secret.”

"Then | shall." He | aughed al oud, excited
by the mael strom his ship was now riding and the fact that
the rest of his flotilla was managi ng the turn after
her. "You have worked out the answer!"

"No. "

"But you are beginning to see its shape! This is
good! " He honored Gerard with a friendly thunp on
the shoul der that al mobst drove himto his knees.

How coul d a bl oodthirsty killer be so
perceptive?

were such a thing as a map of Bael mark
possi bl e, Aeled had said, it would resenble
shattered glass. Wth a few outlying exceptions,
every island of the thousand lay w thin bowshot of



several others. Between themran uncounted channel s,
inlets, fiords, bays, harbors, straits,
r oadst eads, sounds, and gulfs, al
i nterconnected and known col |l ectively as
Swi @ haefen. Sheltered fromwaves and tenpest,
t hose peaceful waters offered clear sailing in any
weat her. The trick was to get in there.
Under the eyes of his crew, the ship lord put on
a show of nonchal ance as he gui ded G oeggos
t hrough the perilous maze, but Gerard was cl ose enough
to see his concern when he watched the other ships
attenpting maneuvers he had just nmade seem
easy. Driven by a surging tide, the flotilla
wound and tw sted between towering stacks painted gray with
guano, past weed-shrouded rocks lurking in the
breakers, and under cliffs of strange col umar
structure |like gigantic organ pipes.
Islets could be flat and fertile or so
preci pitous that ancient cedars slunbered on
hill si des untroubl ed by the woodsman's ax.
Sone bore farnsteadi ngs and herds of cattle,
whil e always a blizzard of white seabirds
wheel ed and cried overhead. Periodically Aeled
woul d bel |l ow orders through a speaking trunpet to the
doubl e line of sweating oarsmen, and several times he
had to add his nuscle to the efforts of the two
gi ants heaving on the steering oar. His control over
his ship was incredible. He could turn her in her own
| ength, or nove her backward as easily as
forward, or hold her in place until he found
exactly the wave he needed. Then G oeggos
woul d bound forward on cue, shipping her oars nonents
before jagged teeth on either side could snap them off.
VWen death seened nerely probabl e instead of
i mm nent, he would chat calmy with his honored
passenger. "It isn't always this choppy." The
tone was di sparagi ng, but the green eyes danced wth
excitenent.
"Wul d a sane man even try?"
Ael ed took that as a conplinent and loved it.
"Of course not. You see the secret of our
success, Cerard of Waygarth? You see how we
get away with our pranks?" Pranks meaning
rapi ne, piracy, slaving, and wanton rmurder

"“Your islands are inpregnable.™

"Conpletely. At one time or another every nation
in Eurania has sent fleets against us and done
not hi ng but fatten the | obsters. You see how the
wi nds bank off the cliffs? The eddies
and shoal s? You have to be born a Bael to wend these
channel s." He laughed al oud. "Gevily
managed to | and an arny on Fyrsieg back in
my father's time, but what can an army achieve?
Burn houses? The peopl e have al ready taken their
val uabl es el sewhere, and there are scores of other
i slands that you can't get to. Meanwhile, our
navy has just anmbushed yours and sunk it. I|nvading
Baelmark is futile.”



"You're |like nposquitoes. W nust bl eed and
bear you."

Ael ed guffawed, brandishing a fist the size of a
ham "Sone nosquito! No, we are bees.
W bring honey hone to the hive and we can sting."

"\What happened to the Gevilian arny?"

After a nmoment ... "A fyrdraca got
them™

Before Gerard could ask if a fyrdraca was the
sort of nonster it sounded like, the ride again grew
too rough for talk. He clung grimy to the
rail, thinking bitter thoughts. He ought to hurl
hi nsel f overboard to drown or be smashed in the surf,
because it was true that there might be a way he coul d
hel p Ael ed nove closer to the throne, if the
system worked the way he thought it did. It would be
a fearful ganble for the Bael, but he was a ganbl er
t hrough and t hrough, a jungle predator--deadly and
irresistible, cunning and beautiful. Know ng neither
fear nor scruple, if he did become King of
Bael mark he would be a frightful foe to all the
civilized lands of Eurania; and if Gerard had
hel ped himgain the crown he woul d have betrayed
everything: honor, fanmly, the fealty he owed his
ki ng. Aeled denied planning to enthrall him-and it
was probably true that such a spell woul d render
Gerard useless for his purpose--but there were other
ways to command | oyalty or even just cooperation
Hot irons, for instance. Anyone but a coward woul d
| eap over the side and die w th honor

He was a coward, then, because he was still aboard when
Groeggos and her three goslings enmerged on the
calmwaters of Swi @haefen. Then the sail was
unfurled and the oars shipped. Roaring with an
excitement that betrayed the fear they had been
conceal ing, the sailors threw open the chests and
stripped in a wild blizzard of cl othing.
Laughi ng and jeering, they donned | eather breeches and
steel helnets, resuming their bare-chested fighting
gui se, only now they flaunted gol den torcs
and armrings, jeweled buckles and
clasps. The hilts of their swords and daggers
glittered with gems, weapons far too showy ever
to be used in conbat. When Ael ed took the steering
oar for the landing, he was dressed as befitted a
triunphant warrior prince, with golden
enbroi dery on his smock, a fortune in jewels
on his belt and baldric, gold trimon his
hel et .

Groeggos rounded yet anot her bend and entered
a | and- | ocked bay a | eague across, silver water
so snmooth that it mrrored Cwicnoll's towering
conpl ex of glaciers and black rock in the
background. Trailing ripples, the four ships
headed for | ong beaches where | and and water nmet and a
settl enent spread over gentle meadowed sl opes
--not the squalid pirates' lair Gerard had
expected but a shining city.



"The trouble w th homeconings," Aeled said as

Groeggos neared the strand, "is that the nmen all
want to rush home and tell the kids to go play
outside for a while. | will be busy. You wait

on the beach and if anyone asks tell themyou are
nmy prisoner. Say, |c eom Ael des

hoeftniedling. I'Il send soneone to take you

to the elementary."” H's eyes twi nkled green as he
saw CGerard's alarm "For a healing."

So Gerard found hinself standing on the shore in
bandages and borrowed clothes, trying to adjust to the
i dea of being a slave. He had no
possessions, no rights. H's own garnents had been
t hrown overboard; his rapier and docunment case
confi scated; and his body bel onged to Ael ed, who could
still steal his soul with conjury if he w shed.

One battered-1ooking prisoner was of no
interest to the nultitude that had cone rushing down to the
sea to wel cone the returni ng heroes--w ves,
children, parents. Their joy and excitenment when they
heard the details of Aeled s foering showed
how great a triunph it was. Despite his
jest, the sailors did not hurry off hone. The
captives were herded ashore, the cargo unl oaded,
and then the gratings were raised to reveal even nore
booty down anong the ball ast--bags of coins and
bars of gold that nmust be ransom paid by the
I silondian towns for the privilege of not being
burned and | oot ed, plus whatever the hijacked
CGevilian ships and their cargo had
fetched when traded off in one of the little coasta
states. Spirits al one knew what the waiting
sl aves were worth, but the material wealth heaped
on the black sand woul d have bought an earldomin
Chivial. And this was a little nore than a nonth's work
for two hundred nmen and an admttedly tal ented
| eader! Piracy paid well for those who survived.

"Cerard?" The speaker was a shortish, plunp,
and--what el se?--red-haired man clad in
out standi ng finery, a snock of green | awn reaching
to his knees and gathered at the waist by a jeweled
belt, a fur-trinmmed cl oak of velvet. A
gold-hilted sword hung at his side, his
| eggi ngs were cross-gartered with gol den ribbons,
gol den buckl es shone on his boots. The soft
pi nkness of his face was very different fromthe weathered
roughness of the sailors'. Four |esser Baels
stood at his back, one of them | eading a horse and
anot her a shaggy pony on which sat a boy of
five or six. The boy stared curiously at
Gerard's battered face.

Gerard bowed. "Eal dor?"

"Atheling Cynewl f. The tanist did a good
job on you, didn't he?" Cynewul f was
probably ten years older than his brother and where
Ael ed was bl ocky, brawny, and pugnaci ous,
he was fleshy, florid, and supercilious.



How was Gerard expected to respond--as a
slave or a captive gentleman? Better
to ai mhigh and be struck down than to surrender
wi thout a fight. "H s argunments convinced ne
eventual ly, ealdor."
At that nonment a great outburst of cheering
di stracted both of them The appl ause was comni ng
nmostly fromthe werod, but also partly fromthe | andl ubber
spectators, and the object of their approval
seemed to be Ael ed.
"May | inquire ...?"
Cynewul f scow ed. "My spendthrift
brot her has just waived his right to a third of a
third. Unnecessary extravagance! He has no
need to buy their loyalty, for he already has it."
But others woul d hear of the gesture and choose
to support a generous |eader. Even a Chivian
could see that. Gerard remenbered Brinbearn
prai sing Aeled as a giver of treasure, and al so
hi s odd and unexpl ai ned di snissal of his ol der
brother. "May | ask what they are doi ng now,
eal dor ?"
Qovi ously Ael ed was supervising the
di vision of the booty into three roughly equal parts
--three heaps of bullion and three groups of
prisoners--but the oot had al so attracted nen
who seened to be inportant, in that they sported
hel mets and nmail shirts as well as swords.
They were busily peering into sacks, |ooking over the
captives, and generally inspecting the take.
Cynewul f had a lip quick to sneer. "I am
a thegn, not a trainer of slaves, loet."
"Pardon my presunption, noble atheling. Your
br ot her hoped to gain sone profit fromme and | cannot
advi se hi mw t hout knowi ng the custonms of the country."
The pudgy little man considered the prisoner wth
cal cul ated distaste. "Yes, he mentioned that.
He sonetimes has strange fancies, not always
to be taken seriously. Wat you are seeing is
tax collection. Aeled divides the take
i nto what he considers three equal shares. The
King's shire reeve gets first choice. Then the
house thegns pick one for Earl Ceol nund."
"And nme?" GCerard asked nervously.
"You and all your heriot are excluded. You are
wergild for our brother."
Curiously, it was a relief to know that he stil
bel onged to Ael ed, who at |east considered him
val uable. "So the nen who risked their lives
to collect that booty share only the last third?"
Qoviously, and it would normally be two ninths
wi thout the ship lord's cut. "But | believe
now conpr ehend, eal dor, why your King finds it
so difficult to suppress piracy."
Aeled's snmiles were shared mirth, but his
brother's were private anusenent. "Do the
tani st's ambitions make nore sense to you now,
Chi vi an?"
"And those nen?" Gerard asked in horror. A



gang of porters had conme shuffling forward to | oad the
booty on their shoul ders. They wore only rags
and their hair was not red. Even at a distance he could
see the strangeness of their gait and the inhuman
bl ankness of their faces.
"Thralls, of course. Don't worry about
them loet. The nmen are |ong dead. Their
bodi es have been preserved as bi ddabl e tools,
nothing nore. You will see when we arrive at the
el ementary."” Cynewul f beckoned for his horse
to be brought. He frowned at the boy on the
pony. "Sit up straight, Wl fwer."

The shore was a | ong, buzzing market
shi ps
bei ng | oaded and unl oaded, others being built,
sl ave stockades and warehouses, fish-drying
racks and heaps of |obster pots; but the atheling |ed
the way inland. Hobbling al ong behind his horse,
CGerard trod roads paved w th hexagonal stone
tiles and thronged with pedestrians, horse
wagons, and thrall-drawn carts. Chivian
cities were stinking, vermnous firetraps because they
were cranped inside high walls. Only G andon
itself had spread out beyond its ancient fortifications;
and even Grandon's streets were dark tracks
carpeted with refuse, w nding between houses nany
stories high. Waro edburh spurned walls,
spraming like a thistle patch in the sunlight with
all its buildings safely separated by wi de
streets and even by herb or vegetabl e gardens and
tree-filled parks. He saw nunerous water
troughs and wonen filling their jugs. He also saw
i nexplicable clouds of steam but the atheling' s route
did not go close to any of them

The buil dings were the greatest wonder of all, for
every surface was carved with fantastic nonster
i mges and brightly col ored; even the shingles on
the roofs sparkled with rainbow tints |like dew on a
sunny norni ng. Although none stood nore than one
story high, the larger edifices were as extensive
as minor pal aces; and yet they were obviously
fam |y residences, with children and washing in view.
Sone i ncluded workshops or displayed wares for
sale. In Chivial only very prosperous
fam lies occupied nmore than two roons, no
matter how great their burden of children, but this was
clearly not the case in Waro edburh. Aeled's
protestations that Bael mark was a poor |and were about
as reliable as one should expect froma pirate.

Gerard would have liked to linger and | ook. Even nore,
he woul d have liked to have wal ked slowy, for
Cynewul f was setting nuch too brisk a pace
for him H's crotch felt ready to burst
into flanes.

"Loet!" Cynewul f waved him forward
to wal k al ongside his stirrup, then peered down
at him suspiciously. "Assum ng nmy nadcap
young brother does not mscal culate and | and hinsel f

of



in an inpossible duel to the death, and assum ng al so
that he then persists with his insane anbitions to win the
t hrone, just how do you inagi ne you can assi st hinP"

CGerard had no intention of revealing that, not
to Aeled nor this disdainful brother. "I
don't know, ealdor. | fear he is making
too much of ny fam ly connections, although | have
assured himl| amnot of royal birth."

Green eyes stared down distrustfully. "You
killed Waerferhed. | would have made an
exanpl e of you. If Aeled dies | still may."

He rode on for a while w thout speaking and then
surprisingly, laughed. "Do you know what his nane
neans- - Ael ed? It neans "firebrand"!"

"Appropriate, ealdor."

"Q No wonder he is headstrong. A few
nmont hs ago he ganbl ed by chal |l engi ng the tanist,
who had grown too cautious for the younger thegns. The
fyrd sided narrowWy with Aeled, and the tanist
yi el ded wi thout even a token fight. In other
words, ny brother was very |ucky. He now
assunes that this same brashness will carry himto the
earldomitself, and that is another matter altogether. You
understand how it works? Any thegn nmay chal |l enge the
tanist, but only the tanist nay chall enge the
earl. Ceolnund is well regarded, a w se
and cautious ruler. | amafraid that Aeled
isin for a very nasty and possibly fatal
surprise." His lip settled into its customary
sneer.

Curious! Atheling Cynewlf would have been
head of the family until his younger brother won
promoti on. Now he nmust be outranked. WAs he
nerely jeal ous of Aeled s success, or did
he have legitimte worries about reprisals
if Aeled' s insurrection failed?

"Instruct ne, | pray you, ealdor. If
the thegn nmoot sides with your brother, then the earl
nmust accept the challenge and fight, yes? What
happens if the thegns vote the other way?"

Cynewul f | aughed contenptuously. "Then
Ceol mund remai ns earl and nanmes a chanpi on
whi ch neans he hires the best fighter in the fyrd
to render justice. Aeled is good, but far from
i nvincible. Even if by sone miracle he
survived, he woul d have incurred bl ood debt and
gai ned not hing. The odds are staked in favor of the
i ncunbent, naturally."

"Naturally. The rules for challenging the king
are simlar?"

"More or less. Only an earl may
chal | enge, and the w tenagenot deci des whether the
ki ng nust fight in person.™

"Wtenagenot? The witan are the king's
chosen counsel ors?"

Again the sneer. "Yes, but they just tal k. The
only ones who vote are the earls, rulers of the
twenty-one shires."

VWi ch was rmuch as Gerard had expected. "I do not



know how your brother expects ne to aid him

eal dor, but the Catterings have always given
Bael mark its strongest kings. As a |oyal

subj ect of King Taisson, | can do nothing

to restore that state of affairs. It is in
Chivial's interests that the present ineffective
rul e continue."

The Prince gave CGerard another |ong stare and
then smled narrowy. "That assurance m ght be
worth a ticket honme, loet."

"You are nost gracious, ealdor."

If Cynewul f would betray his own brother so
readily, then any ticket he provided Gerard
woul d buy only a one-way trip to the | obster
beds. Forced to trust one of the two sons of
Fyrlaf, Gerard would choose the raider every tine.

At that point they were overtaken by a |ine of
trotting children and adol escents, at least forty of
them all wearing nmetal collars attached to a
| ong rusty chain. Guards on ponies rode
al ongside, urging themon with sticks. The youngest
captives were gasping fromthe effort of keeping up
bei ng hel ped al ong by | arger nei ghbors. CGerard
recogni zed sone of his forner shipmates and knew t hat
this was part of the human | oot from Anbl eport. He
assuned that their drivers were professiona
sl avers. The gruesomnme processi on went past and
di sappeared into a cluster of buildings just ahead.

Monents | ater he drew cl ose enough to make out
faint sounds of chanting, and his gut knotted as he
realized that he had arrived at the elementary. There
were at |east half a dozen buildings in the
conpl ex, nmost of themcircular and | ow for their
wi dth, all extravagantly inlaid with
not her - of - pear!l and brightly col ored stones. The
central donme was enormous, and the |ast of the
captives were being driven in through its w de doors
like cattle to the slaughter. Flunkies cane
hurrying over to greet the new arrivals.

Cynewul f di smounted gracel essly. Tossing his
reins to one of his own nen, he went to the boy on the
pony. "Wast @hu hwoet @his hus is,

Wil fwer? Woere @hu her beforan nu?"

He spoke in the plodding tones used to the very young
or very stupid, so Gerard coul d understand:

"Know you what this building is, Wilfwer? Have you
been here before?"

The youngster gave hima surly | ook. "Na
eal dor. "

Cynewul f backhanded hi m across the face, al npbst
knocki ng hi mout of the saddle. "Haoet
geclipast @hu ne?"--"Wat do you cal
ne?"

"Foeder." The boy blinked back tears.

The tip of his tongue crept out to lick his bl eeding
[ip.

"When you behave like a slave you are whipped |ike

a slave. Now listen. This is the Haligdom



Here spirits are conjured. What is it called?"

"The Hali gdom where spirits are conjured ..
Fat her."

" Agai n?"

"The Hali gdom where spirits are conjured.”

"Correct. Cone inside and watch. And try
to learn." He turned away, making no effort
to help his son di smount.

CGerard |inmped al ong behind. The Hal i gdom was
| arger than any el enentary he had ever heard of,
echoing with the doglike hows of the prisoners. Its
doned roof was supported by an el aborate
system of trusses, a further exanmple of the
magni fi cent Bael i sh woodwor ki ng skills.
Most of the floor was occupied by the | argest
oct ogram he had ever seen, tiled in many
colors and obviously intended for mass
processing slaves, for it contained a ring of eight
head- hi gh posts, to which the Anbl eport captives were
now bei ng secured.

A tubby, bald man in flow ng black garnents
reacted with exaggeratedly amazed del i ght upon
seei ng the newconer. He waddl ed forward, bowed
repeat edly, and gabbl ed greetings. Although his
exact words escaped Cerard, the neaning was cl ear
enough: profuse wel cones to the noble atheling and how
m ght he be served? Cynewul f obviously was
demandi ng an enchantnent for the prisoner his thunb was
pointing at. The conjurer then tried to | ead the
honored lord off to one of the smaller elenentaries and
Cynewul f refused, wanting to witness the
enthrall ment ritual they were about to performon the
prisoners. Bowi ng and fawni ng agai n, the bald man
| auded the prince's gallantry and forbearance.

CGerard fought down nausea as bad as any he
ever had known on the ship, trying not to imagi ne hinself
in there, chained like a brute. Wiat if
Cynewul f decided that the easiest way to stop the
cryptic Chivian fromaiding his upstart brother's
march to the throne was to enthrall himhere and now?
Terribly sorry, Aeled, I
m sunder st ood.

The eight conjurers in their black robes took
up positions on the points of the octogram and
began chanting in Baelish. The prisoners
screamed at the tops of their lungs, trying
to drown themout, but the spirits heard the sunmons
regardl ess. As far as Gerard could tell, the
enchantnent was mainly a revocation of the two
elements, air and fire, that were the mai n conponents
of soul. He did not want to watch, but sheer
horror held himfrozen |like a fascinated
rabbit while the victinms' screans and abuse
faltered, then died away to confused munbling.
Expressions faded fromfurious to puzzled, and
finally eyes drooped shut. Starting with the small est
and ending with the young adults anong them they staggered,
sank to their knees, then to the floor, finally lying
still. Forty youngsters lay |ike corpses.



The conjurers paused to catch their breath.
Cynewul f gave CGerard a shove. Gerard very
nearly swung a punch, but checked hinmself in tine.

" Eal dor ?"

"CGet in there. They are about to be taught the
| anguage. One more won't hurt." And
probably the enchanters would not dare charge the
at hel i ng anything. Shivering, CGerard raised his chin and
stepped boldly into the octogramto stand al ongsi de
t he unconsci ous prisoners. Conjuration began
again, this time taking longer, with air and fire
apparently the main el enents invoked. He felt
not hing, not a prickle, but near the end he | ooked
down and saw to his dismay that the thralls now had
their eyes open, staring blankly. As soon as it
was over, he noved back to safety outside the
l'i nes.

"Ri se!" shouted one of the slavers. "Stand up
now" Wth a great clattering of chains, the slaves
clinmbed to their feet and then just stood, waiting for
further orders.

"See?" Cynewul f renmarked cheerfully.

"Their bodi es remain behind unharned, while their
spirits are returned to the spirits.” He pulled his
son's ear to turn his head. "Look! These are

new caught slaves, Wil fwer. See how nuch

better they behave, now they have been nade

into thralls? See how they don't talk

unl ess you ask them a question? This is why your nother
doesn't speak to you nuch."

The obsequi ous conjurer reappeared, |ugging a
sack of coins he had just accepted fromthe chief
slaver. "How el se may we have the honor of
serving you, Ealdor Fyrlafing?"

Gerard now under st ood Baeli sh.

"Heal this loet for nme."

The conjurer frowned at the prisoner as if
surprised that anyone woul d waste good noney on
him "I amforced to inquire as to the cause of his
injuries, ealdor. He had an acci dent?"

"Ch, no. He was being questioned."

The conjurer beanmed. "That makes things sinpler
much sinpler! Virtual spirits are hard
to influence, you understand. Especially elenentals of
chance. They are so unpredictable! By definition
of course. Deliberate damage, involving
only the mani fest el enents, is much easier
to reverse. How exactly was he tortured?"

"He was given a face wash."

"The noble atheling will forgive me, but I|--"

"Nautical term He was hung upside
down over the ship's side and banged about in the
wake until he stopped m sbehaving."

"Ah! Then a major revocation of water should
clear up nost of the problem A mnor addition of
fire to speed the healing."

"He al so had a bad bang on the
beal | ucas," CGerard remarked, with feeling.

"Specific treatnents for that injury are



conpl ex,
expensi ve.

Cynewul f shrugged. "Then don't worry about
it. W do not intend to use himfor breeding."

As the young thralls obediently trudged away,
the conjurers returned to their stations on the points
of the octogram and now Cerard stood alone in the
center. He had experienced mnor healing before and
he was inpressed by the Baels' skill. \Wen the
ritual was finished, even the throb in his groin was
barely nmore than an unpl easantness. The only
side effect he noticed was a raging thirst.

the conjurer said cautiously, inplying

Wth two of his nen assisting, Cynewlf heaved
hinself up into his silver-studded saddl e; he had
clearly lost interest in Gerard, at least for the tine
being. "That's done. | nust go and see if
dear Aeled wants me to clean his boots next.

He said you were to wait for himat Cynehof.

Don't expect him soon, because he plans

to visit Waeferh ed's nother to break the news. That
makes as much sense as lecturing a rack of
lanb--thralls can't nmourn. A conplete waste

of time. @u edlac, show himthe way to Cynehof and
then run home. If you take all day about it, you
know what will happen to you."

CGerard watched the atheling depart with his son and the
other three attendants. Now he understood young
Bri nbearn's unspoken criticism of
Cynewul f. It took something nore than high birth
and a strong armto make a man throne-worthy and that
one did not have it.

He turned to find his ginger-haired conpanion
wat ching himwith a sardoni c expression. He was of
m ddl e years, stocky and weat her beaten. Wy
anusenment in a man just threatened with a beating?

"Wyul d you describe the atheling as
t hr one- wor t hy?"

"Woul d never say he wasn't." Qu edl ac
turned his head and spat.

Gerard snmiled for the first time since he killed
Waerferh ed. "And his brother?"

"Ah." The Bael considered himthoughtfully, as
i f wondering how far to trust. "There's a
stallion for a big herd!"

"Q Shouldn't we be on our way?"

"What's the hurry? You fancy a sw nP"

Bael mark was a place of infinite
surprises. The steam cl ouds Gerard had
observed earlier marked natural hot springs within
the town. These were used to supply public bathing
pool s, some of which were open to the slave cl asses,
and he was soon lolling naked in steani ng hot water
with a hundred other nmen. The only paynment
required was that he tell Qu edlac his story, which
soon gathered a | arge audi ence--sl aves'



lives |l acked entertainment. In the desultory
di scussion that followed, a strange conversation between
floating faces speaking to the steam overhead, he
| earned that nost of his conpani ons had been born in
captivity, although some had been captured in other
| ands when too young to require enthrallnent. Very
few had red hair.
"I was a thegn," @Qu edlac asserted, "over
on Su ednest, south of here. Five generations,
nmy ancestors bore arns.”
"What happened?"
"Killed a man in a braw ." He made this
seem a minor msfortune that m ght happen
to anyone. "So | was w te edeow. "
"Way didn't your werod pay the wergild?"
asked a voi ce sonewhere in the steam
"Or your |ord?" demanded anot her.
"My lord wanted ny daughters. Liked
girls young. He bought themat the sale. My
wi fe was bought by her brothers, but they couldn't afford
the kids."
There were no nore questions. Cerard was | eft wondering
how much the audi ence believed the story, at |east the
| ast part, and what QGu edl ac had done to be so
unpopul ar with his mates. He clearly felt no
loyalty to his present owner, being happy
to waste his tine, which of course bel onged
to Cynewul f. But he did adnire Aeled, or
so he said. "He is considerate of his nen. He
hoards their lives and is liberal with treasure.”

"How wi | | he fare when he chal | enges?"

O her voi ces answer ed.

" Good. "

"Yea, the thegns will welcone a Cattering

earl again--"
"Who mght bring the crown back here
to Waro edburh ..."
"Ceol mund' s too cautious."
"Ni ggardl y!'"
"An earl's wealth," Qu edlac said, naking
an effort to assert superior know edge stenmng fromhis
warrior birth, "lies in the strong anus of his
t hegns, not bags of silver in the cellar. He's
been relying on his crony Cynewl f to keep
Ael ed under control. Something went w ong about the tine
the kid started shaving."
"And if Aeled succeeds," Cerard asked,
"what are his chances of becom ng ki ng?"
"Depends on the other earls, of course.
Kings are rarely deposed wi t hout cause.
don't think Ufegeat is unpopular."

Even after he and Gerard had dried, dressed,
and resuned their journey to Cynehof, Gu edlac
followed a leisurely, circuitous route.
He showed of f nuch of the city, including the narkets.
The stall keepers could tell at a glance that the
two nmen were not potential customers; they shouted
abuse and threatened to ask the next passing thegn



to chase them away. Qu edl ac paid no
attention and let Gerard marvel at the many
magni fi cent things on sale--ostrich feathers,
exotic netalwork, patterned silks, and dozens
of other luxuries fromdistant |ands. He was
especially inpressed by sone nmagnificent

i llum nated manuscripts, which nmust have been
| ooted from nuch closer to hone.

Once, distant thunder announced that Ow cnoll
was bl owi ng out fire and snoke.

"He does that every few hours,"” Qu edl ac
expl ai ned of f-handedly. "Wien the wind blows this
way, he can spray Waro edburh with ash."

"Don't the houses burn?"

"Sonetines. "

"Why not build them of stone, then?"

Hi s gui de | ooked shocked and di sbeli evi ng.
"Houses of stone? Wat happens when the earth
shakes?" Apparently earthquakes were a nuch nore
serious problemthan fires.

"What," Gerard asked, recalling Aeled s
tale of the Gevilians, "is a fyrdraca?"

Qu  edl ac shivered and | owered his voice. "You
know t hat each of the eight elenents has a speci al
place in the world, a hone where the spirits dwell.
Baelmark is the hone of the fire el enentals;
Cnicnoll is one of their nests. Sometimes fire
spirits mate with those of earth and birth a
firedrake, which is nonstrous and nost deadly,
seeking out nen to destroy them The scops sing
epic tales of great heroes fighting
firedrakes, like Aeled s grandfather, King
Cu” edbl aese, who fought one on the sl opes of
Hat st an. "

"I heard that one destroyed an invading arny."

Gu" edl ac spat, his standard way of indicating
di sapproval. "In the days of King Fyrlaf,

Cu” edbl aese's son. Instead of fighting the
drake, he drove it against the Cevilians and
burned t hem up."

"Sounds |ike a snart nove."

The former thegn showed a rare flicker of enotion
"Smart can be shameful! Honest fighting men shoul d not
be treated as kindling. The w tenagenmot felt so
di sgraced that it shipped the survivors hone wi thout
charge." Apparently there were depths to which even
Bael s woul d not sink; and Gerard recalled that
Ael ed had hesitated before nentioning the incident--and
had not alluded to his father's part init at all.

They canme at |last to Cynehof, whose nane
neant
"king's hall," although for the last twenty years it
had been only the seat of the earl. It was a single
hi gh-roof ed buil di ng backed by a fenced conpound of
many smal |l er buildings. Those were not truly houses
--Qu  edl ac call ed them cabi ns--because their
occupants were nostly transients and ate in the
hall. In ancient tines an earl's thegn had



been required to sleep in his hall, but nowadays
only the cnihtas had to. Mst thegns owned
houses of their own in the city or on estates
scattered throughout Bael marKk.

Cni ht as?

Gu  edl ac had halted at one side of a
courtyard, whose far side was the front of
Cynehof, wi de stone steps up to a great oaken
fa@ade. "Boys with swords. See those over
there? Stay away fromthemif you can, friend!"

"\Nhy 2"

Al'l afternoon, Gu edlac had been having trouble
understandi ng Gerard' s ignorance of what servitude
really meant. He stared incredul ously. "Because
you're a loet, that's why! And they're thegn
colts.”

"'Fraid | still don't understand."

The Bael sighed. "Wen a thegn-born's
beard starts showing he goes to his earl, and if his
birth i s good enough, the earl accepts himas a
cniht. For training. You can tell the cnihtas
because they wear swords and hel nets but not mail.
The ones with the chain mail are house thegns.
They're the earl's bodyguards and enforcers, his
personal werod, understand? They keep order in

the hall and the town under the command of the marshal

Only house thegns and cni htas coul d take
weapons into Cynehof itself, Qu edlac expl ai ned.
"But cnihtas can get uppity with trash like us,
friend, so that's where you're going and I'Ill head off
now and find ny supper if you don't mnd."
Qu edl ac studied Gerard for a nmoment. "ls it
true what Cynewul f said--that you could help
Ael ed win the throne?"

“I--1 amnot sure."

Even that weak evasion inpressed the Bael
"I suggest you put your nmind to it, friend! Any
man who hel ped Ael ed Fyrl afing nmount the throne
of his fathers would surely be buried in gold. He
woul d hold | ands as far as the eye could see and eat
off plate till the end of his days."

CGerard thanked himfor all his help,
wonderi ng how he woul d have reacted a week ago had
anyone told himhe would take an honest |iking
to a Bael. Whatever his past, the slave bore his
present situation with commendabl e resignation. H's
obvi ous dislike of Cynewul f should al so be counted
in his favor.

The five bored cni htas sl ouching on the
steps regarded the newcormer with contenpt, he being
unarmed. At a guess they ranged fromfifteen
to eighteen in age, and in size from shoul der hei ght
to enornmous. Each wore a sword and hel net.
They heard his story, then their | eader sent the
smal l est to fetch Leofric, whom Gu edl ac had
described as the tanist's closest friend and nost
trusted hel per.

Leofric soon arrived. He was no ol der



than Ael ed hinself, but taller and slender, and although
he woul d have been called a redhead anywhere el se,
his hair was bl ond by Baelish standards. A jagged
white scar disfigured the right side of his face, the
eye socket hidden by a silver patch bearing a
si ngl e huge eneral d. That was either a joke or a
chal | enge, because the remaining |left eye was much
closer to blue than green--reputably a
serious inpairnment anong Baels. It seened
sharp enough as he apprai sed the newconer.

He led the way to an outlying cabin furnished
with a cot, chair, and storage chest. Cerard
| ooked around it in disbelief, seeing finer
acconmmodation than the G een Man in Anbl eport.

"A slave gets his own quarters?"

Leofric's smile was doubtless intended to be
reassuring, but it held nore nenace than nost
men's scow s. "Tani st says you are to be
treated as a war captive. You were thegn-born in

Chivial, and he will not put you anong | oetu and
thralls. Do not try to wear a weapon here,
t hough. "

"OfF course not!" CGerard said hurriedly,
wi shi ng he had never touched a rapier in his life.

"Aeled left you sone gold, for clothes and so
on. I will show you where to obtain a wonan when you
need one."

Thrall woman? Cerard shivered and shook his
head at that offer, but he could think of nothing to say
about the rest except, "He is very generous!"

"Always!" Leofric said enphatically.

Suddenly his smile made hi m seem boyi sh and
harm ess. "A true giver of treasure.

One day | could not ride because ny mare had
foal ed, so he gave nme two horses. It is

his way. He is truly throne-worthy, a |eader
fit to die for."

O kill for? Gerard thought that Leofric had not
been told to nake that speech; he really nmeant it
and woul d back up his loyalty by doi ng anything at
all for his hero.

VWen he had gone, Gerard peered in the chest
to see how nmuch a giver of treasure provided for a
man who had killed his half brother. Al though he
could not be certain of the weight of the coins, they nmust be
worth at |east tw ce what Lord Candl ef en had
paid himfor a week's work and two weeks
travel. More inportant, they were lying on the
lid of his precious docunent case, which he had
never expected to see again.

He took it over to the bed, where the Iight was
best. The contents had been shaken about, which was
hardly surprising after that voyage, and a coupl e of
his pens had suffered, but the ink bottles had not
spilled and nothing at all was m ssing. Hi s best
sketch of Charlotte, which he had placed at the
bott om of the papers, was now on top. He sat
and stared at it until his eyes blurred with tears.



Twice in the next two hours Gerard felt
the earth nove. The second tinme he was in the city,
busily spending his new wealth. He was
i npressed by the total |ack of panic, even
anong small children. Cwicnoll's antics were
ignored like a mnor breach of manners in a
gent eel sal on.

At sunset the war horns' chilling wai
sumoned the fyrd to the feasting. By that time Gerard was
ravenous. Dressed in his new Baelish garnents
and armed with his equally new kni fe and dri nking
horn, he headed purposefully to the great hall
but paused when he reached the paved yard to take
stock. In Chivial he had visited houses where
the main door was reserved for the nobility and even
an artist-clerk fromthe Coll ege of Heral ds nust
use a servants' entrance. Here he was nuch | ess
than a clerk; but the Baels seened to have no such
rule, for all sorts of people were trekking in and out
of the big archway, even slaves carrying
provisions and barrels of ale to the feast. The
only restriction he could see was that
t hegns had to surrender their swords to the cnihtas
on duty in the porch. Reassured, he strode
over the black flagstones, nmounted the wi de
steps, and was allowed to enter unquestioned.

He paused again just inside the door, letting his
eyes adjust to the dinmer |ight, gaping at the
barbaric splendor. In truth the hall was no nore
than a shed on heroic scale, but its soaring roof
was supported by an intricate trellis of
spi dery snoke-bl ackened rafters, and the high
wal | s were festooned with anti que weapons and
anci ent war trophies, anonynmous under |ayers
of soot and grease. Its only door was the one
by which he had entered; its only wi ndows were the two
gabl e ends, left open so wind could waft away
snoke. Along either side stood tables and benches
for feasting, with a gap in the center for four great open
hearths, set safely distant fromthe walls and
manned by sweating thralls turning whol e carcases
on spits, exactly as the old tal es denanded.

A low platformat the far end supported anot her

table that nmust be reserved for the nobility, for it was
furni shed with stools and a hi gh-backed throne. He

felt as if he had been m spl aced several

centuries in Chivian history; he reninded

hinself sternly that this was now and a slave's wergild
was trivial. The advice Gu edl ac had

stressed above all was that annoying a thegn-born

could be a fatal mstake; being a |oet was stil

better than being just plain dead.

VWen the scent of cooked neat put himin
grave danger of drowning on his own saliva, he
headed for the nearest tables. There was plenty of
space and the thralls served anyone who sat down.

In nonents a trencher |oaded with thick slabs of



bread and crisp-roasted pork and beef was thunped
down before him He began to gorge. A wonan
filled his horn with cold bitter ale and the world
got even better.

He was starting to see that apparent msfortune could
be turned into opportunity. In Bael mark an
earl's counselor mght live very well.

A wel |l -dressed couple entered with an
ent ourage of arned followers, all heading for the high
tabl e, but no drums or horns announced them and
none of the diners paid nuch attention. The man took
the throne and so nust be Earl Ceol nund. He was
about forty and had a marked stoop. Put himin a
sword fight with Aeled and the noney would all be on
the tanist. Hi s silver-haired compani on
seened about twenty years ol der than he, but that was
normal , a sign of many children.

Few people were yet ready to eat, apparently, for the
hal | remai ned renmarkably enpty, far bel ow
capacity. Atheling Cynewul f strutted in,
noddi ng in bored fashion to friends, and took a seat
at the high table. Aeled nust belong up there al so,
but he might be planning a hero's entry for
| ater.

"What is the world coming to?" inquired a voice
at Cerard's back. "There's dirt on this
bench! "

"And on the table too," said another. A
sword flicked Gerard's trencher into his |lap
food and all. It clattered down to the flagstone
fl oor.

He twi sted around to face a pair of
red- haired youths, both armed and grinning. The one
who had drawn had not yet sheathed his sword.
Now, too late, Cerard registered the slaves
and servants sitting on the ground just inside the
door and knew where he shoul d be di ning.

Gu” edl ac had warned hi m

"On the floor, slavel" said the tall one.
"Dogs eat down there."

CGerard considered his options, which did not take
long. "I am Aeled's captive," he said--
I c eom Ael des hoeftniedling. That was
what Aeled had told himto say, but now that he
knew t he | anguage he could see that while
hoeftni edling certainly neant prisoner, it
al so nmeant slave. So did weal h and hoeft
and niedling. Clearly Baels made little
di stinction between prisoners and sl aves, and these two
cni htas obviously did not, for their eyes were
gl eami ng at neeting refusal, with its obvi ous
opportunities for sport. CGerard spoke again,
at a slightly higher pitch. "The tani st gave
me quarter in Cynehof because |I amthegn-born in
my own |land. Do you seek to overrule the tanist?
I's that how you treat guests in Catterstow?"

The boys' confidence wavered slightly. "You
lie, ni“ed -+!'" said the one holding the
sword, but he took a quick glance at the high



table to see if Aeled was watching.

Ael ed had still not arrived, unfortunately.

"I slew Waerferh ed Fyrlafing, the
tanist's brother, and the tanist honors ne as a
warrior. He appoints nme his wita, but you
insult me. Are you so nuch greater than
Ael ed At heling?"

The cni htas exchanged worried gl ances.

CGerard ganbl ed on a chuckle, hoping it would not

energe as a nervous snigger. "I will forgive your

i gnorance this once. You did not know See, the
thralls have brought food. Conme, sit, and, while

we feast together, thegns, | will tell you of the fight
in Arbl eport, when | slew the atheling."

They clearly disliked the thought of sitting beside a
foreigner, but the prospect of hearing his news
overcanme their scruples. Warily they sat,
both on his left and farther away than courtesy
would normally dictate. If their friends di scovered
them they could deny being with him

The crisis was over for the noment, but Gerard's
hand shook when the ale woman filled his drinking
horn; he enptied it in one |long gulp. He
i ntroduced hinself, and so--reluctantly--did
Wil fward Wil fwi ni ng and Boehtric
Col dst ani ng. Between nout hfuls he told the story of
Waerferh' ed' s death, spinning it out, nmaking a
fight out of it but not downplaying his own crushing
humi i ation at the hands--or knee--of Aeled.

By that time the ale was working its way up under the
carroty hair and they found that ending very funny
i ndeed.

But puzzling. "He really appointed you his
wita?" demanded Wil fward, the tall one.

"Why woul d the tanist expect wi sdomfroma
Chivi an ni "~ edi ng?" asked Boehtric,
oblivious of the possibility that a foreigner m ght
resent an insult that would have himon his feet
instantly, sword in hand and ready to die.

"When he arrives you can go and ask him 1'I1
i ntroduce you, Coldstaning. But | am not
famliar with your customs. WII| scops sing tonight of the
tanist's foering?"

The al e was potent. The sons of Col dstan and
Wil fwi n expl ai ned as well as they coul d shout
whil e chewing that to wel cone hone the victors there
woul d certainly be songs and speeches and distribution
of treasure and drinking to oblivion

"I's it possible," Gerard said uneasily,
gl ancing around the hall, "that the tanist will decide
to chall enge the earl tonight?"

"Never!" Wil fward procl ai med. The ni ght
after a ship returned was always a night for jollity
and feasting.

Wy was the hall so quiet then?

"Tell me what happens when he
does choose to chal |l enge. ™

Then, the cnihtas explained, talking in
counterpoint, the tanist would march in bearing arns.



He woul d refuse an offer of nmead. He would

recite a formula, which they quoted, couched in such
archaic Baelish that Gerard's enchantnent failed

to translate it, although the boys m ght not have it
right. After that, they explained, the earl would set a
date for the thegn noot to meet, usually the next

day, and then the fyrd woul d deci de whet her the earl
nmust answer the challenge in person. The vote was
literally a siding, each man going to stand by the man
he supported, so a head count coul d decide the

i ssue.

The boys began arguing over the earl's choice
of chanpi on.

The hall was even quieter. Men were noving around
--gathering in little knots or even wal ki ng out the
door. Atheling Cynewul f rose, bowed
to Ceol mund, and strutted out. That one woul d know a
si nki ng ship when he saw one. Ot hers foll owed.

This was to be the night.

"Thegns," Gerard said, and managed to catch their
attention at the second repeat. "You think a
Chivian cannot be wita? | offer you w se roed
--go now, go quickly. Wiere is the tanist? Were is
the fyrd? | think you should be on the wi nning side,

t hegns. "

There was a pai nful pause as the boys worked it
out--as they realized that Cynewlf and his
conpani ons were al nbst at the door, with nmen rising
everywhere to follow. Boehtric and Wil fward
| eaped to their feet and sprinted, dinner forgotten

Cerard retreated to the underlings' corner, where the
coerls and | oetu had gathered to watch the drana.

It was probably very typical of Aeled to play

by his own rul ebook and not wait a few days as

cust om demanded. Ceol mund handl ed the situation as

best he could--sitting alone with his wife at the

hi gh table, chatting peacefully and ignoring the

enpty benches. \Wen only house thegns

remai ned, he beckoned to themto cone up and join

him H's wife herself served themale. The scene

had time to grow quite poi gnant before Ael ed marched in
at the head of his werod. He was in full war

gear, shining with gold and steel; the rest of the fyrd
foll owed, several hundred of them filling the

hall. Big Brother Cynewul f and the one-eyed

Leofric were near the front.

Ael ed hal ted when he reached the
central hearths. The earl's silver-haired
wi fe stepped down fromthe dais with a horn of nead,
and canme to greet himw th adnmirable grace. He
returned her smle but courteously refused the
horn. She went back to her husband' s side.

Ael ed called out the formula of challenge, but in a
tone that showed it was only a formula and the persona
insults were not intended to hurt.

The stooped earl responded with equa
dignity. He did not ask for the support of his
fyrd, for the result of a siding would be a foregone
inevitability. He straightened up as well as



he could, then retraced his wife's path unti
he reached the tanist. There he knelt to clasp the
upstart's hands and swear loyalty. The hal
erupted with a noise that Oa cnoll mght have
envied. Aeled s closest followers lifted him
shoul der hi gh and bore himto the throne.

Then began cheering and feasting, whol esal e drinking
and distribution of silver and gold, riotous
cel ebration that went on beyond dawn. The hugely
grinning new earl handled hinmself well, nam ng his
predecessor as his chancellor and |loading himw th a
mnor fortune in bullion to salve his wounded
honor and pay off his house thegns. Ael ed nade
ot her appoi ntnents, too, the only two of which
nmeant anything to the watching Chivian were Leofric
as marshal and Cynewulf tanist. OF course an
earl and his tanist should be close relatives and
there was no one el se. Besides--Gerard concl uded
cynically--if no one |liked Cynewl f, he
could not be a threat.

After twenty years, a Cattering was Earl of
Catterstow again. Now it was up to Gerard of
Waygarth to nake hi m Ki ng of Bael marKk.

CHARLOTTE

For the next three days Aeled was much too
busy to interrogate his prisoner. He had
to exchange oaths and gifts with every thegn in the
shire, from | andowners of enornmous wealth to young
sailors who did not own even their swords. He
had to appoint his witan and enlist house thegns.
CGerard wandered the city at will, thinking hard. He
westled with his conscience until he wanted
to screamor just punch a thegn on the nose and
die. He went over the argunents a thousand tines.
He owed no loyalty to King Taisson! H s nother
had petitioned her royal kinsman several tines,
seeking of fice or advancenent of some kind for her
son, but the only response had been one terse
note expressing H's Majesty's best w shes,
penned by sonme anonynous pal ace flunky. The



Waygarth famly was not nmerely not royal, but

over the generations it had been tainted by various
scandal s until the House of Ranulf wanted

nothing to do with it.

Ael ed, though, was offering himthe chance of a
lifetime. There were only two roads to security
inlife and a man without inheritance had to rely on
t he second one, an influential patron.

To become advi sor and cl ose confidant to a

future king of Bael mark woul d be incredibly good
fortune, the sort of opportunity men dreamed of.

Ael ed hinself was the sort of inspiring | eader they
dreamed of, too. Gerard' s fortune would be nade.

More important--he would be able to rescue the
woman he | oved.

On the fourth norning the sun rose into a blue
sky and he was shaken awake by a cni ht sent
to tell himthe Earl was coming. He had barely tine
to dress before he heard hooves and went out to watch
Ael ed ride up on a magnificent black
| eadi ng a saddl ed chestnut nmare. Should it be a
surprise that the Earl was as skilled with horses
as he was with ships? He | ooked down on his
captive solemly, his customary wi de grin
totally absent.

"Cerard of Waygarth, you owe ne wergild for
ny servant Waerferh ed Fyrlafing. In
requital of that debt are you prepared
totell me of some feat that will raise ne in the
eyes of the earls so that the witenagenot will favor
nmy chall enge to King Uf egeat?"

Unpl easantly aware of crossing a bridge
that allowed no returns, Gerard said,
"Eal dor, | can think of one such deed. | do
believe it has a chance, although the risks would
appal | any other man | have ever met and
certainly can't pronise--"

The raider frowned. "I don't like risks."

CGerard opened and cl osed his nouth a few tines.

Ael ed's green eyes stared icily down at
him "Stupidity is not courage. Brains are not
cowardi ce. | never take unnecessary risks; |
pl an ny noves and weigh the costs. My notto
is "When you hunt the wol f, beware the
she-wol f!" [Wgest wilfe, wylfre
ware] She is rarely far away. Had you
renmenbered that in Anbl eport, you would have realized that
Waerferh' ed woul d have many she-wolves at his
back. "
"Yes, ealdor," Cerard said, chastened
"But | will take risks if the prize is
worth it and the odds are reasonable. Go on."
"Thank you, eal dor. The hunt |
propose may meke you king or kill you, but if
you fail | don't think men will laugh at you."
Then came the grin, bright as the rising sun
"That is inportant! Munt up. Let us be on



our way, lest the shire reeve cone hunting ne
again, for if | throttle himas | want to,
t hen good King U egeat will be seriously annoyed."

At first he set a pace that nade conversation
i mpossi ble, but as they were | eaving the sprawing
fringes of the city behind, heading inland through grain
fields toward the ice-capped cone of
Cwicnoll, he let the horses slowto a trot
and Gerard was able to draw | evel.

"Is it safe for you to ride out like this wthout

guar ds?"
"Me? House thegns?" Aeled snorted
contenmptuously. "Like Taisson the Frail, you

nmean? A hundred swordsmen around his sickbed?"
"You have won the richest shire in the country. You
must have acquired enemes to go with it."
Such tal k made Aeled smle. "Of
course. King U egeat, for one. But
assassinating me would just start a bl ood
feud. If soneone kills Taisson, the
Chivians will automatically be stuck with
Anbrose. Here we have better ways. Wen the
fyrd of Catterstow decides it wants to be
rid of me, there are neans available."
Put like that, the peculiar system seened |ess
barbaric, alnost rational. "Wat about the oaths of
| oyalty everyone has been swearing to you?"
"What about then? | respond by swearing to be a
strong and just lord. If |I get greedy or
vicious or too decrepit to swing a sword,
then | have broken ny side of the bargain and they are
free to find a better man." The grin flickered
back, briefly. "And if | haven't, let
traitors beware! | mean to be king, though, and
then I will nake Catterstow rich and happy.
Tell me your plan.”
He slowed the pace to a walk as the trai
left cultivated plains behind and began cli nbi ng
t hrough steep pastures. Cwi cnoll had w thdrawn from
view, retreating behind ridges and | esser peaks.
CGerard gathered his thoughts. He had rehearsed this
of ten enough. "You need to do sonething different, not just
anot her foering, because you have shown you can do those
better than any. Nor just shedding a | ot of
bl ood. "
Ael ed nodded inpatiently. "Any fool can
make a massacre. Violence usually stores
up trouble for the future, so | use it only when
I nust."
"I will remenber, ealdor. This should not need
viol ence, or very little. I was in Anbleport that
ni ght because | was on ny way back to G andon from
Candl efen. That's on the Wartle, about a day's
journey west." A shrug told himthe raider
had never heard of it. "There are old records of
Bael s raiding upriver as far as Wartcaster and
Tonworth, but back in Coisbert the Third's
time they built a highway al ong the coast there and



bridged the Wartle. The fiendi sh Baels
couldn't get their ships up the river anynore."

Ael ed rai sed his copper eyebrows
skeptically. "No?"

"Or they haven't tried. Candl efen Castle
has fallen into ruin. It's deserted. The
famly lives in Candl efen Park, about three
| eagues inland. That's a very fair nmansion, but you
could junmp the wall. 1 told you I am-was--

a gentl eman scholar for the College of

Heral ds. | do odd jobs for the

nobility. Lord Candlefen is marrying his daughter
to the Duke of Dragnont, who owns hal f of
Westerth. There will be a huge cel ebration. | was
sent out from Grandon to advise them-who nust be
invited, who is presented to whom who sits above
the salt, who can bring nmen-at-arns. How many
servants. Al that."

He coul d have done it in three days. He shoul d have
done it in a week. He had spun it out for two.

"Lots of loot at the party?" Aeled said with
no great enthusiasm

"Loot? | suppose the fat ladies will be
wearing their weight in pearls. The Duke of
Dragmont is a swine. | called himDreg
Mout h behind his back until | was terrified
would do it to his face--his breath will kill a
horse at fifty paces. He also has a
di sgusting rash on his neck and hands, and | assune
everywhere el se fromthe way he scratches, and he's
three tinmes as old as the bride. He has
grand-chil dren al nost her age! But he's the king of
beasts in Westerth--powerful, spiteful
vindictive. The Candl efens daren't do a damed
thing to--" He was al nost shouting and Ael ed was
| ooki ng at hi moddly.

He took out the tube of paper he had tucked
inside his tunic, untied the ribbon around it, and
passed it across. Aeled glanced at it and handed it
back.

"Yes, | saw that. You are very talented. |
wondered if she could be real."

"It doesn't do her justice. Not close
even. She's seventeen. She's--she's
perfect! Wtty, spirited, considerate ..." And
she was to be nmarried to that human sewage. He had
prom sed her he would not go back for the cerenony.
"The wedding is set for the fifteenth of
Sevent hnoon." Realizing that the Baelish
cal endar might be different, he said, "That's the
day of the full mpon cl osest to the sunmer
solstice. | watched you beachi ng Groeggos. That
bri dge woul d be no obstacle at all. You'd just
push your ships around it, across a road. About as
far as here to that rock."

"We could do it with rollers.” The Earl was not
i npressed so far. "If the tide's in and the
river's navigable and the weather's favorable. W
could be back at the coast before any troops get



there. It would have to be well scouted in advance.
She's very lovely, and | understand why you

di sapprove of the match, but | can't risk the

lives of hundreds of nen just to kidnap a rich

ol d duke from his wedding. The fat | adies

jewels are tenpting, | admit. It would be a

ri otous caper and every nead hall in Bael mark woul d
shake with | aughter, but--"

He broke off with a frown because Gerard was
| aughi ng. Rather a high-pitched | augh, teetering on
t he edge of hysteria.

"Sorry, ealdor! |I'mnot experienced at
this roed -giving. | forgot to nention that
Charlotte's nother's nother is Princess
Crystal, a daughter of Anbrose II
Charlotte is first cousin, once renoved, of
Ki ng Tai sson, and thus second cousin of
Crown Prince Anbrose. She is a generation
closer to the throne than I am |'mjust connected
by marriage. I'mnot royal and she is.

Charlotte is of the blood. She's seventh in the
[ine of succession.”

Aeled's grin reappeared. It grew w der and
wi der and wider. "Let ne see that sketch again!
Oh, yes! Oh, yes, yes. Speak on
wital"

"You'd have to marry her," Gerard said in sudden
terror. "Just carrying her off and raping her woul dn't
do! You must marry her!"

"Yes, Cerard. 1'd marry her." Aeled
took a deep breath. "Yes, | will marry
her! Cousin of the King of Chivial! And the greatest
beauty of the land. To go to the w tenagempt with her on
nmy ... This would be truly throne-worthy! You
gi ve vintage roed, wita. Speak on!"

"There is one she-wolf lurking."

"l can see at least six!" Aeled said with the
glee of a child counting cakes.

"She is close enough to the throne that they nust
invite the King to the--"

"Tai sson will be there?" Baelish eyes
fl ashed.

"No, no!" Gerard said hastily, remenbering
he was trying to steer a killer who m ght well
prefer to go to the witenagenot with the King's head under
his arminstead. "His health won't let him
He woul dn't go anyway, because a reigning nonarch
eclipses the bride and groom And don't
| ook di sappoi nted, ealdor! Kings of Chivial
have Bl ades! Two or three Bl ades could cut
your whole werod into fish bait."

" Maybe. "

"Truly! The snag is that Crown Prince
Anbrose may accept the invitation. He's been
doing a fair bit of traveling since he cane
of age, and he hasn't been to Westerth yet: |
war ned themthat they m ght have to put up with Tin
Trunpet. That's his nicknane. He's a young
bl owhard. And he has sone Bl ades too, so--"



"How ol d is he?"

"Twenty. Well, he'll be twenty next
nont h. "

"Ch? What week?"

"Er, second."

Aeled's grin returned, bigger than ever.
"Coi nci dence! We're the sane age." He
rode on, staring down at the grass, while his
wita waited breathlessly. Then the Bael | ooked
up with a very, very dangerous gleamin his eye. "How
much ransom woul d Chivial pay for its Crown
Prince?"

"He may not be there!"

"But if he is? How nuch silver would
Tai sson pay?"

"How many nmen woul d you spend? | told you
Anbr ose has Bl ades of his own; and he may
bring sone of the Royal Guard as well, because
they' re going crazy guarding a sickroom You'd
| ose a hundred men before you could lay a hand on
hi m-and he fancies hinself as a swordsman, so
he's likely to die in the nelee and then you gain
not hi ng. How many of the witan would support you after
that kind of massacre?"

Ael ed chewed his Iip for a while, then sighed.
"Too few and | would not be one of them You are
right. | give you ny word I will not nove against the
Prince. You sound as if you had fallen in |ove
with the girl yourself." His green eyes raked Gerard.
"Did she spurn you, friend? Is this your revenge
--to have her carried off by raiders?"

"No, of course not!"

"What is she to you, then?"

"Not hing!" Gerard insisted. "Just a pretty
girl. 1've only known her a few days,
ealdor, truly. | pity her having to marry that
stinking old goat, that's all."

Ael ed said, "Hm®? Well, | swear to you
I will rmake her ny wife and queen and then any
ot her man who as much as catches her eye will w sh

he had never been born. You do understand that part of
it, don't you?"
"And | swear to you, ealdor, that no
such thought--"
"Of course. Now there is nmuch to plan, and a
nmyriad things that could go wong." He | ooked up

at the cliffs ahead. "I amon nmy way

to visit a man who is sonething of a soothsayer
Whet her he will agree to see you or not, | cannot
tell, but he can give wi se roed on this.

don't think we can pull this off wthout some spiritua
assi stance. If anyone can solve the problens for
us, it is Heal fwer."

Sone nights later, just before nmoonrise, a
dory containing three men passed under the bridge
at the nouth of the Wartle and headed i nland. By dawn



it had scouted upriver as far as Candl efen Park
and returned to the sea. There Ael ed ordered that
preparations for the foering proceed. He and
Leofric then sailed away to their rendezvous wth
Groeggos and their voyage back to Bael mark,

but CGerard wal ked al ong the shore to Wsham and
purchased a horse, telling tall tales about his
own having gone | ane and being left with a farmer.
Three days | ater he reached G andon

by stagecoach, having encountered no probl ens
except a tendency to speak and think in Baelish

An eal dormannes wita ... er, earl's
counselor ... certainly need never worry about
sceatt ... noney.

Gent | eman schol ars were not expected to toil
by the clock like artisans' apprentices, so no
one in the college commented on his reappearance or
how | ong he had been gone, certainly not Eagle
King of Arms, a kindly octogenarian whose thoughts
were permanently several centuries behind the tines.
Lord Thyne, the ancient archivist who actually
kept the college moving at its glacial pace
munbl ed that Lord Candlefen's latest |etter had been
nost conplinmentary about Gerard and regretful that he
woul d not be able to return for the wedding itself.
"My other plans have fallen through," Gerard
said. "I'll take the assignment if you want."
Wth turbul ent feelings, he watched his nane being
witten in the appointnent book. For al nbst anyone
over the age of thirteen, nmarriage was a sinple
matter of a declaration before two w tnesses, but
famlies holding |ands or titles usually had
their children's unions registered by the heralds. This
duty was unpopul ar in the coll ege because
fathers of brides were comonly so cl ose
to destitute by the tine the celebration arrived that they
notoriously failed to reward the registrar
sometinmes not even reinbursing his trave
expenses.
CGerard had promi sed Charlotte he woul d not be
the one to marry her to the Duke of Drain Mid.
Wl l, he wasn't going to, was he? Ch,
spirits! Don't even think about it. He was
sl eepi ng badly.

The next few weeks were a prol onged agony
of deception. He visited his parents but dared not
tell themthey woul d probably never see hi m again.
When he hinted that he nmight have found a rich
patron, they became very excited and peppered him
wi th questions he could not answer--his nother, especially,
lived in dread that her son might ultimately
sink to the level of trade. He nade discreet
inquiries of Greynmere Pal ace, and received the
standard response that the Prince's trave
pl ans were never announced in advance. There was no
news from Candl efen and woul d be none unl ess the weddi ng
wer e cancel ed and perhaps not even then. He dared not trust
hinmself to wite to Charlotte. He shied at



shadows. He shunned his friends. He lost his
appetite.

He found consolation in work. A certain rich
nmer chant had di scovered traces of blue blood in
his veins and wanted the College to provide him
with a conplete famly tree back to the msts of
antiquity. Surprisingly, Gerard identified
a couple of quite interesting branches. He prepared
a nulticolored vellumscroll festooned with
arnorial crests and bl azons, one of the best things
he had ever done. It was finished by the start of
Sevent hnoon and he still had sone days to kill, so his
fevered inagi nati on began running wild, and he
filled in gaps with fictitious |inks to nmenorable
Chivian traitors and anci ent Baelish
nonsters |ike Smeawi ne and Bear ski nboots. On the
evening of the ninth he left the conpleted and rui ned
project on Eagle King of Arns' desk--
hoping it would not make the old gentleman die of
shock in the norning--and left the College for the
last time. The next day he packed a few
souvenirs and caught the western stage.

At sunset on the thirteenth, he cane
riding al ong the beach under Candl ef en
Castle. Most of the walls had been quarried
away by local builders and sand had drifted
i nto what rerai ned. He could see no signs that
anyone had visited it in years, which would nmean that
Ael ed had abandoned the foering. The wld
surge of hope that al nost choked hi mwas proof, had
he needed any, that he was not cut out to be a spy,
traitor, or conspirator. Neverthel ess he nust
make sure of that change of plans, so he rode
up the slope, taking care to stay on | oose sand
where the wind would renove his tracks. Wen he
noticed the tall red-blond nan standing in the
shadows watching him his heart al nost junped out of his
nout h.

O course it was Marshal Leofric, the Bael
of another color, and his single eye had seen
Cerard a long tinme before Gerard's two had seen
him He was dressed in ragged Chivian garb
nondescri pt yeoman garnents that would normally
escape attention, but if he had been prancing
around the countryside with that sword at his side, it
was a wonder he had not been questioned. At |east the
patch over his enpty eye socket was of plain
| eat her, not silver and enerald.

"Day after tonorrow" Gerard blurted as he
di snount ed.

"That's how our nunbers cone out too. Bring that
horse in here before anyone sees it." He had a
smal | canp set up inside the hollow shell
of the keep.

"How | ong have you been here? Has anyone seen
you? Has anyone been asking you what--"

"I come and go," Leofric said. "Vagabonds
and trash use this place all the time. Not



hor senen. "

" Ael ed?"

"He'l | be around when he's needed," the thegn
said guardedly. "Sit there." He pointed to a
fallen stone lintel

Gerard obeyed uneasily.

Ael ed' s werod ranked Leofric a better
killer than Aeled hinself, because he had fewer
scruples. He handed his visitor a slate and a
pi ece of chalk. "Wite, "I have not betrayed
Ael ed.""

"Why? |Is this sonme sort of test? If you
don't trust ne, then--"

The Bael folded his arms in a way that put his
right hand very close to his sword hilt. "I wll
trust you when | have seen you wite. Are
you frightened to wite what | told you?"

It seened to be a perfectly ordinary
pi ece of slate, but Gerard' s fingers shook
slightly as he obeyed orders. | have not
betrayed Ael ed. Not hi ng happened.

"Rub that out. Now wite, "The Crown
Prince is not coming to the wedding.""

CGerard wi ped a danmp hand on his jerkin. "I
won't. | don't know whether he's com ng or not."

Leofric shrugged. "Wite that, then." He
dictated a dozen nore sentences before he was
satisfied and took back the slate.

"What woul d happen if | had witten a
lie?" Gerard asked hoarsely.

The big man smiled. "You will never know " He
hurled the slate against a wall, shattering it. The
whol e thing had been a bluff, then--or perhaps not,
because his nmood was | ess threatening now "I have been

wanting to throttle you for nonths, but Aeled says
this is the nost wonderful foering he has ever
attenpted. You have not been to the park yet?"

"No. "

"Lots of wagons in and out the gate all day
today. A swordsman in blue livery and one in
green--1 think those were Bl ades!"

"Very likely. Advance scouts for the Prince?"

"And a coach containing a worman in white wearing
a foolish pointed hat?"

"Asniffer?" Gerard covered his face and
how ed. "They never said they were going to call in the
Sisters! This is the end. W can't do it wi thout
enchant nent of sone--"

"It's a small snag, but we foresaw the
possibility."

"I didn't," Gerard adnmitted. "I should
have." Bringing in Wite Sisters to inspect any
bui |l di ng where the King or his heir would be staying was
probably the Bl ades' standard practice.

"If she just | ooks around and then goes before he

arrives ... that isn't very likely, is it?"
"No. And | like the | ook of the weather even
less. Of you go nowto the Park, and we will talk

agai n tonorrow night."



Panic! "No, wait! It's inpossible!

I can't go slinking in and out under the eye of
Bl ades! Nor can | ever snuggle conjurenents
past Wiite Sisters! Suppose they have
inquisitors there as well?"

He saw he was not going to change Leofric's
m nd on anything. If Aeled ordered the
marshal to eat a |ongship he wouldn't ask for
sal t.

"Why shoul d they?" The nman of action sneered at
the scholar's timdity. "Listen. At sunset
tonmorrow t ake out one of those boats they keep tied up
at the waterfront. Take a woman with you if you
want - -1 expect that's what they're for. Wen you
reach the old mll, lose an oar. Drift
downstreama little way, pole ashore with the other
oar, and then wal k back to the park for help. The
ri ght bank, the one on the north, understand? Leave
the woman, if any, to wait in the boat. 1"l
catch you on the road."

"What's the plan? Wiy not tell nme now?

What about the enchantnents? Wat--"

"Tormorrow, |aet. What you don't know you can't
let slip."

"I"'mnot a slave! Not in Chivial."

The tall raider did not even bother to | ook
annoyed, merely contenptuous. "Ceorl, then
I thought you wanted to go up in the world?"

"I promised to help Aeled."

"Then do as | say." For the first time Leofric
offered a snmile, although a singularly unreassuring
one. "And win your reward! You should worry |ess
about what Aeled will give you than about what | wll
i f anything happens to him"

Darkness was falling by the time Gerard reached the
gates, which were being guarded by nmen-at-arnms in the
Duke's livery. Although private armes were
forbidden in Chivial, such rules never applied
to royal cronies like Ditch Mick
To Cerard's extrene annoyance they woul d not take
his word for who he was; he had to unpack one of his
bags and bring out his herald' s tabard before he was
allowed to ride on up the driveway. Hi s anger
faded when he realized that nmany of those nen were dooned
to die when they were hit by the horror of the Catterstow
fyrd. And not only they--the grounds had becone a
small city of tents and pavilions, in
expectation that the three hundred guests woul d
certainly bring at |least twice that many servants,
pl us horses and guards. Trying to inagine the
chaos when several werodu of Baels cane
chargi ng through, he was appal |l ed, nauseated. To think
that all this sorrow had flowed fromhis folly with the
rapi er in Anbl eport, a single stone of evi
becoming a landslide! It was too |l ate to back out
now, for Aeled s fleet nust be sonewhere
close and if he found the weddi ng guests fled he
woul d seek out other prey. It would need a rea



arnmy to stop him and there was no arny within call

CGerard had expected to be billeted in a tent
hi msel f, but he was shown to an attic room It was
consi derably | ess inposing than the quarters he
had occupied the last tine, understandably, but
consi derably nore than he felt he deserved. He
was going to betray his hosts' hospitality, and few
crinmes ranked | ower than that.

Nor did it help his feelings that Lady
Candl ef en was one of the nost charm ng persons he had
ever met, straight-backed and yet warm wtty
but dignified, a silver-haired ideal of what
not hers shoul d be. That she and her husband were marrying her
daughter to a toad rnust distress her deeply, but
the toad had forced their hand. She did not discuss
such matters with strangers. She greeted Cerard
in the great hall, which he recalled as an echoing
enpty place and yet now was bustling wi th people, for
nuner ous i npoverished Candl efen rel ati ves woul d
not mss a chance to arrive as early as possible,
stay as long as possible, and eat as nmuch as
possi bl e. She ought to be alnost frantic at this
stage in the preparations, but her greeting was serene
and cordi al .

"Charlotte was so pleased that it would be you
recordi ng the vows, Gerard!"

He doubted that very nuch. "I am happy to have the
honor, ma'am She nmust be very excited.”

Lady Candl efen was well aware that her
daughter and the gentleman schol ar had fallen
hopel essly in love within ten mnutes of their first
nmeeting. She synpathized, it was unfortunate, but
chance was el enmental and such things happened. They had
to be kept under control, that was all

"I think she is too busy to know what she is
feeling. You will join us for dinner, sir herald."

He tried to refuse and was overrul ed.
Col | ege recorders were annoyi ng anomal i es,
neither servants nor gentry, but nost noble
fam lies expected themto eat in the kitchens.

"I'f you'll excuse ne," Lady Candl ef en
said, glancing around, "I'Il tell themto set one
nore place. ... Ah, Sir Yorick, Sir

Ri chey! Have you net Master Gerard?"
Cal | ously abandoning himto two predatory
Bl ades, she departed.

Ri chey wore the blue and silver of the
Royal Guard and Yorick the Crown
Prince's green and gold. Yorick was
fresh-faced and eager, while Richey in his late
twenties, nearing the end of his service, seenmed nore
cynical. Apart fromthose details, they could have
been brothers, both to each other and to any of the other
dozen or so Blades Cerard had net in the
past. Until that nmonent he had never considered
Bl ades as anything nore than exotic flunkies,
but suddenly he was very much aware of their stealthy
nmenace and t he dangerous swords they wore.



The Bl ades politely wanted to know who he
was and why he was there and they were going to get answers.
When he told them they thawed a little, and he was
reassured that he nust not seem one thousandth part as
guilty to themas he felt. Perhaps he could discover
how badly his plans were coll apsi ng- -

"Can | assume fromyour liveries that this house
wi || be honored by both your principals tonorrow?"

It was the young one who answered. "No."

"Ch." He hoped his snile conveyed
anusenment and not panic. "I can't or it
won' t ?"

"Yes."

The ol der Bl ade chuckled softly. "He
nmeans neither. You can't assune, but no, His
Maj esty is not comng."

Yorick snorted. "There you go, giving out
state secrets to all sorts of suspicious
characters. The Coll ege of Heralds is probably
riddled with subversion.”

"Rheumati sm nmostly," Gerard said
"Spirits! Is that a Wiite Sister?" It was an
idiotic question, because her tall white hennin | ooned
over the tallest heads and no one el se wore those
anynor e.

"Either that or the fam |y ghost." Was
Yorick's interest in Gerard increasing or was that
notion just a figment of his terrified inagination?

"They never told me they were going to bring in a
sniffer!" He tried to sound like a petty
bureaucrat with an out-of-joint nose, which ought not
to be difficult. "Wat are they afraid of ?"

"The Candl ef ens?--not hi ng," young Yorick said.
"It's a piece of antiquated hocus-pocus
that the King insists on. Sniffers can find a
conjuration if it's in plain viewin an enpty
field. In a crowded building Iike this one, they
woul dn't recogni ze a love spell if there were
naked bodies withing all around them"

"Ch, cone," Richey objected. "The King
is too fond of his treasury to throw away
nmoney. He woul dn't have the Wiite Sisters
patrolling his palaces at all unless they did
some good. "

@l p. "You mean they actually do uncover
conjurenents directed at H s Mjesty?"

"Certainly," said Yorick. "All the tine.
Are you finding it over warmin here, Master
Gerard?"

"What? No! No, if anything | think
I'"'ma little chilly. The danp, you know ..
Why, there's the bride and | haven't paid ny
respects yet ... do please excuse ne.
Been great fun chatting with ... do it again sone

." Gerard fled Iike a hare.

CHARLOTTE



[11 (continued)

"By the way, Charlotte darling--while
renmenber--an army of rapists and slavers wll
i nvade the house on your wedding day to carry you off,
but their |eader is a dashing young fellow with |ots of
nmuscl es and while he's a bl oodthirsty nonster
he does have a big smile and he says he will
marry you and make you Queen of Bael mark one
day. So don't worry, you'll be much happier wth
himthan with that disgusting old duke."

That was what he ought to say, but of course
famly and adnmirers were fussing around the bride Iike
m dges, and even if she had been al one, the
nmessage woul d have had to be passed with nore tact.
Consi derably nore tact!

She was taller than nost wonen but still as slender
as a child. Blue was always her best col or and tonight
she wore a rustling dress of sapphire silk,
whose vol um nous skirts accentuated her tiny
wai st. Her thick and high-piled hair shone in the
rich tones of honey fresh fromthe conb, she had the
anber eyes that so often showed up in the House of
Ranul f, and her neck was the |ongest he had ever
seen on a woman--she favored | ow necklines
to display it. He could stare for hours at the
perfection of her ears and nose and delicately
poi nted chin. She had the fragility of a
porcel ain doll and rode to hounds |ike a hussar
A word of praise nade her blush hotter than
a smth's forge, yet he had heard her
bl asphenme worse than a blacksmth hitting
his finger.

He lingered on the fringes of the swarmfor sone tine
bef ore she acknowl edged himwith a brief smle, and
all the tinme she kept up the required pretense
of happi ness and cheerful chatter. He had seen her
in a nyriad noods: Charlotte festive;

Charlotte wistful; Charlotte reflective;
Charlotte el ated as she put her horse over

gates and hedges, daring himto catch up

Charl otte | aughing as she chased the spring | anbs;
Charlotte witty; Charlotte m schievous at

cards; Charlotte graceful as noonbeans in

m nuet or gavotte--a woman of

constant variety--and yet he had never seen

Charl otte sonber, not even when she spoke of her
abhorrent future with the repul sive duke.

"One makes the best of things," was as far as she
woul d ever go to admit unhappi ness.

At | ast she introduced himand brought himinto the
conversation. "It was Master Gerard's inspiration
to hold the cerenmony in the rose garden." The
gentry nodded w thout pretending any interest in a
nmere heral dic scribbler

"I distrust the weather now, ny |ady," he



said. "We may be forced indoors."

"Ch, | amcertain it will be glorious on the
day." She woul d never stoop to pessim sm

Then came the summons to di nner, and her brother
Rodney offered his armto lead her in. O course
Cerard was seated far bel ow her during the nmeal. He
did contrive a face-to-face nmeeting later in
t he evening, but only when they were back in the crowded
hall, am d scores of possible onlookers, so
their faces snmiled while their whispers were bitter

"Why are you here?" Snile, smile. "You
prom sed you would not cone."

"I was terrified you m ght have changed your nind
If you have, then there is still tine. W can run away
t oget her . "

"Cerard! Ch, Cerard, have you forgotten that you
are about to marry me to one of the wealthiest |andowners in
Chi vi al ?"

"I have thought of nothing else for nonths. You
don't have to go through with it. W can flee
to Isilond or Thergy and be together always."

Ael ed' s noney woul d just cover the fare, with nothing
left over.

She | aughed as if he had just nmade a j oke,
but her eyes denied the mirth. "Living on what,

Master Gerard? | do not know how to nul ch pigs
or brew gruel."

“I"1l find work! I'd work nyself to death for you
Charlotte. "

"That really does not sound very practi cal
Perhaps | can learn to clean fish on the docks.

WIl you take ny famly with us? O how will you
defend t hen®"

Al as, there was the root of all the trouble! As
seventh in line of succession, she was so close to the
throne that she needed royal permission to marry, and the
Duke of Dung Murk was a l|ifelong pal of
ol d King Taisson. That was where the pressure was
coming from If Charlotte refused the
mat ch her whole fam ly would be ruined; and if she
el oped with Gerard, both he and her father mght die
under the headsman's ax. Only outside
Chivial could she ever find happiness--with Gerard
in poverty, or as a future queen of
Bael mark. Her family could not be blanmed for a
Bael i sh raid.

"Ch, poor Cerard!" she said. "I do
understand, | really do! W just mustn't think of it."

"OfF course you nustn't think about sharing your"--he
al nost said "bed"--"life with a diseased old--"

"Fourteen nmj or estates and castles,

Gerard. O course we shall live in Gandon nost

of the time, and | shall be a frequent visitor at
court. Jules has the King's prom se that |

shall be Mstress of the Revels next Long

Ni ght!" Her brave smile invited himto share

her happi ness, and yet he had seen her be

physically ill after an hour of being pleasant to the
di sgusting |l echer. He dared not explain the



alternative he had devi sed.
She turned away to greet an ancient
uncl e.

He tossed and twi sted the night away in his
attic, but his aching conscience was not his only
torment. Wth his nose al nost touching the roof he could
hear the rain and the wind, and he kept renenbering
Leofric's prophecy of bad weather. The
Bael i sh fleet might have been driven hal f way
hone al ready or piled up on rocks.

Uncertainty only added to his woe; he
worried that he m ght be worrying
unnecessarily.

By morning the m dsumer storm showed no signs
of departing, and even the weddi ng was in jeopardy.
Roads woul d be inpassabl e, bridges washed out,
horses injuring feet in water-filled
pot hol es; and out in the grounds tents were
col I apsing by the dozen. CGuests would start arriving
by noon, soaked or cold or both, and this could
only add to the confusion in the already overcrowded
mansion. He offered to sketch Charlotte in her
weddi ng gown.

"A splendid idea!" her nother said. "That will be
a nice peaceful interlude for her. It has been
so hectic around here, and the next two days are
going to be very stressful!"”

Lady, you cannot i magi ne.

An hour or so later, Charlotte stood in
an upstairs drawing room staring out the
rai n-streaked wi ndow as Gerard had posed her
whi |l e he chewed his tongue and struggled to nake
pencil lines convey the subtleties of fabric.

Her brocade outer dress of m dnight blue

swept out fromnarrow waist to a wide hemine; it

was open at the front to reveal the scarlet satin

of the inner dress just as her neckline was cut to the
wai st to show her pearl-encrusted bodi ce. She

seenmed even taller than usual, so she nust be

wearing platform shoes, and her vol um nous

headdress hid her hair. The face was no

problem He could draw that in his sleep, with al

the fine bone and the perfect skin, teeth, lips.

Yet all of those were lit fromw thin by fires of
vitality faceted |Iike dianond, and there his skil
fail ed absol utely.

Her nother, bei ng understandi ng--too understandi ng--di spat ched
the servants on various pretexts, but she herself
remai ned, fussily checking lists at an
escritoire, not quite out of hearing. The conversation was
stilted, naturally, and Gerard did have
to concentrate on what he was doi ng. El openent being
now out of the question, all he could hope to do was drop
some conforting hints, but the mnutes flew by, his
allotted tine dwi ndled fast, and it seermed he would
have no chance. Then Charlotte gave himthe cue
he needed.



"So where have you been since you |eft us?"

"Abroad," he nuttered.

Her cry of wonder made her nother | ook up in
equal surprise

"What ?" She had turned in alarm forgetting
her pose but no doubt recalling his nmention of
I silond and Thergy. "How exciting!" she added
nore cautiously. "Were to? Wiat were you doi ng?"

"Ch! | shouldn't have nmentioned ... but if you will
prom se not to tell anyone ... and you al so, ny
| ady? Absol ute secrecy! Even the Prince
may not be privy to what is happening." He
had better not be! "And even if he is, he wll
not wish to discuss it. W heral ds sonetinmes get
called upon to initiate discussions with foreign
governments. OF course | amnot yet trusted with
any major assignments." He was babbling, but
he had told no lies so far

"You are nodest, Cerard! Can't you drop us just
a teeny hint?" Charlotte teasing.

"Well, | had occasion to pay a very
brief visit to Bael mark."

The | adi es chorused their horror.

"Those nonsters!" Charlotte said. "You nust have
heard! Just after you left us--they raided
Ambl eport and ki dnapped scores of children and young
peopl e. Men sl aughtered! Brutality! It was
unt hi nkabl e! "

CGerard nodded soberly. "My visit was not
unconnected with that event."

"Ch!" Lady Candl ef en cl apped her hands.

"How wonderful! You were negotiating ransom for
t hose unfortunate captives?"

"I cannot reveal the substance of ny discussions,
ma'am But it was a very menorabl e experience. |
was truly surprised. O course | only saw
one city, Waro edburh, but a nbst beautifu
pl ace! | expected naked savages living in
caves, and found a prosperous, cultivated people.
Their houses and cl othes are richer than nost of
Chivial's." He smled at their incredulity.

"I met a young prince, for exanple, about the

same age as Crown Prince Anbrose.

Honestly, he is one of the nost charm ng people | ever
met. He may well becone the next King of

Bael mar k. "

"He is welcone to it." Charlotte icy.

"l do think the Baels have been rather sl andered.
admt they are aggressive at tines, but so few
foreigners ever visit their country--"

"Why woul d anyone want to? Gerard, you are
tal ki ng about slavers, killers, pirates, nen
who assault defensel ess wonen." Charlotte
angry.

"The violence is not all on their side.

Chi vi ans can be sl avers too, although we never
hear about that. A Baelish vessel was seized at
the quay in Anbleport and the entire crew hanged!
D d you know t hat ?"



Mot her and daught er exchanged di sbel i eving gl ances.
"No. When did that happen?" Lady
Candl ef en denanded
"About fifty years ago. The Bael s have | ong
menories." Gerard saw he wasn't nmaking a
great deal of progress.

By noon nore guests were arriving, and Crown
Prince Anbrose was one of the first. He brought nore
Bl ades with him making a total--although it took
Gerard sone tinme to establish this--of six fromthe
Royal Guard and ten of his own. Unl ess
his father's health inproved he would Iikely take
nost of Ironhall's output in future. He
set up court in the great hall in front of the
fireplace, domi nating everyone. He was | oud,
he was big, and he had a young woman wi th hi m who was
very obviously his mstress--the two of them
sni ggered and nade eyes at each ot her. Conpared
to Ael ed he seened a vastly overgrown and
spoi | ed child.

Gerard retreated to his attic and worked on his
sketch while the roof creaked in the wind. The
Bl ades woul d have been a sickening problemif the
weat her had not al ready rui ned everything. Even Baels
could never land an arnmy in this storm not with the
split-second timng that would be required. He
had failed to rescue Charlotte and failed
to satisfy the man he had hoped woul d be his new
master, so he would sink back into obscurity where
he bel onged and abandon dreans of being a king's
counsel or. The Bl ades were irrel evant.

Love was irrel evant. Everything was
irrelevant.

By sunset the overcrowded house had beconme such
a bear baiting that nmerely going out for a walk in the
mud woul d not be seen as evidence of insanity.
Taki ng a boat would be, for the Wartle was a racing
brown flood licking the tops of its banks.
CGerard set off into the rain, pausing only to chat
with the men on the gates and see who could curse the
weat her hardest. There was no one el se on the
road. As he approached the old mlIl he
began to whistle, but when a voice hailed himit
cane not fromthe mll but froma hedge on the
opposite side of the road. He clinbed over
a stile, where a path trailed off into the woods.
"Down here." Leofric was sitting on the ground
under a spruce.
CGerard scranbled in beside himlike a child playing
king's men and outlaws. The ground was dry cl ose
to the trunk, and the air pungent with the aromatic
tree scent. "It's all off, isn't it?"
The silver patch was back, a giant's eye
burning in the gloom "Not that |I've heard.
Report."
"But Anbrose is there already and Ael ed swore
he woul dn't nove against him"



"He won't, but he may nove around him
What el se i s happeni ng?"
CGerard groaned. "Everything is going
ahead as planned. There may be fewer guests
than they expected, that's all. Half the tents
have col | apsed and the rest are awash. If this rain
keeps up, he'll be able to sail G oeggos
right in the front door. You're not seriously
expecting himto go through with it, are you?"
Leofric showed his fangs. "I've known him as
| ong as anyone, and never seen himfail at
anyt hing yet. He took you through Eastweg in a
how ing northerly, didn't he? No one el se
woul d dare try. Keep talking."

"The ceremony is still to be held m d-norning
in the great hall. Then the banquet, and
expect that'll go on long into the night. The

Prince has sixteen Blades with him
Bl ades are invincible when they're defending their
ward, Marshal!"

"No they're not. Al nen are nortal. How
many sniffers?"

"Just one." And now Cerard realized that he had
not seen the Wiite Sister since he had been on
his way to breakfast. "She nay have left. |'m
not sure."

"You should be sure, but we have to risk it
anyway." The Bael reached under his cl oak and
produced a flat package wapped in oiled
cloth. "There are two sheets of paper in here.
One bears a watermark of a heron, the other of a
ship. Wite sonething on them so that you know t hem at
a glance. If you put themin with your other papers,
you can always claimyou don't know where they cane from
but Heal fwer doesn't think a sniffer can detect
themwhile they're not active, not wthout actually
handl i ng them Keep your distance from her and you shoul d be
all right. To rel ease the enchantnment, you tear the
sheet in half."

"Tear it in half? And what happens then?"
More than the water trickling down Gerard's neck
was maki ng hi m shiver.

"The one with the heron will scare all the birds within
hal f a | eague, maybe farther."
"And you will notice. Wat's the message?"

"That the wedding party has entered the hall. That's
our signal to nove in. If Aeled hasn't
cone, then nothing happens. The birds go back
to their nests and you just carry on with the marriage."

"And if the Wihite Sister is still there?"

Leofric shrugged. "She probably has a
fit. At close range she may be too
stunned to know who di d what where."

"Your confidence is really conforting!" Gerard
yel | ed.

The Bael |unged forward and caught Gerard by the
throat, half choking himand draggi ng him forward
until wolf teeth snarled right in his eyes. "This
was your idea, ni eding! You knew what woul d



happen if you threw an idea like that at Ael ed.

If you didn't, you should have. And | swear if
anyt hi ng happens to hi m because of you, you burbyrde
boedl i ng, [Low born weakling] | will

see you take a nonth to die! Understand?"

CGerard nmade choki ng noi ses, and the thegn hurl ed
hi m away one-handed as if he wei ghed nothing. He
roll ed on sone painful roots, banged his head
on a branch.

"Ready to |listen sone nore?"

CGerard sat up and dusted dirt off his pal ns.

"Yes, ealdor."

"You tear the paper with the ship at the |last nonent
--either just before you conmplete the marriage or when
t here's enough noi se outside that the nmeeting' s about
to break up in confusion. Understand? This is
i nportant. Too soon and we won't be there
yet."

"How | ong do you need?"

"As nuch time as you can give us. You'l
probably hear when we are getting close. A
Bl ade or two going out to see won't matter
but we don't want panic. The |ast possible

nmonent ! "

Gerard groaned and nodded. "And then what
happens?"

"It will create a diversion. Everyone
presently in the roomw |l be frozen to the spot.

It's harmess and it won't [ast nmore than two
hundred heartbeats, so Heal fwer says. By the
tinme it wears off, Aeled will have control of the hall.
W hope. "

"Or there's a free-for-all."

"That's true." Leofric snmiled as if his
earlier anger had never been. "It nmay be quite a
ruckus. "

"Suppose sonet hi ng goes wrong? What if the
sniffer detects the conjurements?"

Leofric shrugged. "I told you--you protest
that you had no idea those pieces of paper had been
enchanted and you cannot recall where they cane from or
how t hey got in among your effects. If they
haven't beaten the truth out of you or chained you to the
rafters, then when the cerenony is about
to start, run out the front door and keep goi ng
down the drive to the gates. W'll do the best
we can w thout you. Repeat your orders."

"Heron neans cone to the house. Ship neans cone
into the hall." Gerard could hear the swish of the
headsnman' s ax al ready.

An abduction woul d have been nuch easier out of
doors, although that had not been the reason Gerard
suggested, back in Fourthnoon, that Charlotte be
married in the rose garden--he had nerely
concluded on his first glinpse of the great hall at



Candl efen Park that it was an exceedingly ugly

barn. She had supported the proposa

ent husi astically. So had her nother but, know ng the
climate of Westerth and | acki ng her daughter's

perpetual optimsm Lady Candl ef en had

suggest ed they make backup plans to hold the

affair indoors just in case--fortunately so, because

sheets of mist and rain were still marching relentlessly in
fromthe ocean.

That norni ng everyone was goi ng around wrapped in the
war nest cl ot hes they had brought with them conplaining of
being cold. Gerard was nmore chilled by the realization that
the gale had dropped to a bitter breeze, so the
foering mght well be possible again. Rain and
fog without nuch wind were ideal Bael weather; and
unl ess Ael ed had been driven to the farthest corner
of the world, he could probably bring his ships right up
to the paillemaille | awn before anyone even
noti ced them Even the ducks woul d be staying
i ndoors today.

The hall was about eighty feet long, with the great
mai n door at one end and the minstrel gallery and the
staircase up to it at the other. No nusicians
ever played there, the Candl efens admtted, because the
sound echoed so badly. Admittedly the hanmer
beam roof had sone nerit, but throwin the fake
arnor and meke-believe banners on the walls and
you still had a very ugly barn. So be it--the true
artist nade the best of his nmaterials and Gerard
had devi sed a workabl e plan, indeed several of
t hem dependi ng on whet her or not Prince
Anbrose canme or even the King. At the tine
he drew t hose up, he had not contenplated inviting
a Baelish arny al so.

As the guests filed in, they had the w ndows on
their left and two kitchen doors plus
t he monurental fireplace on their right. The first
third of the hall was filled with tables, which servants
were hurriedly setting for the banquet, and the center
held rows of seats facing the gallery. Gerard was
the last to enter, resplendent in his multicol ored
tabard. The bone-jarring thunp of the great doors
cl osing behind himwas a signal to the principals that
it was alnost tine to appear, but two Bl ades had
done the closing and remai ned outside to guard.

Anot her four were standing at the far end, keeping an
eye on everything, and a fifth in the gallery

repl aced the servant Gerard had sti pul at ed.

Bl ast ponpous young Anmbrose! At |east there was

no white hennin in sight, no Wite Sister

He dodged between the donestics, wal ked al ong
the narrow ai sl e between the rows of chairs, and cane
to the small table that had the last third of the hal
toitself. He turned briefly to bow to the guests,

t hen opened his docunent case and laid out the itens
he woul d need. When everything was ready he | ooked
up and nodded to the Blade in the gallery. The
Bl ade went out to send in the weddi ng party.
Gerard had never married a duke before and woul d have



been nervous even without his know edge of inpendi ng doom
As it was, when he took up the paper with the heron
wat ermark, on which he had witten some meani ngl ess
notes, it trenbled so hard that he had to clutch it
to his belly. Either the Bael fleet had been
driven hundreds of |eagues away or it was on
its way upriver at this instant.

The first to appear on the gallery was the odious
Duke of Dog Meat hinself, who had el ected
to conme al one, although he could have squired any of
t hree daughters or several granddaughters. The
audi ence rose to its feet. As nmuch tine as you can
give us, Leofric had said. The cerenmony had
started. Gerard ripped the paper in two. Between the
fog and the rain stream ng over the wi ndows, his view
of the trees in the park was too vague to show anythi ng
smal | er than eagl es and he sensed nothi ng at
al I happeni ng--unl ess that had been a slight breath
of wind on his face? He had never been
sensitive to spirituality, but he was very close to a
power ful conjurenent and birds were creatures of
air.

As the groom was descendi ng the staircase, the
si xteen witnesses began to parade in along the
gallery. Anbrose |led the way, of course,
escorting ancient Princess Crystal
Charlotte's grandnmother and his great-aunt.
So far everything was going perfectly. They had al
been rehearsed | ess than an hour ago, and even
aristocrats couldn't forget anything so sinple in
that time. Uncles, brothers, sisters, children ..

Had Aeled allowed for the rain, or were his ships
wal | owi ng hel plessly in the flood?

The Duke in his fancy silks arrived on the
far side of Gerard' s table, with the Oder of the
White Star blazing like a sun on his holl ow chest
and his hose padded to di sgui se spider-thin shanks.
The I eprous folds of his neck were hidden inside
one of the high jeweled collars that were the | atest
fad anong young dandies in Gandon. He | ooked
over the assenbly with satisfaction, ignoring
Gerard. Oh, what a surprise he had com ng

The witnesses lined up in a row across the hall,
Prince and aged Princess in the center.
Charlotte appeared in the gallery on her father's
arm the Blade coming in behind her and cl osing the
door. Again there were five Blades in sight, which
nmeant el even prowl i ng the house or the grounds,
unl ess sonme were of f-duty--but Gerard had a nasty
suspi ci on that Bl ades never went off-duty.
Bl ades weren't really human. Charlotte was
cautiously descending the stairs in her cunbersone
gown--take all the tinme you want! This was not the
magni fi cent entrance parade he had desi gned,
but it was not bad under the circunstances. It would have
been nore inposing if they had let himrebuild the
staircase as he wanted.

Charlotte arrived at the Duke's side and
rel eased her father's arm She was taller than the



bri degroom she barely acknow edged his snile
of wel come, staring fixedly over Gerard' s head.
She woul d not descend to hypocrisy by pretending
to enjoy herself.
He waited as | ong as he dared. The
spectators fidgeted, the servants clinked
di shes. Aeled, where are you? Eventually both
bri de and groom were frowning at himand he had
to begin.
"Your Royal Highness, Your Hi ghness, Your
Graces, ny lords, |adies, and gentlenen
" If Aeled could take just this collection of
bl ue bl ood wi tnesses and hold themto ransom
he coul d buy the throne of Bael mark. Perhaps the
brawny | ad was planning to do exactly that, or
worse. He had not necessarily confided his
true intentions to Gerard. "You have gathered here today
to witness the"--rape of--"marri age of
Jul es d aude de Manche Tai sson
Everard, Duke of"--get it right!--
"Dragmont, Conpani on of the White Star
and on and on, a huge list of honors and
titles and estates. The Dragnont fanmily
fortune sprang froma notorious robber chief
two dynasties back, a man probably
worse than Aeled. It had been ruthlessly
i ncreased by generations of peasant-grinding barons.
"... to the Lady Charlotte, eldest daughter of

Charl otte had demanded the shortest possible
cerenony. He was making it the | ongest possible.
were the Bael s di senbarking yet? Wen they were
sighted and the al armwent up, how long would it be before
the racket was detectable inside this stone
mausol eun? What if nothing at all happened
and he had to complete this awful farce? The next
item was supposed to be the taking of the vows but that was
the actual marriage and he must not let things go so
far. The alternative was to nanme the w tnesses first.
" in the presence of H's Royal Hi ghness,
Crown Prince Arnbrose Taisson Everard
Goi sbert of the House of Ranulf ..." and so
on. Charlotte was glaring at him The Duke of
Dirt Mick was scowing. And so it went. Wthout
a flaw, unfortunately. And it could not | ast
forever. He cane to Charlotte's youngest sister and the
list was over. He nust proceed now to the actua
rites.
"Repeat after nme: |, Jules C aude de
Manche Tai sson Everard, Duke of Drain
Mouse, Vi scount "
The snelly old man did not seemto notice
the slip. "I, Jules O aude de Manche
Tai sson Everard, Duke of Dragnont
Pani c! Somewhere in anong his notes, Cerard
had | ost the paper with the ship watermark. He
gat hered the whole bundle and tried not to I et them
shake.
The groomrepeated the final words of his oath.



Pity.
"Repeat after nme. |, Charlotte Rose--"
There was a noise in the kitchens.
Gerard stopped and frowned in that direction.
Not hi ng nore happened. Sigh. "Were were we? Ch
yes. Repeat after me, |, Jules
G aude--"
"W already did that!" Dragnont flashed
fire at him
"W did? Ch, | amsorry. Well,
ny | ady, repeat--"
There was anot her noise in the kitchens, |ouder
Now everyone | ooked that way.
The door in the mnstrel gallery flew open and
two Bl ades canme running in to join the one already
there. "Baels!" they shouted. "Raiders!"
Two of themraced for the stair and one | eaped over the
rail, landing like a cat. The four against the wall
surged forward, all frantic to reach their ward.
The audi ence screanmed. Gerard ripped the sheets
he was hol di ng- -
--and froze.
He coul d not even nove his eyes. He could
barely breathe. The noving Bl ades pitched
headl ong, with the two on the staircase rolling and
sliding horribly all the way to the bottom
Anbrose and many ot hers were caught off bal ance and
toppled over. Fromthe servants at the far end of the
hal|l came a fearful crashing of glassware. In
the resulting silence, faint screans and
netallic clatters drifted in fromthe rest of the
mansion. A low, stifled noaning arose fromthe
congregation, the best that frozen throats coul d do.
The Bl ades broke free. As a duck's
pl umage repels water, so their binding resisted
the conjuration. Like nen fighting their way out of
nol asses they struggled to their feet and in nonents
they were all active again, except for one of the two
who had fallen down the stairs. The rest swooped
on the petrified Prince and lifted him
bodi ly.
"The wi ndow " one shouted, but they noved only a
few steps before they came to a cursing halt.
CGerard could not turn to see what they were seeing, but
he assumed the grounds were filling up with redheaded
rai ders. One of the kitchen doors crashed open and
three nore Bl ades raced in, swords drawn.
They, too, converged on their ward; through the
doorway behi nd them canme sounds of chaos and
sl aught er.
The gi ant To edbeorht came marching out on
the mnstrel gallery, huge and terrifying with his
shield and battle-ax, his steel helmet concealing
his face, his great chest and shoul ders natted with wet
red fur. Behind himcame half a dozen nen arned
with crossbows.
"Bl ades! " he roared. "W intend no harm
to your ward." Aeled nmust have chosen him for vol une,
because his voice reverberated |ike thunder



"We have not cone here to nolest Prince Anbrose.
Stand himin a corner--"

Two of the Blades raced to the stair to get at
the threat, | eaping over their fallen conrade. The first
was al ready hal fway up when a crossbow cracked and
put a bolt through himand into the steps. He fell
forward on top of it. The other one stopped where he
was.

"I said," To edbeorht bellowed, "to stand your

ward in a corner and no harmwi Il conme to him The
bowren will stay up here. Look to your injured,
Bl ade. "

G owering, the Blade on the stair sheathed his
sword and bent to examine his conrade. The rest
rushed their ward into the safe ground under the gallery
and surrounded himwi th a human shield. Their faces
were ashen with fury. In a nonment two nore rushed in from
the kitchens, one of themlinping and trailing
bl ood, but they went to be with the others. Aeled had
foreseen this--the Bl ades would be no threat to him as
long as he left their ward al one.

"As for the rest of you," To edbeorht bell owed,

"we did not cone here to hurt or kill or

ensl ave anyone. You will be released fromthe conjuration
very shortly. Stay where you are and you will not be harnmed.
If you do as you are told you will keep your lives

and freedom" He gl anced around at the couple
who had just appeared in the gallery and then booned out
like a herald, |ouder than ever: "Her Mjesty
t he Dowager Queen Maud of Bael mark!™"

Her escort was Aeled, of course, in
snock, |eggings, and cloak, a sword at his
side. Gerard had not net the tall wonman on his
arm before, but he recalled hearing talk of her

The enchant ment vani shed as suddenly as it had
cone, |leaving a nmonentary gi ddi ness. Gerard staggered
and | eaned on the table for support. Qthers |ess
fortunate reel ed and grabbed at neighbors, in
some cases dragging them down with them Those who had
fallen earlier struggled to their feet, and a huge
wai | of alarmreverberated back fromthe roof. The
wi t nesses rushed together into famly groups--
Charlotte going with her parents and brothers and
sisters, and the Duke with his children. Scores of arned
Bael s had taken control of the hall, herding the
servants into a conmpact huddl e, blocking all the
doors, and even lining up at Gerard's back
to block any effort by the wedding party to join the main
congr egati on.

Anbrose was on his feet, scarlet
and cursing, but firmy jamred into the corner by a
living wall of Bl ades, who would not let him
| eave that spot as long as the bowren remai ned on the
gal l ery overhead. Baels gathered up the wounded
Bl ades and delivered themto their conrades.
Gradual |y an uneasy quiet fell, as everyone
waited to hear what their captors wanted.

Gerard caught Charlotte's eye. \What he
saw in it was fury, although she was sickly pale.



She knew who had been babbling about Baels.
She coul d not know what was going to happen next. He
hoped that she would feel better when she did;
actual forgiveness mght have to wait a long tine.
Ael ed and his nother descended the staircase together
Al though it was centuries since Chivial had seen
such garnments, their quality and richness were obvious.
Queen Maud was not young, but flow ng veils conceal ed
her hair and neck, and her height and grace
made her the equal of any woman in the hall.
Her son, of course, was capable of dom nating
all men. His belt, sword hilt, baldric,
and shoul der brooch flanmed with gold and jewel s.
H s copper braids hung to his shoul ders. On
reaching the bottom of the stairs, he paused and
| ooked to Gerard.
"Heral d!'"
Gerard's heart lurched; he hurried over and
bowed. "Hi ghness?"
"You may present these nobles to ny royal
not her . "
After one gl ance at the seething knot of
Bl ades, Gerard chose to go no cl oser. \Wo
t ook precedence? He bowed to Queen Maud.

"Your Mpjesty, | amhonored to present His
Royal Hi ghness, Crown Prince Anbrose of
Chivial."

She cocked her head expectantly.

Anbrose just glared. Hi s bodyguard had not |eft
hi m enough roomto bow anyway, but he showed no
signs of wanting to.

CGerard tried again, although the college's texts
on protocol contained little guidance for such a
situation and the titles did not translate
exactly--an atheling was |l ess than a prince,
an eal dormann nore than an earl, about a
duke. ... "Your Royal H ghness, | have the
honor to present