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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Karl Cullinane—Prince of Bieme and Emperor of Holtun-Bieme

Andrea Andropolous Cullinane—wizard, teacher, Princess of Bieme and Empress of Holtun-Bieme, Karl
Cullinane's wife

Tennetty—warrior, Karl Cullinane's bodyguard

Ellegon—a young dragon

Garavar—general of the House Guard

Arrifezh, Baron Arondael

Thomen, Baron Furnael—Biemish baron; judge

Beralyn, Dowager Baroness of Furnael—Thomen Furnael's mother
Enrel—Thomen's bailiff

Vilmar, Baron Nerahan—Holtish baron

Kevalun—Biemish general, military governor of barony Nerahan
Ranella—master engineer

Nartham—soldier of the House Guard

Aravam, Bibuz—journeyman engineers

Kethol, Pirojil, Durine—warriors of the House Guard
U'len—chief cook at Biemestren castle

Jimuth and Kozat—U'len's assistants
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Jayar—senior journeyman engineer; engineer duty officer at Biemestren Castle
Garthe, Gashier, Danagar—three of Garavar's sons, soldiers
Hivar—Furnael family retainer
Ahira Bandylegs—dwarf warrior

Walter Sovotsky—part-time farming consultant to King Maherrelen, part-time warrior, full-time
Smartass

Geveren—dwarf soldier fealty-bound to Maherrelen, assigned to Walter Slovotsky and Ahira
Arthur Smpson Deighton / Arta Myrdkyn—Iecturer in philosophy, master wizard

Jason Cullinane—Karl and Andrea Cullinane's son

Louis Riccetti—mayor of Home, the Engineer

Bast—Home resident, journeyman engineer

Petros—Home resident, farmer, deputy mayor

Daherrin—dwarf warrior, Home raiding-team |leader

Valeran—semiretired soldier in the service of the Cullinane family; Jason's teacher

Bren, Baron Adahan

Aeia Eriksen Cullinane—Karl and Andrea Cullinane's adopted daughter, part-time teacher
Samalyn, Danerel, Mikyn—warriors on Daherrin's raiding team

Artum, Habel—Wehnest soldiers

Vator—Wehnest hostler

Falikos—rancher

Kyreen, Ceenan—drovers from Wehnest, employed by Falikos
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CHAPTER ONE:
His Imperial Majesty

A cardinal virtue—perhaps the cardinal virtue—of hereditary rule is that you may—may—qget a
reluctant ruler. The trouble with the usurper is that he usually wanted the job. | said usually; I'man
exception.

Wanting to rule—as opposed to being willing to govern —is clear evidence of a diseased mind; the only
person who should be allowed to make decisions for anybody el se ought to be someone who doesn't want
the job.

Note: Pretended reluctance to ruleisn't an effective substitute.

Additional note: Not wanting the job isn't a sufficient qualification, just a necessary one.
Short form of the above: Life can be areal bitch.

—Karl Cullinane

Baron, you're an asshole, Karl Cullinane thought as he approached the keep, crawling on his belly
through the tall grasses.

If Baron Arondael was going to try to explore the possibility of rebelling against his prince and emperor,
at least he could have had the goddam consideration to have his goddam groundskeepers mow the
goddam lawn so that the goddam prince and emperor couldn't quietly sneak up on him, thereby forcing
said goddam prince and emperor to come up with some plan either more straightforward or more devious
than creeping through the goddam grass on his goddam hands and knees.

He paused for amoment and rose to his knees to rub at the stubs that were all that remained of the three
outermost fingers of hisleft hand. After all these years, he had gotten used to managing with thumb and
forefinger; he rarely missed them—

*Matter of fact, you can count in base seven better than anyone else | know.*
—Dbut grass made the stumps itch.

Baron, you are going to pay for my itching stumps.
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That seemed only fair. The stumps weren't Arondael's fault; the itching was.

*Good, good,* the sarcastic voice echoed in his head. *Worry about what a jerk Baron Arondael isand
how you'd rather just walk up to the castle. Much, much better to think about what you'd rather be doing
than to concentrate on what you are doing. Why not worry how Jason's lessons at Home are coming
aong?*

Ellegon—

*Maybe you could concentrate on Jason's incompetence in long division instead of the admittedly more
minor issue of whether or not somebody's going to shove a sword through your guts.*

Sarcasm doesn't become you.

*Stupidity doesn't look good on anyone. Do you know the technical term for the children of stupid
soldiers?*

Okay, I'll bite: What do you call them?
*Orphans.*

To hisright, General Garavar and the six soldiers strung out beyond him pretended that Ellegon hadn't
included them in his mental broadcast.

There was one exception. And a carefully pitched snort of derision that couldn't have carried farther than
afew meters.

*Tennetty saysthat I'm right, as usual, by the way.*

"Be quiet, all of you. We've got ajob to do.”

"Your maesty," Garavar whispered, "l say again: Emperors don't do this sort of thing."

"I said to shut up. | don't want to attract attention." Y et.

Garavar was a soldier of the old school, Bieme style, where loyally counted more than obedience.
Still, when Karl glared as Garavar opened his mouth again, Garavar shut up.

Karl had to admit that Garavar did have a point. A good one, at that. Not that this was particularly a bad
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idea, but it shouldn't have been Karl Cullinane leading it.

It shouldn't be me, Karl thought. It should be someone good at a quiet sneak, it should be somebody like
Walter Slovotsky trying to creep in close. This was Walter Slovotsky's sort of thing, not Karl's.

*There is nobody like Walter Slovotsky. | take it you miss him.*

Good guess. Slovotsky would already be well inside the castle, have seduced one or more pretty girls,
filled his pockets with coins and jewels, set himself up with another bed partner or two for later, stuffed
himself on rich food in the castle kitchen, uncorked and imbibed the best bottle of wine available, and
had the baron up against the wall, fully frisked and intimidated by now. Without raising a sweat,
probably.

*Hmmm... | wonder if he has such an overinflated opinion of your abilities. By the way, you could have
done thislike anormal kind of person. Y ou have heard of normality?*

The standard way to get arecalcitrant baron out of his castle was for a detachment of his neighboring
barons to show up at his door and invite him to accompany them to the capitol.

That was almost completely safe: no baron would want open combat with his neighbors unless he was
certain hislife was already forfeit; fighting his neighbors was certain to get him killed. Even if he did
order his men to attack such adelegation, his soldiers would be likely to mutiny; princes and emperors
tended to frown on such attacks and express their disapproval with axe and gibbet.

Relay to Garavar, Karl Cullinane thought. | didn't get where | am today by doing things the standard
way. And speaking of which, it's my under standing that generals don't usually go creeping around
through the grasses, either.

There wasn't an answer to that.

Although Tennetty quickly provided one anyway. "There are some people," she whispered softly, "who
are abit concerned about your tender hide."

Ellegon provided another. * And since when are you so happy about where you are today ?*
Shut up. I've got to think.
*Oh—anew trick!*

Shush!

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...9%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (7 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:24 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

There was atime when Karl Cullinane would have gone on araid without worrying about the welfare of
the people he was raiding, but that was in the old days, when he was the leader of a Home raiding team,
and the victims were slaversin caravan.

Now, it was different: The guards here were his subjects—although he did not like the word—and an
emperor didn't just go around killing innocent subjects.

Hmmm... it was just as well that the baron clearly didn't expect trouble this quickly; instead of paying
attention to what they were doing, the two guards were chatting about what a bastard the new guard
sergeant was as they approached. Karl eyed their path and didn't like it. It looked like the guards were
going to come too close to his squad.

We don't need a whole lot of alarms being raised. Relay: Ten, what do you think of the idea of taking the
one on the left while | take the one on the right?

*From Tennetty: "What do | think? 1 think that's just about the dumbest idea you've had this year. Aren't
they going to get a bit suspicious when the two of us pop out of the grass? We need adiversion, not a
brace of panicky soldiers crying for help."*

Ellegon, can you read them well enough for a mindscream?

*Y es, but I'm not close enough to be sure it would really stun them.*

Wonderful Karl shrugged mentally. Okay, back to basics. Relay: Tennetty, you take that skinny kid—
*"Hoften."*

—Hoften, and work your way around behind them. When | get their attention, jump them, and do your
best to silence them, without killing. Under stood?

*"Understood. Without killing."*

Karl didn't like it, but he'd have to count on Arondael's military commander being as sloppy about
training as he was about peacetime discipline.

Asthe two closed to within barely five yards of where Karl lay, Karl Cullinane leaped to his feet, a
flintlock pistol in one hand, his saber in the other.

"Halt in the name of the emperor,” he hissed, as the others rose up beside him, Garavar with a throwing
knife balanced, the others with sword or crossbow ready.
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That stopped them for a precious second; a second was all that was needed. Arondael wasn't on awar
footing; neither guard had time or inclination to make an outcry in the second before Tennetty and
Hoften were on them.

"Who...?' the larger of the two started, the word trailing off to a gurgle as Tennetty snaked an arm around
his throat, gently setting a knifepoint against his windpipe.

"Please don't scream,” she said politely, "or I'll cut the sound in half before it leaves your throat. Now,
open your mouth slowly," she said, jamming agag in it when he did.

Hoften had silenced his quarry by the simple expedient of jamming his own arm into the man's mouth;
the boy gritted his teeth against the pain as the guard struggled for the moment it took until Karl was
upon him.

Karl Cullinane uncocked and holstered his pistol, then reached out and grabbed the guard by the front of
his tunic.

"I said," he whispered, " 'Halt in the name of the emperor,
guard's throat.

setting the point of his sword against the

Wide-eyed, the guard relaxed his bite.

"Better. Would you prefer | said, 'Halt in the name of me'? | don't normally like incidental killings, but if
you don't get your damn teeth out of that boy's arm, I'll make an exception. Good.

"Now, | want tonight's passwords."

Wearing the guards livery, Karl and Garavar approached the guard station, muttering the night's
password under their breath.

Asthe sleepy-eyed corporal of the guard snicked the bolts aside and opened the door, Garavar took a step
inside the gate and brought a cocked pistol up to the corporal’s head.

"You know," he said conversationally, while Karl guided the guard into the shadows, "there comes a
time in aman's life when he has to make a decision. Y ou've got one to make right now. Y ou can either
give out an alarm—in which case the emperor will be most irritated with you—or you can help us get
closeto the baron."

n Emp_ll

"That'sme," Karl said, reaching into the cloth bag at his waist and pulling out the silver crown of Bieme.
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He set it on his head. "The one and only."
Now, | want a broad relay to everyone in the castle.

*Station Kay Ay Ar Ell, the voice of the Emperor of Holtun-Bieme, is now on the air,* Ellegon answered
back, as the dragon landed noisily on the ramparts above them.

"My nameisKarl Cullinane," he said quietly, knowing that Ellegon would add the proper volume as he
relayed the thoughts, "I am Prince of Bieme, conqueror of Holtun, and Emperor of Holtun-Bieme, and |
want to see Baron Arondael, now."

He unbolted the door and kicked it open for Tennetty and the rest to follow. "And in case anyone has any
foolish idea, I've summoned a sufficient force to tear this castle down to the bare stones. Anyone who
getsin my way is dead.”

Next step. Karl closed his eyes.

*Here goes.* A dark shadow passed high overhead, only to be relieved by dazzling brightness as
Ellegon's flame lit up the night. Relay: "Into the courtyard, everyone. Now."

In moments, the entire keep had stumbled out, soldiers numbly clawing for their armor and weapons,
servants and children in their night tunics.

Including Arrifezh, Baron Arondael.

The rapier-slim man rubbed a gnarled fist against eyes that hadn't yet noticed they weren't sleepy
anymore.

"Good morning, Baron," Karl Cullinane said, raising hisvoice. "And good morning al. Every man,
woman, and child, regardless of rank, who is not in rebellion against their prince and emperor, will now
kindly lay down any arms and kneel." He sheathed his sword and folded his hands over his chest. "l said
now."

Tennetty brought up her rifle and took careful aim at the middle of the baron's nose. " Starting with you,
Baron," she muttered in alow voice. "We start with you, one way or another."

Karl's soldiers following the baron's example, the several hundred people in the courtyard bent like a sea
of wheat in the wind.

"That'sfine. Up, al of you."
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Garavar drew himself up to hisfull height. "My apologies, your maesty,” he said to Karl. "Y ou were
right; | waswrong. It worked."

"Asusua," Karl said.
"For those born luckier than they've any right to be," the general shot back. And then added: "Sire."
But he was smiling. And that was usual.

Karl returned the smile, then sobered as he raised his voice and turned to Arondael. "Baron, I'll need to
speak to you privately at your earliest convenience—as long as your earliest convenience is right now."

Arondael had recovered most of his composure as he sat in his high-backed chair, a cup of hot tea
warming his hands.

Karl wasn't thirsty, he'd said.

Actually, without hiswife or areliable cleric to check for poison, he wasn't about to trust Arondael’s
food.

Ellegon, from his perch on top of the keep, might be able to probe the baron's mind, but there was no
guarantee that some subject of Arondael’'s might not decide to ingratiate himself with the baron by
poisoning the emperor, and Karl wouldn't have wanted Ellegon to subject himself to the odious task of
probing hundreds of minds simply so that Karl could have a cup of tea.

"What | don't understand, majesty,” Arondael said, sipping nervously at histea, "is the necessity for al
this... commotion."

"Did you get my letter of last tenday, Arondael ?"

"Yes, of course, sire—aresponse is on its way to the capitol.”

"You'll notice that | asked that you visit me at Biemestren yesterday, Baron."
"Y our majesty, as| said in my response, things have been so busy here that—"
"I want all my barons visiting me regularly, when summoned.”

There wasn't a better way to prevent treachery than to insist that Karl's nobles show up at the capitol
every now and then, effectively surrendering themselves to his mercy.
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"Maybe the trouble, Baron, is that you're thinking of me as your prince."
"Which you are, sire, inlaw and in fact. As well as my emperor.”

"What | mainly am, Baron, isausurper; | wasn't born to inherit the throne, but | do intend to keep on
ruling. And | do intend to be obeyed. Kapish?' he said, immediately switching back to Erendra and
correcting himself to "Understood?"

"Of course."

Karl nodded. "Good. Officially, our explanation—what you'll tell your people—is that you were
concerned about the readiness of your guard, asked that | have them tested, and, as a sign of my great
respect for you and love for your people, I've honored you and them by doing it personally. Agreed?"

"Yes, sire." Arondael didn't smile at the absurdity of it. Despite the fact that Karl had publicly suggested
that Castle Arondael was in rebellion, Arondael didn't see anything strange in agreeing to a cover story
that everyone in the castle would know to be false.

| guess he doesn't think that, say, a twelve-year-old boy might point out that the baron's story leaves his
butt uncovered.

*Y ou mean that the emper—make that baron—isn't wearing any clothes?*
Something like that.

*Then again, maybe the baron felt that atwelve-year-old calling out that the baron's cover story left him
bare-ass naked might be the reason that they invented the gibbet,* Ellegon suggested.

That could be part of it, too. "You're sure that's acceptable, Baron?"
"Yes, sire.”

Thisis starting to feel like a Platonic dialogue.

*What do you mean? | don't see awhole lot of wisdom flowing around.*
No, no, not the wisdom part. I'm not that egotistical.

*Nah. Not you. But you were saying?*

In the Dialogues, Socrates has all the good lines; the rest just get to say "Yes, Socrates' and "It would
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surely seem so, Socrates" and "How true, Socrates.”
"So we do have an understanding?’
"Of course, sire.”

Very good, Socrates. "Rules, aswe say, are rules, Baron." Karl gave agenial smile. "l don't mind your
testing my authority, once. This was once, understood?"

"Yes, sire,” the baron said.
How clever, Socrates.
*He's wondering what would happen if you happened to disappear here tonight*

Karl sighed. Sometimes these damn barons were so predictable. "Mmm... | know you have grievances
against the Holts. | know about how Arondael was taken by the Holts during the war."

The baron's face clouded over. The Holts hadn't been as gentle conquerors as Karl Cullinane
had—somewhat later—insisted that the Biemish be; men, women and children had been chained, hauled
off by guild slavers. Some had made their way back in the nine years since the end of the war; most had
not.

And then there was the baron's family....

Karl didn't like thinking about the baron's family. "Well, Baron, like it or not, we're al part of the same
empire now. Granted, the Biemish barons have more independence; Furnael can run his barony as he
pleases—"

"As his mother pleases."
Karl Cullinane stared long and hard into the baron's eyes. "l believe | was speaking?’
"Sorry, sire.”

My mistake, Socrates. "Better. As| was saying—we've had to be very restrictive of the Holts. Baron
Nerahan, like the rest of the Holts, hasn't been allowed to have even a small detachment of soldiers under
his own command; they've all been occupation troops.”

"Aswell they should be."
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"Until now, Baron. Likeit or not, Nerahan and his people have been the most loyal of the Holtish; I've
rearmed them, and ordered the occupation troops into Nerahan's service. And unless |—personally—stop
them, an army under Barons Nerahan and Furnael—"

* And—ahem—me.*

"—and Ellegon, which is even now marching on Arondael, is going to lay siege to your keep, bring down
the walls, and not leave a stone standing on a stone." That wasn't true; there was no army marching on
Arondael. But it could be made true, quickly, if need be.

Arondael's face whitened. He opened his mouth, worked it silently for amoment, closed it.

"Or," Karl Cullinane said as he rose to his feet, "you and Nerahan, under General Kevalun's overall
leadership, will jointly carry out the first joint Holtun-Bieme military maneuvers.”

Karl had planned that, but the next thing out of his mouth surprised even him. "I'm about to call a barons
council of both Holtun and Bieme. | want to see some cooperation between an opposite pair of baronies
before. It'll make me look good."

The baron bit hislip, then shrugged.
"Spit it out, Arondael.”
"A joint council? Are you sure that is wise?'

"If I wasn't sure, | wouldn't call one, would I? Y ou're stalling, Arondael; take your pick, Baron. Joint
maneuvers, or do we flatten your keep?"

"He's geeking.*
urprise, surprise.

“I'll take the first alternative, sire," Arondael said calmly, pleasantly, as though he'd been offered a choice
between two sweetmeats.

I'll take one from Column A, Socrates. Still, Karl had to admire Arondael's composure; under the proper
threat, the baron had simply folded his hand, giving no apparent look of regret toward the pot Karl was
sweeping in.

Best to remind him of the pot. And of the penalty for overbetting. But first thingsfirst.
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"Very well," Karl said. "Now, the thing I'll want you to concentrate on—both you and Nerahan—is
making sure that no fights break out. None. Even afistfight won't look good." Karl rose from his chair
and deftly plucked the cup from Arondael’'s hands. Do you mind? The tea does look good," He sipped at
it. A bit more honey than he would have put in, but better leaf teathan he usually had at Biemestren, if
not quite the sassafras of Home.

Not to mention coffee.

He tried not to mention coffee, not even to himself; he hadn't really had any for close to twenty years,
although he could still ailmost taste the imaginary cup that Arta Myrdhyn had served him, almost ten
years before.

"Understood, sire." Arondael deliberately suppressed a knowing smile. "I'll happily take another taste, if
you like."

"Not necessary, Arrifezh. And now that we're friends again, I'm Karl, when we're alone."

"Very well, Karl," Arondael said, rising to pour himself another cup of tea. " ou were saying about the
maneuvers?’

"It wasn't all that long ago that you and Nerahan's people were at war with each other, and I'm not foolish
enough to expect that your men and hiswill get along, so | want you to make sure that each and every
one of your men understands that there's to be not only no fighting, but no name-calling, no insults. If

anybody steps out of line, | want him slapped down immediately—you see to that personally,
understood?"

Arondagl nodded. "Understood, Karl."

"One more thing," Karl said, drawing himself up to hisfull height as he drained the last of Arondael's tea.
"Don't test me again. Don't let me think that there's atrace of disloyalty left in Arondael. Or I'll yank you
out of this keep and give it to Nerahan."

He turned away from the baron, forcing himself not to tense the muscles of his back until he heard the
choked words:

"Yes, sre."

Good. Karl had pushed Arondael’s self-control far enough. "No, make that 'Y es, Karl'—remember, we're
friends again."

"Yes, Karl. | understand.”
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"And next time | send for you?"
"I will be where you require me to be, when you require meto be there, or | shall dietrying."

"Good point." Karl looked at him for along time. "A very good point."

CHAPTER TWO:

Before
Two YearsBefore, in Pandathaway:
Ahrmin and the Guildmaster

Your offer isreected, Guildmaster Yryn. | don't see the need for a truce, since we already have you
defeated.

Individually, both Home and the empire outnumber your vicious band of flesh-peddiers. Together, we are
stronger than you and all your allies. If that wasn't so, you would have long since destroyed us. As things
stand, your guild can't operate at all in Holtun or Bieme; your slavers are easy prey in Khar and much of
Nyphien; | have heard of caravans being assaulted in Sciforth, and near Lundeyll and Ehvenor.
Eventually—count on it!'—we'll cut into your seaborne raids onto Salket and Melawel. Even sooner,
raiderswill be operating at the gates of Pandathaway.

Or perhaps inside the gates of Pandathaway?

We are going to overrun you. If not in my generation, then in my son's or my grandson's. The only
guestion is how and when you will be defeated, not whether.

—Karl Cullinane
Karl Cullinane, Ahrmin thought. | can't take a breath without having to worry about Karl Cullinane.

He was angry with himself. If only Ahrmin had been a bit cleverer, Cullinane a bit less lucky the last
time.

If only the rest of the guild hadn't stayed his hand since the last time.,

"Masters, friends, and brothers," Slavers Guildmaster Yryn said, his slate-gray eyes flashing as he shook
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his massive head slowly, "hidden in this overpolite scorn is a sad truth.” He paused, likely more for effect
than anything else, "And that sad truth," he went on, "is that Karl Cullinane is almost correct—I say
again: amost." He turned to Ahrmin. "Which iswhy, Master Ahrmin, by order of the council, permission
to attack him is again denied.”

mn No_ll

"Yes." Yryn tapped athick finger against the parchment scroll, then drummed his nails on the age-
smoothed oak of the table while most of the other dozen masters nodded in agreement. "Y ou will leave
Karl Cullinane alone," Yryn said. "For the good of the guild."

"For the good of the guild." Ahrmin carefully kept the scorn in his voice to a bare minimum as he
repeated the words. The others respected calm and self-control; a display of temper would only, could
only, lower his status in the Slavers* Guild Council.

Turning the ruins of the right side of his face away from the others, he sat back in his chair, forcing
himself to be calm. Anger wouldn't help.

It was tempting to let it flow. The idiots—even after al thistime, they didn't understand. Despite the
raiders who had, only afew tendays before, hit a caravan only aday's ride from Pandathaway.

And despite the blatant provocation of Cullinane's letter, they didn't understand.

WEell, he thought, then I will make them understand. "We must kill Karl Cullinane, Guildmaster. Heis
too dangerous.”

"Heistoo dangerous," Lucindyl put in. "And that is precisely the guildmaster's point, Ahrmin." He was
the only elven master slaver present, and tended to fawn over the guildmaster; he was far too willing to
support Yryn, no matter what the right of the situation. "He is too dangerous. Y ou have crossed swords
with the emperor—"

Ahrmin started to slam his fist down on the table, but caught himself. Be calm, be calm. He raised his
hand up before his eyes and examined it, as though for the first time.

"That dog," he said quietly, hisvoice barely louder than a whisper, "has no more right to the title of
emperor than a Salke peasant has." He lowered his hands to his lap and folded them together with
exquisite gentleness as he looked away, shrugging away the half-hood of his robes and bringing the
horror of the right side of hisface into view.

Even Yryn shuddered.
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Ahrmin didn't, not after all these years, not even when he looked at himself in amirror. For years, he had
forced himself to stare at what Cullinane had left of him: the puckered scars where the fire had burned
away flesh and seared the bone beneath; the tattered ridge of callus that was al that remained of the ear;
the raw-looking welts that were the right side of hislips.

"No." Yryn swallowed, twice. "He has the right, my friend.” Y ryn shook his head and settled himself
more firmly back in his chair. "He holds Holtun-Bieme by force of arms, and by force of lav—"

"Hislaw."

"—and by popular support, it seems. At least among the commoners and ‘freemen," Y ryn finished,
pronouncing the Englits word like a curse. "Though | understand that some of his barons are not so
pleased." He shrugged, dismissing the subject.

"But some are, no? And heiswell liked among the lower classes—for an emperor,” Lucindyl added,
raising an eyebrow. "A very popular man, this Karl Cullinane."

Wencius, ayoung man whose dark slimness was aimost effeminate, toyed with his glass of wine, dipping
amanicured finger into the purple liquid, running his fingertip along the rim of the glass until a bell-like
note momentarily sounded. "He is very popular, Ahrmin. Or were you too... distracted to notice?’

"And as| was saying, Master Ahrmin," Yryn said, glaring Wencius and the elf to silence, "each time the
guild has come up against Karl Cullinane, we've emerged the worse for it. First, it was your father losing
to him in the Coliseum. Then, after Karl Cullinane had freed the sewer dragon, when Ohlmin attempted
to capture him, Karl Cullinane killed him, and more than twoscore good guildsmen. And again, in
Melawei, when—"

"l know all this, but—"

"—and the time when Thermyn thought he had trapped Karl Cullinane outside of Lundeyll, and..." The
guildmaster leaned back in his chair and took a thoughtful sip from his water goblet. "Worst was the last
time you went up against him, when you tried to use the Middle Lands war as a source of supply—"

"Which it should have been."
"Indeed, it should have been," Wencius said, his very agreement infuriating.

Yryn pursed hislips. "But it wasn't, Master Ahrmin. Instead of a profitable venture, we stood a sizable
loss. powder, guns, and more good guildsmen than | care to think of—"

"Then let me hire mercenaries! |—" He raised his hands to his face and bowed his head into them. "1
apologize, Guildmaster. Please continue."
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Yryn smiled. "Now, both Bieme and Holtun—and increasingly the rest of the Middle Lands—are closed
to us.

"Thisis not good, Master Ahrmin, not good at all. For the sake of the guild, we will leave Karl Cullinane
alone. Let him be distracted by the ruling of hislittle empire; the guild can survive that, at least for his
lifetime. We can survive him, Ahrmin."

Ahrmin didn't answer at first as he brought his fingers up to touch the ravages of the right side of his
face.

Karl Cullinane was a very popular man indeed. There had been atime, years and years before, when
Ahrmin had watched this popular man, this gem of a human being, run through the passageway of a
burning ship, while Ahrmin lay on the deck, writhing with the pain of his shattered jaw, his crushed
fingers reaching for the bottle of healing draughts while the fire raged....

Again, Yryn tapped his finger on the parchment. "There is more. | have been talking with the Wizards
Guild. They don't want to have anything to do with him—there is that damned sword involved, and that
iIs... involved with Arta Myrdhyn. None of that guild want to involve themselves with Arta Myrdhyn; the
last time that Grandmaster L ucius went up against Arta Myrdhyn, they turned the Forest of Elrood into
the Waste of Elrood—do you want to see the Waste of Pandathaway? Do you want to leave that as a
tribute to our time as masters of the guild?"

No, Ahrmin thought, that's not at all what | want to leave behind. What | want to leave behind is Karl
Cullinane's head.

"The time may come, Ahrmin," Yryn said. "The time may come when we can take his head. But the time
Isnot now. Not while heiswhere heis; not while his threat stays limited. Aslong as he stays within the
confines of his paltry little empire, you will leave him alone. Completely alone. Understood?"

Ahrmin forced a hesitation. "Understood, Guildmaster. Masters, friends, and brothers," he said formally,
"I obey the will of the council." He looked from face to face.

"I obey," he said.
Enough, he decided.

Enough waiting, enough patience—enough. For the past five years he hadn't even tried for Karl
Cullinane's head, and there had only been afew furtive assassins sent out since the Bieme-Holtun war
fiasco. He had hoped to regain the support of the council, but support or not, his patience would have to
end.
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There had to be an opportunity. Soon the waiting would be over, or Ahrmin would take matters into his
own hands. Despite everything—despite the resistance of the other members of the council; despite the
yearning of the craven Wizards Guild to cower in the comer whenever the name of Arta Myrdhyn was
mentioned—he would act. He would.

Still, it would have to be handled carefully. The proper bait would have to be selected, and the proper
location, as well.

It couldn't happen while Cullinane was within Holtun-Bieme, of course; that |eft far too many ways for
things to go wrong.

But there were other places in the world besides that tiny empire, other places with other charms.
How much, he wondered, would Grandmaster Lucius pay for the sword that killed wizards?
And how much for the head of the one person who could take it from where it lay?

And how much would Karl Cullinane risk for the ones he loved?

The answers were the same: everything, of course.

Still, an opportunity would have to be cultivated. It would all have to be done carefully. Rumors would
have to be placed with consummate care, rumors that would have to be discredited in the appropriate
quarters, only to be reinforced and believed elsewhere, to prepare the way to tempt Karl Cullinane away
from his empire, away from Home.

No. Not to tempt him. To force him away.

| am cleverer than you are, Karl Cullinane. | will take the extra step. Plant the rumors, and wait. That
was the key. The emperor would, someday, have to go for the sword. Perhaps he could be hurried along.

It would be tricky, but it could be done. Slowly, quietly, carefully.
It must be done. And it will be done.

OneYear Before, In Wehnest:

Doria and Elmina

I'm worried about Karl, Doria thought.
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" Doria, Doria," Elminachided as she shook her head, sending the cowl! of her robesfalling back to
her shoulders, revealing the stringy black hair that had been hidden beneath.

Thefish-belly pallor of EImina’s skin would have been shocking under other circumstances, but
hereit wasto be expected. It was almost reassuring, because it spoke of healing. Healing, even
when the healing consisted only of stabilizing someone as badly wounded astheir present patient,
drained magical, physical, and even mental reserves;, EImina had just pushed all of hersasfar as
possible.

"Worry isn't for us, Doria. Only soothing. Only restoration. Only healing." Trembling with
weakness, EImina laid a soothing hand on the arm of their patient, an unwashed peasant who had
been brought to the Hand templein Wehnest, barely alive after being carried into town by the
same ox cart that had accidentally been pulled over him, itsironclad wheels shattering an arm,
crushing hisribcage, rupturing his spine.

Dorianodded. "Healing isfor us," sheagreed, then laid her handson their patient.
The farmer wasn't in good shape, but he was alive, and the damage was r epair able.
Thefirst priority had been to prevent the screaming man'slife from deserting him, and the second

to quell hispain. ElImina had done both. Theresult left the man unconscious but safe, the pooled
blood in his crushed chest refusing to either clot or flow from hisbody.

"Doria..."
"1 know. Shhh, Elmina; be still now."

Dorialicked her lipsonce, and reached back into her mind and soul for the spell. It wasn't as
though she was speaking deliberately; she simply let the words depart from her as she began to
chant the evanescent wor ds of healing, letting the power flow gently with the airy syllables. And, as
always, she was never totally certain if the warm glow surrounding the peasant wasin theair, or
her eyes, or her mind.

But, asalways, it warmed her whileit healed him.

The split and shattered pieces of bone welded themselvestogether, while torn muscle and snapped
sinew flowed gently back into their proper places around the now-reassembled substructure,
joined by nerves and blood vessels snaking their way in and assembling themselves.

Thelast wasthe blood itself. Crushed red blood cells and—wor se, mor e difficult, more
draining—shatter ed platelets reassembled themselves and then flowed through capillary walls,

until they stood waiting, poised in placein veinsand arteries, a column of soldierswaiting for the
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command to march to be given.

The command was given: The blood flowed; the healing continued until the horrid, deathly pallor
left the man'sface and his consciousness gradually returned to him.

"Very nicely done, Doria,” Elmina said. Shelaid afinger acrossthe farmer'sdry, cracked lips, still
flecked with dried blood and vomit. " Be still, friend. You are under the care of the Hand, and all
will be well with you."

Sheturned to Doria.

" Asit will bewith you, sister, in one manner or another." Doria nodded. What the Matriarch
called her " feel for the way of things' was growing daily, and that feeling pointed to a
confrontation. At least one.

And then there wasthe memory of the Matriarch speaking to Karl: Never will the Hand aid you
again, she had said. Never will the Hand aid you again.

"1 understand." Elmina nodded. " But for now, we must..." She swallowed and swayed for a
moment, then strengthened, her wan, almost transparent skin seemingly gaining thicknesswhile it
gained color. " For now," shesaid, her voice gaining force, " we must restore our powers. Both of
us. And we will continue to do so, but perhaps someday, we will do so far different reasons, isit not
so?" Dorianodded. " It iss0."

A Few Tendays Before, Just Outside of the Old Warrens:
Ahiraand Walter Slovotsky

"1'm worried about Karl,” Ahirasaid, leaning back in hisrocking chair, squinting against the
setting sun.

"You worry too much. Do more; worry less." Slovotsky glared asthe dwarf eyed Karl's latest
letter. Again.

Not that there wasn't enough to worry about.

For onething, it had recently occurred to Ahirathat Walter Slovotsky's daughter Janie was
getting close to husband-high, and there wasn't even anyone of theright species around.

Ahira chuckled to himself. | don't mind being a dwarf, but | wouldn't want any goddaughter to marry
one.
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"You worry too much,"” the big man repeated, whittling at a piece of green pine asthey sat on their
benches at the entranceto the Endell warrens, waiting for the night to come on. " Particularly at
the end of the day. | thought you were a dwarf, not a human. You're supposed to enjoy dusk."

"There'ssometruthin that, at least." Ahiranodded. Evening wasthe best time of the day, asthe
annoyances and labor s of the day vanished into the oncoming night.

Or were supposed to, at any rate. That wasthetrouble with Slovotsky; while hetried to get along,
hedidn't have a dwarf'sfedling for timing.

Blood and bone are just clay; the world wears them down,
With a moan and a grind, a grunt and a groan,

A shudder, a quiver, afrown.

So let the world go away, at the end of the day—

—the old evenchant began; a simplereminder that night wasatimefor rest and sleep, and that the
wor ries of tomorrow could well wait until tomorrow.

A simpleidea, but dwarves were good at under standing simplicity. It came with theterritory.
Timing was a part of that ssimplicity.

Asthetwo friends sat chatting, the dwarveswho lived in the so-called Old Warrens—although
they were not the oldest warrensin Endell—wer e finishing their day, preparingtoreturn tothe
war mth and safety of the warrensfor the night.

Some astride small ponies and others afoot, they all made their way hometo thisentranceto the
warrens, preparing for the onset of darkness. Some sweaty and dusty from the day'swork in King
Maherrelen'sfields, ararefew returning home with wagons laden with trade goods from the
south—all managed to make thefinal or only leg of their journey so that they arrived at the
entrance just before sunset, no later.

Dwarves had atalent, a gift, for timing, the way that humans excel at swimming. Dwarvesdidn't
swim, of course. Dwarves couldn't even float.

Humans, after all, were only barely less dense than water, and barely ableto float; dwarves
greater density of muscle and bone would make a dwarf sink like a stone.
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That was a loss. James Michael Finnegan had always had pleasurable associations with swimming;
supported in aflotation vest, the pool had been one of the few places his disloyal body couldn't
betray him.

Swimming was one of the few thingsthat Ahira missed from his days as a human. Perhapsthe only
thing. It was hard to think of another. But swimming...

Humans swim as well as they commit treachery and cruelty, Ahirathought, and then was suddenly
ashamed of himsealf.

Some of hisbest friends were human, after all. Of all the people heloved, the ones he loved most
dearly were humans: Walter, hiswife Kirah, Janie—always special to him—and little Doria
Andrea Slovotsky. If D.A. wasn't the cutest baby in the universe, than it was because Janie had just
edged her out.

And then therewas Karl Cullinane, who had brought him back, quiteliterally, from the
dead—K arl was human, too. As had been Chak, and all the others....

And he had been human, once.
He had been the crippled James Michael Finnegan, once. Never mor e, thankfully, nevermore.

Humansweren't all bad, though. But still... dwarves wer e different. Aswaswherethey lived, and
how they lived.

Night was a danger oustime north of the Eren regions. One of the few thingsthat thelarge, clumsy
humans wer e good at was killing creatur es they thought danger ous; dwar ves preferred to avoid
dangers when they could, to fight when they must. A crusade—be it therabid imperialism of some
of the Popeson the Other Side or what Ahira's human half still felt was Karl Cullinane's
completely justified crusade on This Side—was something foreign to dwar ves.

Moderation came naturally to dwarves, but even that was modified with judiciousness. moder ation
in moder ation. Violence was bad, of course, but still, one sometimes fought in self-defense. The
dwarven north was a cold land, with a short growing season; sometimes it was necessary to fight
for pay, aswell. But only when necessary.

Only when necessary.
"Timetogoin,” Ahirasaid.

With a groaning that suggested a much greater age than hislessthan forty years, Walter Slovotsky
got to hisfeet, and belted hisouter coat moretightly around himself.
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"l am," heannounced, " getting far too old for this."
“You are" Ahirasaid, " full of shit."

"True, true," Slovotsky said asthey walked past the outer doors, nodding genially down at the
guards armed with their pikesand hornbows. They passed into thewarrens. " It's one of my many
charms."

“Right."

Thefloors and walls of the Old Warrens were worn smooth by centuries of use; thefloorsin the
Grand Concour se wererepaved with fresh flat rock every few decades, as the endless tramping of
innumer able dwar ven feet could wear away even the hardest stone.

"You really worried about him?" Slovotsky asked asthey turned into the King's Tunnel, pausing
only a moment to exchange a few wor ds with one of the king's courtiers, who listened respectfully,
then hurried away. King Maherrelen valued the services of both of them, but particularly
Slovotsky; there was only one Ag School—trained person anywhereon This Side, and that caused
Walter Slovotsky to have almost as much value to a sometimes-hungry Endell as L ou Riccetti had
to Home.

"l am," Ahirasaid." | am worried about him. You read hisletter."

Ahiraheld back an urgetorun for the cave entrance and shout for someoneto saddlea horse. The
vision of himself climbing aboard a pony and galloping away pulled him with a for ce almost
physical. Ahiradidn't at all liketheimplications of Karl's suggestion that he and Walter seeif they
could get someinformation in Pandathaway.

Both panic and Pandathaway are supposed to be history to me, he thought.

His second reflex, his contrary impulse, wasto go to hisrooms and dash off a letter—
Dear Karl,

Not only no, but hell, no.

—Dbut even if that was what hefinally decided to do, there was no point in hurrying with an
answer. Theletter from Karl was five, maybe six tendays old, and it would take that long for
Ahira'sresponse to get to Holtun-Bieme.
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Whiletherewas a fast and effective postal service in Holtun-Bieme—often known asthe Dragon
Expressduetoitsfamous, if irregular, carrier—messages sent by trader took alongtimeto get
from Biemestren to the Old Warrens. It would have been niceif Ellegon could have made his way
thisfar north more often, but in order to do that, the dragon had to detour, to avoid flying over
populated territory; what with his other obligations, they were lucky to see Ellegon once a year .

Dwarves understand timing, he thought.

Then he chuckled as he once again caught himself blaming his human half for the tendency to
panic.

"Hereally might go for the sword," Ahirasaid, bringing a bitten thumbnail up to hismouth and
chewing on it for amoment "My info isthe same as his; there've been rumorsin Pandathaway that
he's going to make a play for it."

Ahira shook hishead. Could Karl really be half-witted enough to announce an intention to try to

get the sword? That couldn't possibly make sense; it'd be like a general sending a signal to the
enemy saying, " Our army is coming through; please plant landmines here."

n &?ll
" S0..." Ahirashook hishead. " You weren't therethelast time. It's spooky. | don't like any of it."

"Magical." Slovotsky reached up and tinged a fingernail against an over head glowstedl. " I'verun
into magical things before. As have we all."

" But you weren't there. | was. | don't like swordsthat tell their bearer to keep them, and | don't
like swor dsthat were made by that crazy bastard Arta Myrdhyn to kill wizardswith, and |
particularly don't like the fact that the breach between Pandathaway's Wizards Guild and the
Slavers Guild is opening a chance for Karl to making arun down Melawei-way."

" Melawei-way? Yik."

Thedwarf shrugged as he doffed hisouter coat. He tapped the fresh hogshead in the corner, and
tipped it to pour himself and Slovotsky each a cool pitcher of ale. While dwarf alewasn't great, it

was okay; you got used to the bitterness after a few years.

"1 don't liketheidea; you don't likethewords." Ahiradrained his pitcher and poured himself
another.

n &?II
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" S0," Ahirasaid, pounding hisfist against the tunnel wall, " what are we going to do about it?"

Slovotsky dropped into a chair and took along pull at hisale. " We've chewed thisover a hundred
times before, and | still don't see morethan a few choices."

“And they are?"

"Well, we could put our headstogether on another letter and try to talk Karl out of whatever
nonsense he's planning—which isn't going to work; he's as stubborn asyou are—or we could just
keep working on improving Maherrelen'syield and chewing over what we're going to do until we
aretoo old to do anything, including chew our own food, or we could try for the sword our selves or
try something equally impossible, go charging in like a couple of bullsin a china shop. Or..."

"Oor?"

" Or we could make surethat your godchildren and Kirah—"

"—your children and your wife—*'

"—will betaken care of in case things go to hell, then get our selves a team together and get back in
business—nose around Pandathaway like Karl asked." t

"1 don't think we can." Ahirashook hishead. " Wedon't have the money to hire and outfit a
team."

“Wrong, short one.... You think Maherrelen'sgoing to try to stop usfrom leaving?"

" No, of coursenot.” Fealty and ownership are diffferent concepts, dwarves made lousy slaves, and
wor se slave-owner s. Doing anything that smacked of owner ship would never occur to the king and
would be dismissed morein puzzlement than in anger if someone else brought it up.

"You think he'sgoingto let usgo out and get killed?" Slovotsky raised an eyebrow.

Their Other Side knowledge made the two of them very valuable. The fact that both Home and
Holtun-Bieme would extend both hospitality and trust—and, if necessary, succor—to anyone
carrying a safe-conduct signed by either of them added to their value. Granted, absent the two of
them, Home would not necessarily put an embargo on wootz sold to the dwarves, but it might not
be so easy for someone without a letter of introduction from Slovotsky or Ahirato deal there.

And wher e else was M aherrelen going to get wootz besides Home?
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Risk doing without wootz? No way—dwar ven blades had long been among the best around, but
wootz, Lou Riccetti's recreated raw Damascus steel, was the sour ce of even finer weapons than had
been possible before: lighter, suppler, stronger bladesthan This Side had ever seen.

"No, hedoesn't want usto go out and get killed,” Ahirasaid. " And he's not going to stop us. So?"
" S0, | think we can count on our patron providing uswith some help.”
"Eh?"

"Wdll, | think our livesareworth a bit of insurance—the premium being a decent-sized team of
dwarf warriorsfor our escort."

"That could work." Ahiranodded. " But you're dancing around the subject. Do you want to, or
not?"

"You want it formal? Fine: | move we head Home with a load of blades, trade them in on a bigger
load of wootz, and then head for Pandathaway, trading the wootz for less distinctive merchandise
aswe go. | further move that we nose around Pandathaway, find out what we can, and then make
our way to Biemestren and talk to Karl. Your vote?"

"Mmm..." Ahirasipped hisbeer. "It has been a while since we've been back Home, and far too
long since we've seen Andy and the boy."

"You giving in?"

Why Slovotsky needed Ahirato take theresponsibility for their going back into harm'sway was
something that the dwarf didn't comprehend.

On the other hand, why Ahira needed Slovotsky to take responsibility for their sticking their faces
back into the buzz saw was something the dwarf didn't under stand, either.

Ahiranodded. " I'm giving in. Happy?"
"Yup." Slovotsky laughed. " Besides, | kind of missLou."
"You and Riccetti were never all that close.”

"1 didn't say I'm asfond of him as| am of you, littlefriends, just that | missthe Engineer. Heis, in
case you haven't worked it out, the most important of usall."
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Ahira shook hishead. Arta Myrdhyn didn't believe that; he'd madeit clear that the most
important one of all of them was Jason, the one whom the sword was waiting for.

Slovotsky smiled, " And en route, I'm going to teach the dwarvesthat song that you hate so much.”
"What song?"

"You know, the one that goes'Heigh-ho, heigh-ho...""

"Like hell you will."

"Likehdl I won't."

"Like hell—"

" James?"

Ahira started. Walter almost never called him by hisformer name. " Yes, Walter ?"

The big man stood and stretched. " I've got to tell you, | love my family and | like our life here,
but—dammit, man..." Slovotsky shook his head and sighed.

" But you feel more alive now than you havein alongtime, eh?"
"You too, hun?" Slovotsky raised an eyebrow. " Yeah."

" Not me, too—it may be necessary, but | don't likeit. Just remember how much fun you thought
it'd be later on, when you're dancing on the end of a spear."

Slovotsky smiled. " I'll try real hard."
"You would."
"You betcha. It'd be my last chance." Slovotsky drained hisale. " Now?"

" And now, shut up and have somemoreale. Then let's go spend some time with your wife and my
godchildren. Enjoy them while we're here—and let's get really drunk tonight. We're going to go
back into training in the morning—right after wetalk to the king."

"Training?"
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"Training. We hit theroad in a couple of tendays."

When the subject of going back in harm'sway came up, Ahira had taken command before
realizing it. He decided that he liked the feeling of being back in charge—even though he was only
in charge of a party of two, as of now—instead of merely being an adviser, no matter how valued
the counsdl.

" Fair enough,” Slovotsky said, with hisusual Walter Slovotsky smile, the smilethat asked,
"Wasn't God clever to invent me?" —all the while making it clear that the question was purely and
manifestly rhetorical.

" Always haveto get thelast word, don't you?"
"Yup." Slovotsky smiled. Again.

Only aLittle While Before, in aHouse on
Faculty Row: Arthur Simpson Deighton

"1'm worried about that boy," Arthur Simpson Deighton said, puffing on hispipe. "1 am Arthur
Simpson Deighton,” heinsisted to himself, " not Arta Myrdhyn. On This Side, | haveto be. Please.”

It wasn't just that the web of lieshe'd used to sustain his Deighton per sona wer e important to him,
but hisattachment to his Deighton-self was a too-light anchor in a sea of madness that grew wor se
slowly, inexor ably. Once that madness had raged uncontrollably, a killing tempest. But for along
time the sea had been calm.

"The calm is deceptive, asit alwayswas."

No matter how long the calm, it was only the calm at the eye of the storm. He had remained in the
eyefor ages, but it wasonly a chimera of tranquillity.

"Only anillusion."

Therewas nobody to hear him in the darkened room in thelittle house on Faculty Row; Deighton
was, as had lately become commonplace for him, speaking to himself. Too much power use.

" Too much power use."

It wasn't always crazy for oneto speak to oneself, of course, but a wizard had no business doing
that, just asa gunpowder maker had no business smoking a cigar ette while he ground his saltpeter
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and sulfur crystals. Words and symbols always had to be chosen car efully, to be impressed
judiciously and certainly into the mind, the symbols and their power to be husbanded until the
moment that their power wasto be used.

Imagine a wizard moving hislips and muttering a flame spell as he impressed it into hismind: it
would happen then and there, directed at nobody-knew-what.

For awizard, talking to oneself was danger ous.
And foolish.
And, quiteliterally, insane.

Arthur Simpson Deighton was awar e of the reasonsfor histalking to himself, but there wasn't
anything he could do about it.

It could get wor se.
It had been wor se, away from the eye.
And it would beworsg, if only for a short while. Only a short while, he hoped, fervently.

" Gettingtoo old, Arta, that we are. 'Boy' indeed—he'salmost forty yearsold, almost forty years
he'slived through hisown time. Not slow yearslike here."

Even so, it was hard to keep covering for the missing, and there were always fragilethreadsin the
web of deception that had to be mended. School recordswerethe easiest: Those could be fixed
physically, with only a little power use necessary to rearrange a few molecules of ink or the
magnetic alignment on a computer disk; lessto gain the cooperation of a secretary who would then
forget why, how, and even that she had allowed a philosophy professor accessto recordsthat he
had no right to.

Worse werethe parentsand brothersand loversand friends, all of whom had to be located and
dealt with, before all hell broke loose. A suggestion to be planted here, alieto be given substance
there...

Eventually, the whole skein would unravel. But by then, the affair should be ended.

Just for a moment, he opened his mind to his gibbering enemy, to theinsanity that lay on the Other
Side.
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Soon it ends, he thought.
Soon.
Please.

" But I'm still worried about the boy."

CHAPTER THREE:

Homecoming

To me, fair friend, you never can be old,
For asyou were when first your eye | eyed,
Such seems your beauty still

—William Shakespeare

"Honey, I'm home," Karl Cullinane called out as he bounded up the stepsto the second floor—the
residence floor—of Biemestren Castle, giving a smileand a nod in passing to the two maids who
wer e sweeping the halls, making a special point to give a broader smileto theuglier of thetwo. It
was a close call.

Why once he'd had an image of maids as being young and attr active was something he couldn't
understand. He had yet to meet one who didn't sport at least a small mustache and a large potbelly,
except for those who had a large mustache and at least a small potbelly.

Unfair, Karl, unfair, he thought. And definitely the sort of thing not to say aloud; Andy would call
that a blatant example of male chauvinism.

Even if it wastrue.

He sprinted down the carpeting and turned into the hall that led to the outer room of their suite,
stopped to hang his scabbar ded sword on a peg by the door, and hopped first on one foot and then
the other as he doffed his boots.

Helooked at the sword for a moment, asit hung therein itsplain leather and steel scabbard.
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Sword...

For the past couple of years, traders had been carrying rumorsthat there were people in
Pandathaway who thought that Karl was someday going to go after Arta Myrdhyn's sword; that
Karl had reconciled with the far-off Arta Myrdhyn, and intended to reclaim the magical artifact,
left for centuries, waiting for hishand, hishand alone.

He smiled.

Good. For onething, it wasn't true; the sword was waiting for Jason, not Karl.
Not my son, Deighton. You leave my son alone.

Still, therumor s had started. And that opened a world of possibilities.

Possibly that little bastard Ahrmin could betricked into lying in wait, somewherein Melawei, and
iIf hewas left to stew long enough, if the matter was handled car efully enough, Karl might be able
to locate him, to trap thetrapper, and end the threat to bring Jason along into something that Arta
Myrdhyn planned.

Perhaps someday he would make hisway to Melawei, but not for the sword. Let Ahrmin set atrap
there, with the sword as bait, perhaps. Karl would ignor e the cheese and break the teeth of that
trap.

Someday... but in the meantime, there waswork to do.

Helifted hishandsand tugged at the amulet that hung from hisneck by a leather thong. Therewas
nothing to worry about. The amulet would have protected him asit signaled him that someone had
tried to use magic to read his mind—there were only a few people who knew that Jason wasthe
one whom the swor d was waiting for, and they would keep their mouths shut.

Ellegon knew, of course, but the dragon wouldn't tell.
Not my son, Deighton. You |leave my son alone.

Karl had often thought about sending someone trusted into Pandathaway to snoop. Thetrouble
was, the people hetrusted were already too valuable in Holtun-Bieme; a paid agent might well
want to collect from both sides, and Kar| was absolutely certain that he didn't want Pandathaway
to get any confirmation of hisinterest.
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Possibly it wastimeto try to develop some lesstrustworthy, less valuable spies. People he wouldn't
mind losing.

That wasn't acceptable, he decided. Using people as pawnswasn't something Karl Cullinane would
choose to do; it was something he'd had to do all too often.

Asfar as Pandathaway went, maybe Slovotsky would pick up on Karl'shintsand giveit atry.
Walter could probably spend half a day and a handful of coinsand find out what the standing of
Ahrmin was, how hot the Slavers Guild still wasto get its hands on Karl—was the present lull a
function of alossof interest, or werethere plans brewing?

But therewasno rush in trying to lure Ahrmin from Pandathaway; Karl couldn't leave now to go
after him, even if there was an opportunity.

Best to let mattersrest, for now. Let a couple more year s pass before Karl went up against
Ahrmin. It wasimportant for Jason to get further along in hiseducation; it was vital to calm down
the bitter ness between Holtun and Bieme and not let it break into war, or the Nyphswould try to
lop off a piece of Bieme.

Enough worry for now. | deserve a bit of rest, at least for a day.
There had been atime when he had been abletoinsist on Karl's Day Off, and get it.

That was another country, he thought, but at least the wench who insisted on it isn't dead. Pretty
damn lively, as a matter of fact.

Still, 1 just managed to piss on a spark of rebellion in Arondael and prevent it from turning into a
blaze, so | am treating myself to a day off. Period.

Barefoot, luxuriating in the feel of thethick carpet, he walked into the bedroom that he shared
with hiswife, much to the disapproval of the house staff, who felt that royalty was supposed to act
likeroyalty.

There was nobody there.
" Andy?" Therewasno sign of her, nothing except for a pile of clothesin the middle of the floor.

A chill washed across him. He dove across the bed, rolled acrossthe floor to the weapons case, and
came up with aflintlock pistol and a short stabbing sword.

As he checked to be surethe pan was char ged—it was—and then cocked the pistol, he heard the
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hiss of distant water against stone.
Asshole. He almost laughed at himself, but he was afraid of how it might come out.

" Andy?" he called out, forcing a calm voice against the backbeat of the audible pounding of his
heart. " That you?"

"No. It'sValeric Bertinelli," camethe sarcastic reply. " Quick, come join me before my husband
getshome."

He sighed both in great relief and mild self-disgust as he uncocked the pistol, then put the gun and
blade away. He leaned his head against the bathroom door and chuckled under hisbreath as
shrugged out of therest of hisclothes and tossed them to the floor.

Not everything has to be a goddam emergency, after all. He took a deep breath and forced hisidiot
heart to stop pounding. Still, after all these years, he had to force his battlereflexesinto the
background. Heraised his hands above his head and stretched broadly, feeling tense shoulder
muscles hesitate, then hesitantly relax.

Thisisour home. It isnot a battleground, he thought, repeating it to himself, like it was a mantra.
"Hi there," hesaid, as he swung the door open.

She shook her head as she stood in the shower, soap-dlick and lovely, outlined against the murky
glasswindow beyond. Even in her latethirties, there was only the sightest sagging of her breasts;
her belly, thighs, and bottom wer e still asfirm and supple as an adolescent girl's. Her nose held the
dlight bend that he had always loved, and the warm brown eyes wer e full of intelligence and life.

Then again, |'m prejudiced.
"Hi yourself," shesaid."How'sthe hero business?"
"It'sdirty work; passthe soap,” hesaid, ashejoined her in the shower.

Tothebest of hisknowledge, their shower wasthe only such thingin theMiddle Lands. Designed
by Karl and built by the apprentices of the local master engineer, Ranella, it was one of the
luxuriesthat Karl didn't liketo sharewith others; the shower was his. Hedidn't feel selfish;
apparently, it was an acquired taste. Jason, for example, far preferred the traditional bath.

Theroom above had been emptied, alarge, sealed iron tank installed, and the appropriate
plumbing built and connected. The hot-water tank was supplied by a pipe from the main cistern on
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the top floor of the castle, the flow controlled by a float-ball valve arrangement like the workings of
an Other Sidetoilet—which was exactly where Karl had lifted theidea, although Ranella had
played with it a bit—which kept the tank full. The water was heated by insulated copper coilsthat
ran from thetank into the always-bur ning Franklin-style stove.

Mixed with cold water through another valve, therig provided a controllable, if somewhat
primitive and low-pressure, shower. The only trouble with the damn thing was that it tended to
run out of hot water all too quickly, and was definitely mor e suited for a quick individual shower
than aleisurely shared one; by thetime he'd finished soaping himself thor oughly, the water was
already starting to chill, even though it was now all coming from the hot-water tank; the heat
output of the woodstove couldn't meet the demand.

"Hurry up alittle, will you?" he said as Andy dawdled at rinsing the soap from her hair.

Sheglared at him, and then shrugged as she stepped out of the water and laid her hand on the now
barely warm hot-water pipe. " | guessit isabit tepid. Did you have atough timein Arondael?"

"Tough?" Heshook hishead. " Not particularly. Just a bit nerve-wracking. Par game," he said,
knowing that she would under stand how he meant it.

Theway Karl figured it, " par" was areasonable job: the mission accomplished, no innocents
seriously injured or killed. That nicely described his attempt at intimidating Arondael; He was
certain no innocents had been killed, and he was willing to bet that the baron would stay
intimidated.

"Well, maybe you deserve a treat—I'm going to go towel off, but first..." Her voicetrailed off as
her eyes grew vague; harsh wordsissued from between her lips, wordsthat could only vanish on
the earsand in the mind.

She held thethumb and forefinger of her right hand a couple of inches apart, the barely warm
copper hot-water pipe between them. Sharp tongues of blue-hot fire leaped between her fingertips,
instantly heating the copper pipe between her fingersto a dull red which quickly spread up the
pipe and into the stone ceiling.

Her eyes opened asthe spell ended, and she grabbed a small washcloth to protect her fingersas she
closed the hot-water valve partway, opening the cold-water valveto prevent the now almost boiling
water from scor ching the two of them.

"Thanks," hesaid, pulling her closefor a quick Kiss.

Shereached her armsaround hiswaist and laid her head against his chest, her long wet hair
tickling hisbelly asit dangled. " Too bad you've so much to do this afternoon, hero, or we could

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...90%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (36 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:24 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

have ourselves a good time. A real good time."

"1'vegot alot to do?" Heraised an eyebrow as he cupped her bottom with both hands. " | didn't
know that."

"You seem to, too damn often,” she said, pushing him gently away. She padded off bar efoot,
toweling off her hair, adding perhaps a bit mor e hip-swing than was absolutely necessary.

Karl watched her leave, enjoying the view, feeling vaguely guilty.
He quickly rinsed himsalf off in the hot water, and strained his mind as he thought, Ellegon?
*What isit?* came from far away; he could barely hear Ellegon’'s mental voice.

Then heremembered that the dragon was down at the knacker's, and he shuddered. Even if it was
necessary, Karl didn't like the idea of knackers, and the thought of Ellegon dining on the leavings
bothered Karl.

*|f you become a vegetarian, | may. Bets?*
Karl shook hishead, dismissing the subject. Anything really pressing this afternoon?

*Mmm... well, there'satrial—that poacher from Arondael. Y ou did want to superviseit, and see
how the boy handlesit.* Does Thomen really need me? Or do you think he can solo on this one?

*He can handleit—I told you, the poacher is guilty. Makes a nice backboard, en?*
Well...

*You will have to show up for sentencing tomorrow. If Thomen doesn't mess up and turn him loose
today.*

Okay; then tune me out for the afternoon.

*Humph. Over sexed—*

Enough.

*Have a nicetime* The dragon was suddenly gone from his mind.

He grabbed atowel and started to dry himself off as he called out, " Hey, Andy?"
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"Yes?"

"Areyou dressed yet?"

"No..."

“Youinany real hurry to get dressed?"

"Waell... no," she answered back, perhaps a bit too coquettishly. " Why?"
"1'm taking the afternoon off."

" Afternoon?"

"You said | deserved atreat, didn't you?"

"1 did at that,” shesaid. " Braggart. Afternoon, indeed."

He could hear her grin.

CHAPTER FOUR:

Home
When we are planning for posterity, we ought to remember that virtue is not hereditary.
—Thomas Paine

Walter saw the distant flash of a telescope several timesthat morning, which didn't surprise him:
He'd seen an occasional rider paralleling their coursefor days,; the nearer they got to Home, the
mor e intense the scrutiny.

Henodded in silent approval and rode on, noticing with some pride that none of the others had
caught it. The Home watcher s wer e taking some painsto keep their attention inconspicuous.

Still, by the time Walter, Ahira, and their dwarvish escort reached the top of the ridge overlooking
the valley that the elves called Varnath, Walter felt like he'd been thoroughly frisked.
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A simple " Assume the position” would have sufficed, guys.

Not that Walter Slovotsky had anything against deviousness—in fact, he preferred it, all things
being equal—but there was a time for a ssmple confrontation.

If it'd been hisshow...

Then again, it'snot my show. Not anymore. Not even to the extent that it was when he was
seconding Karl, back in the old days when they were on araiding team together .

Hedidn't yearn for that time, not really. Food was eaten cold, then, for fear that the slaverswould
see a cooking fire; they had to sleep lightly, remembering the face of a man who hadn't. Those had
been days of strain and nightswrenched in fear, all thetime hoping, praying, that the next man
doomed to fall to the ground, clutching at the crossbow bolt protruding from his mouth, wasthe
next man, not Emma Slovotsky's baby boy.

No, hedidn't missthefighting.

But there had been a certain something to those days, something that the last yearsjust hadn't had.
Something hard to put a finger on.

Maybe it wasthat the heartbeats seemed stronger when you could hear each and every one, Walter
decided. That wasit.

And he cursed himself for an idiot. " Thereisan old Chinese curse, 'May you livein interesting
times,' " he muttered to himself, before remembering that, after all, foolish consistency wasthe
hobgoblin of little minds.

That made him feel better; Walter Slovotsky didn't want to risk the size of his mind by being
unnecessarily consistent.

"There'salso an old American saying," Ahirasaid. " Goeslikethis: 'People who talk to themselves
areabit loose between theeardrums.” "

Slovotsky dug hisheelsin a bit deeper and kicked hishorseinto a half-canter, smiling quietly to
himself asthe dwarves behind him cursed, spurring their own mounts. Dwar ves and hor ses—even
well-temper ed ponieslike Geveren and therest of their escort were riding—wer e renowned for not
getting along.

"You'reamean man, Walter Slovotsky," Ahira said, bouncing along on the back of hisanimal. He
wasthe only dwarf toride a full-sized hor se, although he and his gray gelding didn't seem to like
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each other's company particularly well.

Then again, that was Ahira: He always seemed to pick a gray gelding that he didn't get along
particularly well with. His swearing at his hor se seemed almost as much a part of thedwarf asthe
clanking of the patched chainmail vest and the huge, double-bladed battleaxe strapped to his
saddle.

Nothing ever remains quite the same; there had been atime when Ahira carried a smaller axe,
strapping it across hisabsurdly broad chest. He had traded that axein on a bigger one, onethat
was almost the size he was.

"Hey, Walter, doesn't that look like—" The dwarf's homely face creased in puzzlement, then
brokeinto abroad smile. " It is! Wheeee!"

"Huh?"
" At the customs house—it isl" Swearing, the dwarf kicked hishorseinto a full canter.

The oversized log cabin that stood asthe Home customs station was only a blur near the horizon to
Slovotsky, but Ahira must have seen something. Clearly, it wasn't anything to worry about, or
Ahirawould have sounded some sort of alarm, but...

Slovotsky stood in the saddle and called out to the dwarf who was driving the flatbed wagon.

"Hey, Geveren," hesaid, putting the accent firmly on thefirst syllable of the dwarf'sname, " I'm
going to go catch up with Ahira. Takealittle time, if you need to—"

"Just asmall amount," Geveren said, a gap-toothed smile peeking through hisbeard. " Only a
short while."

Slovotsky's short jokesdidn't bother the dwar ves; to them, they were theright height, and humans
wer e stretched vertically, although not as badly as elves.

"—Dbut you bring therest in,” Slovotsky finished. Then, remembering that none of these dwarves
had ever been to Home befor e, he added, " And be prepared to put up with a thorough inspection
at customs without taking offense—I don't want to hear about your giving the inspectors any
trouble."

The dwarf smiled, nodded, and waved; Slovotsky spurred hishorse after Ahira.

By thetime Slovotsky's mar e had gotten herself worked up to a full gallop, they were almost at the
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customs house. Ahira seemed to be wrestling with some human, while another, holding a flintlock
carbine at the ready, looked on.

One hand on a pistol, Slovotsky brought the hor se to a quick halt and vaulted out of the saddle,
only to seethat Ahira was hugging a full-sized human, a boy perhapsfifteen or so; tall and a bit
gangly, he awkwardly patted the dwar f's back—

" Son of a bitch—Jason Cullinanel" Slovotsky dropped his hand away from the pistol's butt,
noticing how the guard relaxed only microscopically, only lowering the hammer of hiscarbine
when a strangely familiar metal rattling issued from theinterior of the customs house.

A grizzled face leaned out and nodded. " Greetings, Walter Slovotsky and Ahira. You are welcome
Home."

" Betcher ass," Slovotsky said, then switched back to Erendra. " That is, | thank you. It'sgood to be
back."

The dwarf released the boy and turned to Walter. " Can you believe how much he'sgrown? Last
time we saw him, hewastiny."

Slovotsky nodded. " Damn, but hewasn't much taller than this," hesaid, winking at Jason as he
held hishand half a foot above Ahira's head.

"You'll pay for that, Slovotsky," the dwarf said, with patently false menace.

Jason walked over to Walter and held out a hand. " Hello, Uncle Walter," he said, perhaps a bit
stiffly. The grip wasfirm, but it was clear that the boy wastrying too hard. No problem—he was
just growing faster up than outside, and probably faster outside than inside. It looked like he might
easily end up astall ashisfather; right now, his eyes were almost on Slovotsky's level.

Slovotsky shook hishead. " A handshakeisjust not going to makeit, kiddo." He seized Jason in a
bear hug, signing to himself when the boy'sreturning grip was only perfunctory.

" Damn, but it's good to see you, boy. How's everyone?"' he asked as helet Jason go.

Jason smiled. " Just fine, as of a couple of tendays ago." He pursed hislipsfor amoment. " I'm sure
that Mom and Dad would have wanted me to—"

" Sure, sure, and pass our best wishes along, when you see them. Which'll be when?"

Jason shrugged. " Another couple tendays. Ellegon's supposed to pick up some supplies herefor
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Daven'steam, and pick up Valeran—"

Slovotsky smiled. " Vat'shere? | haven't seen him since we gave your father the crown." A good
man to have around in afight. Or just to drink with.

Jason frowned. " Dad has him baby-sitting me,” he said, making it evident that he didn't think he
needed any watching. He brightened. " And teaching me swor dsmanship, too. In any case, Ellegon’s
supposed to pick him and Bren and—"

"Bren Adahan? The Holtish baron?"

Jason whistled inirritation at being interrupted again. " Yes, him. Dad has him here, partly to be
taught by Lou Riccetti, but mainly to keep an eye on me, like Valeran does." Theboy tried to
shrug away the notion that he needed watching over. " | don't haveto put up with it for much
longer. Then Ellegon will pick up Valeran and me on hisway out; we're going to be histenders
while he makes a sweep to Ehvenor and then back Home. Now, what are you two doing here?"

Walter tried to smiledisarmingly. " Whatsamatter, boyo, aren't you glad to see us?" he asked,
trying to change the subject. Jason'swas a hard question to answer honestly, and Walter had no
intention of doing so.

Anything involving Walter and Ahira's plansto skulk around Pandathaway had to be handled on
a need-to-know basis.

Jason didn't.

Walter had nointention of telling Jason that he and Ahira were going to pick up sometrade goods
to take to Pandathaway to sell whilethey weretryingto dig up word of either what Ahrmin wasup
to or what Ahrmin thought Karl wasup to; if arumor of intended spying reached Pandathaway,
the spiesin question might be easily detected.

Which would be hard on the spies.

So Walter Slovotsky broadened his smile and spread his hands. " Just doing a little business, and
checkingup on Lou. | take it—"

Hewas interrupted by the samerattling from the customs house. He furrowed his brow, finally
noticing the wires strung on polesthat led from the building and down the hill and into the valley.
" Son of a—"

"Telegraph.” Ahirasmiled. "He'sgot atelegraph.” Helooked over toward Slovotsky. " How's your
M or se?"
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Slovotsky shook hishead. " | just barely was ableto learn enough to pound my clumsy way to a
beginner'slicense, and that's more than twenty yearsago. You?"

" Not even that close.” Ahiralifted hisright hand, making it shake. " Remember? | couldn't makea
dit different from a dah, much less get up to twenty words per minute."

" And a telegraph means electricity—coal, you think? Lou used to say that he thought therewasa
seam of coal up in the hills."

" Could be, could be." Ahiranodded, "I think we'd better have wordswith the Engineer; he's been
keeping secrets.”

Jason cocked hishead to one side. " Excuse me?"

" Secrets, secrets,” Ahirasaid. " | thought Lou was going to tell usabout any major advances, and
thistelegraph is—"

“No, not that. You said that you couldn't learn Morse. It doesn't seem hard."

Ahira'sface darkened; Walter stepped in. " You know how your Uncle Ahira used to be a human,
on the Other Side?"

"Yes, yes," Jason said, tapping hisfoot impatiently.

"Waeéll, asa human he had a dysfunction. It's called muscular dystrophy—nhis musclesdidn't work
right."

"Oh," theboy said, clearly indifferent.

Theidea of a permanent disease wasn't something he could identify with, Walter realized; any
member of the upper class could afford the services of a good healer, and even a clumsy Spider sect
cleric could help someone compensate for disobedient muscle and nerve better than could possibly
be done by the most competent physician on the other side.

Someinjuries, granted, were permanent, or closetoit; Tennetty's eyes, the missing fingerson
Karl'sleft hand, scarsfrom wherethe body had healed itself imperfectly without benefit of healing
draughts.

But muscles not working right? It was foreign to the boy'slimited experience. L ucky kid.
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Slovotsky walked over to the shack and leaned in. " Please tell the Engineer that Walter Slovotsky
and Ahira are here, bringing aload of dwarven blades, raw silver, and fourteen hefty appetites.”

The man inside began beating a rapid tattoo on the telegraph key.

Slovotsky threw hisarm around Jason's shoulder. " So tell me, what's this bullshit | hear about
your dad going after the sword?"

"1 haven't heard anything about it," Jason said, hisface reflecting what appeared to be only honest
puzzlement. " And I'd like to. Now."

You're taking on something of your father's imperiousness, Jason me boyo, and | don't like that
much. Before you get to sing the blues, you gotta pay the dues.

"Makeit abit later, okay?" hesaid, trying to put just a trace of sternnessin hisvoice. " We've had
alongtrip."

Jason visibly considered it for a moment, then nodded. " Agreed, Uncle Walter."

Slovotsky smiled. " Now, get on your horse. | want the ten-cent tour of Home—by way of the
bathhouse, and with special attention to the brewery. Seemsthere's been some changes of late.”

"Brewery?" Ahirasmiled. " Good idea. Whileyou do that, I'm going to head for Lou—ishein the
cave?" heasked, raising hisvoice and turning to the guard in the customs house.

"Yes, Ahira; I'll alert him that you're coming."

" That won't be—"

" Easyway, warfday,” Slovotsky said. " Ememberay ouyay aren'tway ayormay," he added in pig
latin, knowing that it took most of a lifetime of English speaking to be ableto follow deliberate

fracturing of the language.

Jason smiled and nodded his agreement, but the guard was puzzled. Which wasjust the way
Slovotsky wanted it; no need to embarrass hisfriend in front of strangers.

"Right,” thedwarf said. " And please ask him to tap a keg; | haven't had Homemade beer for far
too long."

Taking another pull at histhird tankard of beer, Ahira nodded in approval, both at the
brew—either hismemory and taste budswere going, or it wasa lot better than it had been back
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when Ahira was mayor—and at the noisy machine Riccetti was patting the side of.

The beer was awfully good, he decided. Not quite up to the level of Genesee Cream, but at least as
good as St. Pauli Girl.

The machinewasimpressive, too. " An honest-to-God boiler and generator—L ou, you did good,”
Ahirasaid, shouting over the clangor of the machinery. The machine was hot and noisy, and Ahira
really didn't under stand the need for the odd-looking piston arrangement that had the huge
generator humming, but it clearly worked.

Riccetti smiled briefly. " Thank you," he shouted back. " It ssemsto do thejob."

Ahiralooked the human over carefully asthey stood near the warren holding boiler and generator,
the heat from the machine beating against them like a wave, despite the cr oss-dr aft ventilation.

Theyearshadn't been kind to L ou Riccetti; hisunhealthy-looking skinniness had only gotten

wor se, and his head was now completely bald. His face and hands wer e splotched and scarred, and
he walked with absolutely no spring in hisstep. The marriage to an ex-slave that Karl and Chak
had arranged had been a profound failure; Danni had left with atrader several years ago.

But there was an unself-conscious for cefulnessin his manner, something that Ahira never even
seen traces of in the old days.

"The phrase, Ahira,"” Riccetti shouted, "is'happy asa pigin shit." Which | am. Hang on a
moment; | haveto do a bit of business.”

Heraised a hand and beckoned to the nearest of the engineers, a chunky man in his mid-twenties,
who trotted over and bent his head near Riccetti's mouth.

" Bast, you remember Ahira?"

"Sure" Thetall, broad-shouldered engineer stuck out a calloused hand; thegrip wasfirm, for a
human. " Good to seeyou again."

"Have him buy you adrink later, we've got a lot of work for now," Riccetti said, dismissing the
formalities. " Now, send theword out that the telegraph is going down for the night, and then hook
up the DC generator around dark—and have Daherrin post extra guards, all armed with signal
rockets."

"Trouble?" Bast asked, clearly perfunctorily.
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“No, but I'm getting skittish in my old age."
" Good." Bast nodded. " We going to run the hydroxy rig?"

" Right; | want a long run—all through the night and into tomorrow. So break down the
compressor, clean it, then put it back together—and cofferdam around the bottles; I don't want
anything elseto break if they go thistime."

"They shouldn't. | think the new valveswill hold."
"We'll see”
"That wewill." Bast nodded and walked off.

Riccetti beckoned to Ahira, and the two of them exited into another warren, the clatter of the
generator fading in the distance.

"| takeit you're suitably impressed?’ At Ahira'snod, Riccetti went on: " A year or so ago, Karl|
asked me for some plansfor atelegraph—he wantsto set one up over there—and that led to all of
this. I think we can give him a nice price on the whole package, now that we found that new seam
of hematite."

Thewarrenswere abustle of activity; sights, sounds, and smells.

Riccetti guided him down alefthand turn and into the residence section of the warrens, and past a
guard into the Engineer's quarters. Theroom hadn't changed much, although Riccetti's sleeping
areawas now areal bed instead of a ssmple pallet.

Over in the corner, thetelegraph rattled constantly.

Riccetti seemed to giveit only a small portion of hisattention; the newswas probably not terribly
important, Ahira decided, but he approved of the idea of keeping something going down thelines
at all times. The merefact of information traveling up and down the line was reassuring.

But there was something that the young engineer had said....
"Hydroxy?" Ahira asked.

" Right—just elementary electrolysis. Pour a direct current through atub of water, collect up the
bubbleswith a nice blown-glassrig, and then run the gasses through a compr essor—"
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" Electric motor ?"

" Next year; right now, it'sliterally hor sepowered. In any case, we squeeze the glassinto brass
bottles, and we've got bottled gasses."”

"1 could have guessed that."
"Eh?"
"1f you put somegasin a bottle, it's bottled gas.”

" All sortsof usesfor that," Riccetti said. " You can get avery hot welding flame with hydrogen
alone."

"1 know:; nice." Ahiranodded.

"Wait until next year—if we've got the valve problem solved. We may have electric lights—Aeia,
of all people, pointed out how she could give night classesto farmersif we had decent lighting."

Aeda... Ahira smiled.

Thefirst time he'd seen Aeia, she'd been a badly brutalized little girl who had been rescued by
Karl, Walter, and Chak from a daver; she was skinny, knobby-kneed, and homely.

Thelast time he'd seen her, shewaslovely, almost ready to burst into her prime asawoman. He
was willing to bet heavily that by now shewasatreat for the eyes.

"How's she doing?"

" Good, but... | don't think we're going to have her around much longer." Riccetti shook his head.
"1t may not belong at all. Don't you believe that Bren Adahan isherejust to help Valeran keep an
eye on Jason. Or learn from me, despite hissincere smile. He's chasing her, and hard."

"You disapprove?"

"Not really." Riccetti sat silent for a moment before answering. " | just wonder about ulterior
motives. Including my own; she'sa hell of a school-teacher."

" Good point." Being married to the emperor's daughter—even an adopted daughter—was hardly
a bad political move for a conquered Holtish baron. Of course, marriage to Adahan would mean
that Aela would haveto leave Home, and maybe L ou was just suspicious because he wasn't all that
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thrilled with that idea.
Ahirawould havetotalk to her. " And how arethings political ?"

"No problem." Riccetti shrugged. " I've been having Petr os handle most of the local politics for
me—and asfar asKhoral goes, all | haveto do isdelay wootz shipments whenever he makes
annexation noises. Only trouble's been with theraiders.”

Ahiradidn't likethe sound of that. " Bad?"

Riccetti shrugged. " More of too much of a good thing. With the way that we've cut into the guild in
thevicinity, it'shard to find caravans—some of theraidersare giving up on thelife, taking up
farming or mining." He shook hishead. " Othersdrink too much. We had a murder earlier this
year. Couple of Daven's men tried to extort some money out of a farmer, and killed him when he
said no."

That sounded stupid; at Ahira's puzzled look, Riccetti shook hishead. " No, | don't think they
intended to; they werejust trying to rough him up." He shrugged. " Didn't make much difference
when they were dancing on the end of arope.” Riccetti took along pull at hisbeer. " | can still see
their faces, Ahira, still..." He slapped himself on the knee. " But we've got to—"

He cut himself off astherattling of the telegraph took up a moreinsistent clamor. " That'smy call;
hang on a second.” Hewalked over and tapped out a quick tattoo on the brasstelegraph key.

At the clattering response, hisface whitened. " Shit. Did you hear that?"
"1 don't know Morse, Lou."

"Oh. Sorry." Riccetti shook hishead. " We've got a messenger from Khoral. There's been a dlaver
raid in Therranj... numbersto follow—I think that's Artyn, rushing the elf along—three days ago.
Major raid... they hit a baronial capitol hard, took treasure and slaves—elves and humans.
Khoral'ssoliciting our help. We can keep the treasure; he just wantstheraiders punished and the
elvesfreed."

Riccetti nodded to himself. " The old elf islearning. He can afford to lose a few pounds of gold to us
morethan to let them get away with araid."

Ahirabounced nervoudly in hischair. " And what does he use for soldiers? M ar shmallows?"

Riccetti shook hishead. " Most of histroops are on the Melhrood border, not dispersed along the
west. Heisanticipating trouble with M elhrood; he wasn't looking for an attack from the
west—we've got a peacetreaty with Therranj. You started the negotiationsfor it, remember ?"
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"Yeah, atreaty. Not a mutual assistance pact. Mmm... still, it isslaversand all...."

" Exactly." Riccetti looked at Ahira. " Theonly difficulty is, what with alot of Daherrin's people up
in the mines, we're deficient in manpower ."

Ahirasnorted. Riccetti was sounding more and more likeabureaucrat. " You mean you don't have
enough warriors handy."

Riccetti glared at him. " It'll take at least a couple of daysto bring them out and get them all
organized; we'll haveto send runners, since we haven't strung the telegraph wirethat far."

Ahirawalked over to a sideboard and uncorked a bottle of Riccetti's Bedt, tilting it back for along
swallow. Thefiery liquor burned itsway down histhroat. " Okay. What can you do?"

"Maybel could spareahundred warriors, but alot of them would be fairly inexperienced.”
"Unblooded. That's not good."

Riccetti jerked histhumb toward thetelegraph. " | don't know the size of theraiding party, but it's
not going to be any smaller than a hundred. | just hopeitisn't alot larger."

He paused expectantly.

Deep inside, the thought of violence still frightened Ahira as much asit alwaysdid, savefor the
timeswhen hisrare berserker rages washed such feelingsaway in ared flood.

But hejust shrugged. " You could use an additional dozen or so? Thirteen blooded dwar ves, plus
Walter." If therewasa better recon man than Walter Slovotsky, Ahira had never even heard
legends of him.

Riccetti looked at him for along moment. " | think so." Hetapped arapid message on the key, then
turned back to Ahira. " 1'm ordering hor ses, weapons, and suppliesfor a party of a hundred and
twenty—nhalf of the scoutsareto be diverted to finding theraiding party. And a war council.
Petros, Bast, Daherrin, Daherrin's second, you, me, Slovotsky. Hmm... I'll add Valeran, Bren,
Jason, Aeila—"

"Why Jason? Why Aela, for that matter ?"

" She'sgot as good a head on her shouldersasanyonel know. And heisKarl'sheir; he'sgot to find
out how to do thingslikethis."
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"Then it'son?"

Riccetti shook hishead and momentarily chewed on hislower lip. " All that's on isa war council.”
Hetapped on the key again. " For thetime being.”

Walter Slovotsky held his peace through most of the discussion. Everyone was talking about
whether they should send araiding party, and Walter wasn't interested in arguing over closed
cases. It wasclear from the start that L ou was going to dispatch araiding party after the davers,
but was letting everyone burn out his concer ns while the team's equipment was being loaded.

Slovotsky was impressed. Riccetti was getting clever; it wasatrick Lou had probably picked up
from Karl, and one Karl had picked up from Walter.

The counterraid was a necessity, both political and financial. For one thing, local raiding-team

pickings had been too thin for too long—Daherrin'steam hadn't hit on a good slaver caravan for
better than a year, and many of his men and dwarves had taken up mining or croppingtofill in.
Thethought of a nice dlaver caravan, heavily laden with an elf baron'streasury, wasirresistible.

It would have been niceif they'd had Ellegon to do a skyside recon, but the dragon wasn't due for
several days, at a minimum.

Even that squared nicely with Karl'sdoctrine, which had always been to try to stageraidsjust
beforethe dragon'sarrival—Ellegon'sarrival asthe air cavalry had saved morelivesthan Walter
could count.

Still, some kind of recon was necessary. Walter had a hunch who was going to get to do one, once
the daverswerelocated. That didn't bother him, just asit wouldn't have bother ed Pader ewski to
play a few arpeggios on a piano.

Therewasone thing that did....

" Lou—isthereany chancethat this could be some sort of diversion, some sort of trick? Could the
guild betryingto divert the Home Guard?"

"There'satheoretical possibility of almost everything." Riccetti considered it for a moment, then
shook hishead. " But it doesn't look that way."

Daherrin shook hishead. " Doesn't matter. We got those cannons we been casting for Karl; there's
about seventeen of them—"

" Sixteen," oneof thejunior engineerscorrected. " The new one cracked under test thismorning."
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" Sixteen usable cannons,” Riccetti said, picking up thetrain of thought as Daherrin acknowledged
the correction with a smileand a nod, " ready to set up on theridge. With grapeshot, we could hold
off aterribly largeforce. There'sbeen noword of any army marching on us; | don't think thisisa
decoy."

" Okay, it'snot likely to be a diversion for an attack on Home." Walter shook hishead. " Isit
possiblethat they'retrying to draw out a raiding team? Get usto chase them into an ambush?"

Daherrin shook hishead, a merciless smileon hisface. " You're alwaystoo tricky, Walter
Slovotsky. Sowhat if it is? If they try an' ambush us, we jump them, kill them, free the dlaves, take
the money."

"1 still don't likeit." Walter wasn't crazy about the dwarf's clumsy English, either, but he didn't
mention that. Slurred words and bad grammar wouldn't get him killed. A trap very well could.

"1 think we should go." Valeran toyed with a wine goblet. " Assume—"

"Excuse me, Valeran," Ahirasaid, " but | don*t know why you think that you're going along. As|
understand it, your job isto keep Jason intact, not go chasing after davers."

Valeran looked at him coldly. " I think that is properly between me and my emperor. Or between
me and theraiding-team leader."

" Easeup," Daherrin said, waving the matter away. " The boy'll be safe here; Valeran'sin on the
party if hewantsit. You was saying, Val?"

"Valeran," the soldier corrected. " Suppose the slaver caravan is heading for arendezvouswith a
much larger force—what are they going to do, hope that we arrive to attack them at the sametime
their reinforcementsarrive? Prevent usfrom properly scouting ahead? M ake us blindfold

our selves during the fight?"

Bren Adahan chuckled at that last. Sitting next to Aeia, Adahan had kept silent, hisattention only
occasionally distracted by Aeia. Which impressed Slovotsky; the man had good concentration.

Asfor me, little one, if you weren't Karl's adopted daughter, there'd be a bedtime story |'d be dying to
tell you.

Therewas a certain exoticnessto her barely danted eyes, high cheekbones, and creamy smooth
complexion, and while Walter Slovotsky loved hiswife—Kirah was a swell girl—he'd never made
morethan a pretense of faithfulness; that just wasn't the way he was built. Her preferencefor tight
clothing, both her shortsand gray knitted pullover, emphasized the changeshe'd seen in her.
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Still... no, best to skipit.

Bedding Karl'sfuture wife had once come a heartbeat away from getting Walter killed; he wasn't
interested in finding out if trying the sametrick with hisadopted daughter would do the same.

And maybe during a war council isn't the best time and place to figure out where and how and with
whom |'m sleeping.

Then again, therewas no time like the present to open negotiations, even if hewasn't sureif he
wanted to bring them to the obvious conclusion.

Hereached over and patted her barekneein what could have been an avuncular way. " What do
you think, little one?"

She covered his hand with her smaller one, a grin creeping across her face as Bren Adahan's easy
smileturned intoaglare. " | think, Walter, that all of you are going to go anyway, so the best thing
todoisto figure out how to doit, rather than wasting time on whether."

"Right." Impressive girl. Not only did she have remarkable legs and what appeared to be a set of
nicely firm breasts—but brains, too? Evidence of any skills of discretion would make Walter's
decision easy. Of cour se, even then, she could ruin things by saying no. That happened to Walter,
about onetimein ten. Hisrare excursions away from Endell were usually successful in all respects.

" And a good point." Riccetti nodded and rose, speakingin rapid English. " Then I'm going to turn
in; 1've got along night scheduled, and | don't see any reason to change things—except to get the
cannons emplaced and manned, just in case. Aeia, Petros, Jason—you all have enough to do
tomorrow without staying up for a planning session. Go to bed—you can say your farewellsin the
morning."

Wordlessly, Aeia smiled a general good night, rose, and |eft.
" Petros, you'll guest with me at the New House; Jason will fix up another room for you—it'sfar
too cloudy tonight for you to ride homein the dark. Daherrin, you're planning on leading this

your self?"

Thedwarf nodded, smiling broadly. " You betcha,” heanswered in English. " It'smy kinda party,
boss."

" Then leave me somebody good to act as chief master-at-armswhile you're gone, and be sure
we've posted extra guards. And watch yourself,” he said, addressing them all. His brow furrowed,
he turned to Jason, who was sitting quietly, listening intently. " Jason, | told you it was—"
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"No." Theboy bit hislip. Walter looked closely at the boy.

Uh-oh. Walter Slovotsky had seen that particular grim expression before, although not on Jason's
face.

It wasthelook of someone about to do something that scared him shitless. Walter Slovotsky would
have seen the expression more often if he ever carried a mirror into combat.

Hewasn't surprised when Jason shook his head and raised hisvoice, each word echoing with the
loud slap of a quiet step through a minefield.

"1'm going along," the boy said.

CHAPTER FIVE:

Judgment Day

It [is] more beneficial that many guilty persons should escape unpunished than one innocent person
should suffer... because it is of more importance... that innocence should be protected than it is that
guilt should be punished, for guilt and crimes are so frequent in the world that all of them cannot be
punished, and many times they happen in such a manner that it is not of much consequenceto the
public whether they are punished or not. But when innocence itself is brought to the bar and
condemned... the subject will exclaim, " it isimmaterial to me whether | behave well or ill, for virtue
itself isno security." And if such a sentiment asthis should take place in the mind of the subject there
would be an end to all security whatsoever.

—John Adams
*Good morning, your imperious majesticness,* sounded in hishead. *It*stimeto get up.*

Go away, Karl Cullinane thought, pulling the vaguely musty blankets over hishead, as he
summoned up a mental image of himself holding Ellegon's saurian head under the water until the
dragon gurgled. Goddam, goddam wor ld, wher e the best blankets you could get smelled like hor ses
had been using them.

Asthey often had, cometo think of it.

*First of all, you couldn't do it, because | wouldn't let you. Second of all, you wouldn't doit,
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because you love me, and third of all—*

"Third of all, that'simperial majesty, not imperious majesticness.”

Out in the courtyard, flameroared skyward. *You say it your way, I'll say it mine.*
Go away. Just go away. |'ll get up soon.

*Fine*

So, go—

*Aslong as" soon" means now.*

"Leave mealone." Huddling in hisblankets, Karl Cullinanetried to go back to sleep.

Being Prince of Bieme and Emperor of Holtun-Bieme wasn't, by and large, a whole lot of fun, but
the job was supposed to carry with it some perquisites, and—according to Karl
Cullinane—foremost among them was sleeping in late in the morning. He wasn't going to give that
up. No way.

*| alwaysfind it amazing, the stoicism with which the wealthy and powerful manageto bear their
horrible burdens, and the deep resolve with which they refuse to have those burdens made more
cumbersome.*

Trandation; | should stop bitching and get my lazy ass out of bed.

*You have a keen eye for the obvious.*

Even his morning-tasting mouth had to quirk itself into a smile. | takeit | needed that?
*That was my guess.*

Part of thedragon'sjaob, after all, wasto yell Cut the nonsense! when Karl got out of line, even if
Karl thought that the dragon was the one who was out of linethistime.

But still, dammit, it was only fair.
After all, asrulerswent, Karl Cullinane didn't demand all that much.

On the Other Side, the lowliest of French nobility had thought nothing of ordering their subjects

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...9%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (54 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:24 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

flogged or killed for trifling offenses; of obliging peasantsto stay up during spring nights, beating
the surfaces of pondswith sticks and branches, frightening frogsto silence and ther eby preventing
the mating cries of frogs from interfering with Monsieur le Baron's sleep; or of taking advantage of
the droit de seigneur or lettres de cachet, phrasesthat Karl didn't even translate mentally into
English, not wishing to soil the language.

Hmm... cometo think of it, the phrase " French nobility" wasa contradiction in terms, asfar as
Karl was concerned. Not that the French were alone. Lese majesté, no matter what it was called,
was punishable by death in most countries.

Unlike Chinese and Japanese emper or s—and many lords and princeson This Side, for that
matter—Kar| collected only thisyear'staxesthisyear, leaving next year'sfor next year.

Karl Cullinane didn't keep peasants up at night, and he didn't punish anyone outside the nobility
for running off at the mouth. He neither seduced nor raped peasant girls; hedidn't practice his
skillswith alance by skewering boys.

Hejust wanted to sleep in.
That wasn't much to ask.

*Well, lifeisn't fair, and you're going to have to get up. And that'sthe name of that tune* the
dragon added. *Andrea and her escort have left to kill somerot in Bieme's Village; 1've got to leave
on a supply run; and you've got to finish your new letter to Lou and maybe the oneto Walter and
the dwarf beforel leave.

*And remember, Thomen hasthat poacher to sentence this morning, and you really ought to
supervise the sentencing—and then you haveto hold court.*

I'll cancdl it.

*Sorry. You've got to see the ambassador from Khar. And I've got to grab some sky.*
Goddam Khar. To hell with Nyphien. Fuck Pandathaway and—

*And get up.*

Right.

He swung hisfeet to the floor and rubbed his eyesfor a moment before forcing himself to hisfeet
and, naked, padding over to the mottled-glass window.
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Down below, in theinner courtyard, several portersand soldierswere strapping Ellegon's cargo to
his scaly back: various leather sacks, containing food, powder, shot, and comfort rationsfor
Frandred'sraiding team, which was prowling about the coastal areas, trying to grab a slaver
caravan.

*You'd better hurry up; I'm lessthan an hour from leaving. You go use the bathroom; I'll order
up writing materials and breakfast.*

He nodded; taking a silk robe from his nightstand and belting it around him, he walked down the
hall to the gar derobe.

When hereturned to the bedroom suite, his pen, ink bottle, and lap desk were already in the
window seat; he sat down and put hisfeet up.

He set hislap desk on hislap; it was a wedge-shaped box of wood, the lid hinged; inside wer e paper
and other writing materials. He swung thelid open, pulled out the six or so pages he'd already
written, and quickly scanned them.

He also had some Dragon Express messages for Home, including Master Ranella's notes on her
latest innovation: an improved wash for guncotton, which seemed to bring the spontaneous-
detonation problem under control.

And a couple of long lettersfor Jason. | missyou terribly, he thought. Maybe he should have kept
the boy around.

No; Andy wasright. Jason would get a better education at Home: Valeran teaching him the
soldierly arts, Aeia working on language skills, Riccetti and the rest of the engineer steaching him
what they knew—and without Jason having to labor under the burden of the security

consider ations that applied in Biemestren, where he couldn't take a step out of the castle without
an armed guard.

Perhaps moreimportant, it was best for Jason to spend as much time as possible being treated
mer ely as someone important, rather than asthe heir apparent to the silver crown of the Prince of
Bieme, the Emperor of Holtun-Bieme.

Kari shook hishead and forced himself to get back to work, asthough it was something he didn't
relish. Therewerejust a couple of notesto be madeto clarify Karl'srough sketchesfor his

railr oad—which might be the most important thing he ever did. A railroad was a catalyst for
trade, almost literally.

Heidly whistled a few barsfrom Gordon Lightfoot's"” Steel Rail Blues." If he could tie Holtun and
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Bieme together with arailroad, and then expand the lineinto Nyphien and on to Khar and
eventually Kiar, it would be a damn fine bit of work. In effect, Holtun-Bieme would conquer two or
three other countriesin hislifetime, without hurting anyone, without firing a shot, enriching both
sides.

Not a bad way towin awar: never declareit, never fight it, never make anyoneloseit. Cheaper
transportation was a form of wealth; wealth would lead to better livesfor the peasant class—better
pricesfor grains, shorter hours, meat on the table every day instead of twice a tenday.

*A chicken in every pot, en?* He could hear Ellegon's mental smile. Despite everything, despitethe
fact that humans had chained him in a cesspit for three centuries, Ellegon had learned to like
humans.

*Some of them.*
Therewasarap on the knocking board.
“C'mon in," hecalled, without looking up.

It was Tennetty, carrying his breakfast tray awkwardly; she was much more comfortable with a
sword at her waist than with a breakfast tray.

She set it down less gently than he'd have preferred.
" Easy on the crockery, en?"
“1f | break it, | pay for it. Okay?"

Theyearshadn't treated her badly, but they hadn't left her alone, either. Her stringy hair had
gone mostly gray, and her remaining eye had laugh wrinkles around it, but she still carried her self
comfortably, easily, as she seated her self across the window seat from him, pouring herself a cup of
herb teafirst, and then handing him one. Not a bad trade: From the neck up, she looked older than
her forty or so years; from the neck down, shewas still strong and wiry.

" Since when areyou sitting in for the upstairs maid?" he asked, reaching out an eating prong to
spear a mouthful of ham. It was a bit too heavy on the salt, but nicely smoky; he washed it down
with a swallow of tea, regretting it instantly when herealized how hot the damn tea was.

Not bothering to mask her amusement, she handed him an earthenwar e mug of water as she
shrugged. " When the dragon called, | was down in the kitchen, hearing from U'len what an
ungr ateful wretch you are, how you don't finish what you start. And since we've got some
business..."
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Heraised an eyebrow. "We do?"

"Yeah." Shenodded. " | want to go with Ellegon again; be attendant thistrip. Maybe spend some
timein Home with the boy, teach him theright way to use a sword."

“1'd really like you around for the council meeting. Keep an eye on my back, en?"

She shook her head. " | don't think so. With all the musclebound swordsmen you have cluttering
this place, the only danger isthat you might get glared at too hard."

Hedidn't like this. Having Tennetty watching his back was something he was used to; he'd miss
her. Then again, if Tennetty was added to the group, Karl would have even lessreason to worry
about Jason. If Ellegon, Tennetty, Bren Adahan, and Valeran couldn't watch the boy, then things
wer e in wor se shape than Karl knew how to deal with.

What really bothered him wasthe usual: It wasthe difference between Tennetty and sane people;
sheliked violence, particularly when slaver swer e on the other end of the blade or gun.

Hepursed hislips. " Getting twitchy again?" Tennetty didn't taketo peace well; thiswasn't the
first time she'd made such arequest.

"Yeah."

Or thefirst timehe'd granted it. " Have a nicetime, and say hello to everyone for me, okay? But
easy on theload on theway back; | don't want to overtax the dragon."

"Thanks, boss." She smiled. " What would you think of coming along?"

He shook hishead. " Sorry—too much to do. Besides, I'm slowing down. | don't want to be around
when you go looking for trouble.” He gave her his|'m-damn-seriouslook. " And I'd better not hear
about your getting the boy into any danger; he'stoo young."

"That heis. But it'stoo bad," she said, picking up and corking hisink bottle, then setting it down
gently on the windowsill.

"What are you doing?"
She shrugged. " Well, you said you wer e slowing down—"

In one smooth movement, she drew her beltknife with her right hand and lunged for him, the knife
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held properly, the point moving to cut him economically from just above the crotch to the sternum,
one slash gutting him like a trout.

Reflexestook over; with hisleft foot, he kicked her hand away, then batted his pen and lap desk
aside, while he used hisright leg to kick himself out of the window seat, rolling away once, then
bouncing to hisfeet.

Shewas still coming at him; he scooped up athrow rug and tossed it in her direction to slow her
down enough for him to retrieve his sword from the swordstand.

Hetossed the scabbard aside; Tennetty had already drawn her own sword, and moved to an en
garde position, standing easily.

Slowly, shelowered the point of her sword and resheathed her dagger. " Slowing down, eh?"
He sighed as he lowered his own sword. " | wish you wouldn't do that. | really do."
"1 wish you wouldn't give me any nonsense about slowing down. Had to show you better."

Heknew better; she'd doneit for her benefit, not for his. " Sorry, Ten, but | can't go. I'vegot to
hold court, and then I'm going to ride back to Arondael and supervise the maneuvers." It wasone
thing to hold Arondael responsible for any violence; it was another thingto let that pot boil
unattended.

She shook her head. " Night before last wasthe most fun I've had in what feelslike years. Peaceis
too wearing on us bloodthir sty types. Including you," she said.

Shejust didn't get it. Thefact wasthat Karl Cullinanereally didn't like violence. He committed it,
when necessary; hetried to be damn good at it; but he had no compunctions about avoiding it
when possible.

Herubbed thefingers of hisright hand over the stumps of the outer fingersof hisleft. Violence
had costs; Karl Cullinane had been lucky to lose only three fingers. Tennetty had once lost an eye;
Chak, Rahff, Aveneer, and all the others had died. Some quickly, some slowly—but they all were
dead, dead, dead.

Mortality pressed down on Karl Cullinanelike a corpor eal weight. Again, herubbed his stumps. If
he'd been just a few inchesto theleft, out of the blast shadow, it might have been his head.

All he'd lost wasfingers...
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"Look at it thisway—nobody can count better in base seven than you.*

Thanks, Ellegon. " Some other time, okay? And you'd better leave me alone; | want to finish this
letter in time."

She nodded; wordless, she sheathed her sword, turned, and left.

He gathered together the scattered writing materials, uncorked the ink bottle, dipped his pen, and
got back to writing.

—asfar asthe survey goes, Lou, | only seethree possibilities. Either:
1) you're going to haveto train a surveyor for me, or

2) we're going to haveto do it sloppy-and-dirty, or,

3) you're going to haveto give up, come here, and do it your self.
You seeafourth?

Personally, I'd rather haveit beyou, but Ranella—excuse me; Master Ranella; sheinsistson
it—would prefer that you train someone for her. That way, she'll have someone to teach her some
of the advanced tricks of surveying; she can already manage a beam level.

Advice: Sinceyou say that Petros—and tell the kid to keep his hands off my seed!—is capable of
handling an election in your absence, come on along. Seemsto methat a bit of air travel would be
good for you.

But take your pick. And, if you do decideto go, don't publicize it ahead of time. You are not to
leave Home announced; that'd just be asking for trouble.

Meanwhile, the new Furnael puddling operation ishumming along, and I'm looking forward to
finishing the Bessemer plant next year. Schedule still obtains: | want fast troop trainsableto run
from border to border within five years; full commercial use within ten—

—and that had better beit. |I've got to polish off my letter to Slovotsky and the dwarf, and then go
play emperor.

| guess| deserveit; | didn't haveto decideto have all capital crimestried in the capitol.

Asalways, old friend, you have
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All my best,
Karl Cullinane

Even in theold days, before Karl had taken over from the late, rarely lamented Prince Pirondael,
trialsin Bieme had been held in the courtroom, in, quite literally, the room wher e the prince held
court.

Not that trials had happened often: court trials were exclusively for dispensation of high justice,
for member s of the nobility formally accused of crimes. The low justice was managed by the
nobility, and that justice—such asit was—generally consisted of said noble ordering his armsmen
to mete out a punishment, anything from a mild whipping to a dramatically painful execution, as
an encour agement to others.

Karl shrugged as he walked into the courthouse, two of the four door guardstaking up positionson
either side of him as hewalked down the corridor.

Things change, but they don't change enough. He'd been able to reduce the amounts and kinds of
crimes, and torequirethat any trial for a capital offense take place at Biemestren, in the emperor's
courtroom, but there wererestrictions on how fast he could make changes.

He needed the cooper ation of the Holtish barons, and that was a fact. The" Little Pittsburgh" steel
plant in barony Furnael was only generating pigiron, and was a long way from paying for itself; it
had been built with tax money, collected by those selfsame bar ons.

The Nyphien border had to be guarded by morethan Tyrnael'stroops; that meant a national
army, and both the money and the men had to be provided by the barons.

And who would build therailroad? That would require manpower, and money. Tax money. Steel
would haveto be diverted from the mill—assuming that the Bessemer plant was on line by
then—and a right-of-way would have to be partially seized, partially bought, and completely
cleared.

The peasants, the rock on which any agrarian-based society rested, wouldn't provide the necessary
wealth out of the goodness of their hearts—peasants were no mor e altruistic than anyone else—or
because they loved the emperor. They would have to be compelled, and that meant enlisting the
cooper ation, if not the affections, of the ruling class.

He needed the barons, and that meant he had to be cautiousin what he changed, in what he did.

Not that there were no changes, particularly in Holtun.
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Military gover nment gave him the excuse to make mor e sweeping alterationsin society; and each
Holtish baron knew that to rise up against theimperial governor meant immediate and savage
retribution. Castle Keranahan was only a scattering of stones, and instead of banishing or killing
off that barony's nobility, Karl had insisted that they remain as pensioners, and examples, at other
castlesin Holtun, under even less favorable circumstances than those of the relatives of the late
Prince Pirondael. Of those, Karl had pensioned off someto outlying baronies; others he had simply
banished.

Not so for the nobility of barony Keranahan.

Keranahan had had to be conquered; it had been necessary to make an example of the rebellious
barony, else Holtun might have deteriorated into constant rebellion.

Perhapsit was unpleasant for, say, Lord Hilewan to be spending therest of hislife mucking out
stables, but it was a lesson to the others.

L essons wer e impor tant.

AsKarl Cullinane walked into the noisy courtroom, the bailiff rapped the hilt of his halberd
smartly on the stonefloor, and asif someone had yanked the speaker cord, all three hundred
people in the room—ijurors, defendants, complainants, and obser ver s—fell silent.

Lord Kirling, aminor noble of barony Tyrnael, roseto hisfeet, hisimmediate half-bow perfectly
correct, even if just a shade perfunctory. " Greetings, your highness."

None of the othersrose; Karl had been ableto get away with insisting that commonerswere not to
risein the presence of the emperor; that wasa duty imposed only on the nobility.

" Greetings, Lord Kirling. Greetings, all."

From his seat on the emperor'sthrone, Thomen, Baron Furnael, nodded, his hands folded away in
his black robes; hedid not rise. It wasafine point of etiquette, but onethat the boy—boy, ha;
Thomen was a full twenty year s old—had picked up without it having to be specifically explained
to him: Being ajudge was, by imperial decree, exclusively a commoner's occupation, soif a
member of the nobility wasto sit the judge's bench, he did so under thefiction that hewasa
commoner .

Thomen accepted hisrole eagerly, often slipping a half-voiced article between hisfirst and last
names, sometimesreferring to himself not as Thomen Furnael, but Thomen ip Furnael—Thomen
of Furnael—or sometimes simply as Thomen ahv Restaveth—Thomen the Judge—as though he
wer e a commoner, whose surname usually was, at least in the Middle Lands, a function of his place
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of residence or his occupation.
"Your honor," Karl Cullinane said, " a good mor ning to you."

"Highness," Thomen said, his date-gray eyesimpassive, missing nothing. " Good morning." His
voice took on a ceremonial aspect. " | ask that you replace me here," hesaid, " sothat | may sit and
learn from you, and so that your greater wisdom may enlighten these proceedings.”

Karl Cullinane shook his head, folding hisarms across his chest. " If my wisdom wer e the greater
in these matters, | would be thejudge here, not you."

Astherelatively new custom demanded, Thomen again indicated thethrone minor. " Then | ask
that you join me here, so that | might enlighten you," he said, with just the slightest twinklein his

eyes.

Karl half-bowed. " | thank you for theinvitation. With your permission?"

At theboy'snod, Karl owly walked to the dais, turning and seating himself on the lower throne
before examining the room.

Over inthejury box, thedozen jurors grimy faces wer e expressing puzzlement and a bit of shock;
theimplications of the five-year-old ritual often still had that effect. It was onething to hear that
their ruler customarily humbled himself before even a smulated commoner; it was another to see
it.

Karl was planning for the future. Theruleof a limited monarch was a step up from therule of an
unlimited one. Therule of law, even of good law, was by no means an ideal situation; it was merely
possibly safer than the unfettered rule of individual men, and both safer and more stable than
anarchy.

Anarchy. He muzzled an intolerant chuckle, thinking of how some of his college libertarian
acquaintances would have handled thingsin hisposition. Their nonstate might have lasted longer
than atenday, although not much longer; it certainly would have turned bloody quickly. Then
again, one of the self-centered bastards would have refused the crown in thefirst place, and let a
bloody succession battle—in the midst of a bloodier war—decide the question.

Libertarian idiots figure the only blood of value courses through their own veins.
The sophistries of ssimpletons...

He shook hishead and for ced himself to pay attention to what was going on.
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Thomen quickly dispensed with several local cases. With thejury'sconsent, heordered a

har nessmaker to redo a shoddy job on a horsecollar and fined a wineseller for improper disposal of
trash; dismissed a smith'stheft complaint against his cooper neighbor for lack of evidence,
digressing to suggest that the two collectively keep track of the cooper'sband stock; and finally
sentenced a trembling peasant to time served plus an additional day in the castle's dungeon for
public drunkenness.

Karl approved, although he might not have wanted to punish the peasant for drinking. Then again,
hedidn't particularly approve of drunken revelerscaroling through the town while people were
trying to sleep. Close call.

Then came the sentencing of the poacher.

The quick-eyed little man was brought out in chains, a huge armsman on either side half-carrying
him.

Karl leaned over and whispered, " What are you going to do about him, Thomen? Put the fear of
the godsinto him?"

"No." Theboy visibly suppressed a smile. " I'll put thefear of meinto him. | follow through.” He
turned to the prisoner and raised hisvoice. "Vernim ip Tyrnael,” Thomen said, " you have been
found guilty of poaching deer on the private preserveof Listar, Lord Tyrnael. It hasbeen
determined by ajury of your equalsthat neither you nor your family suffered from excessive need;
it has also been determined to my satisfaction that thiswas not thefirst time you have stolen from
the baron."

Karl remembered hearing Ellegon's version of the case. Vernim wasthe nth in a line of small-plot
farmer swhose holding was outside of Myaryth, a small town in Tyrnael, right on the edges of
Baron Tyrnael's personal preserve.

Tyrnael was areasonable sort. He didn't mind a bit of rabbit hunting or pheasant snaring on his
land—he even encour aged thefirst, to prevent the rabbits from overrunning his preserve. But deer
werein short supply—and no wonder: Tyrnael's constable had literally unearthed evidence that
Vermin'sfamily had long been taking at least ten deer per year out of the preserve.

Nothing terribly surprising about it, but it had to be discouraged. Thetrouble wasthat,
technically, poaching on baronial or princely land had long been punishable by death, and Tyrnael
had—almost certainly deliberately—not asked Karl to waive the death penalty for Vernim.

Not a good situation.

Tyrnael wasa solid ally, and Karl had no intention of slapping the baron in the face. In fact, Karl
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would have been tempted to close hiseyes and let the baron execute Vernim, except that he had
established that baronial courts could mete out the death penalty only for murder.

Tempted... it wasn't right to kill a man for poaching a few deer for his pot.
It just wasn't right. Karl was glad that Thomen had decided to frighten the man.

"...and thefact is, Vernim, that you deserveto end your dayskicking on an impaling spear. But the
emperor hasoutlawed that, and instituted the noose. Which iswhat 1'm tempted to sentence you
to."

Vernim should have been trembling, white-faced. But, defiantly, he threw back his shoulders, the
look of a man past fear on hisface. "May | speak now, your honor?" he asked, hisvoice dripping
with sarcasm.

Shit. Karl looked over at Thomen. Thiswasn't the way it was supposed to go. Thomen had clearly
intended to scar e the peasant with the threat of death, and then to substitute some number of blows
with the whip or tendays in the dungeon—enough to make the point that poaching was not going to
be tolerated.

But—

"You have noright tojudge me. What are you? Some kind of god? No; you'rea man, just like |
am." He started to turn hisback on Thomen, but the guards yanked him back by the chains, a
marionette on a string.

"Gag him," Karl said, forcing himself to keep calm while his mind raced.

Thereit was, the danger of being too damn clever. Thomen had frightened the poacher past fear,
left him feeling that hisfate was alr eady sealed, that he had nothing to lose.

Helplessly, Thomen glanced at Karl, then recovered what was left of his composure. " You have,
Vernimip Tyrnael, eaten your last meat, poached or otherwise. You are sentenced to be thrown
into the meanest cell in the dungeon of Biemestren Castle, thereto be fed only on water until such
time asyou can conveniently betransported in a prisoner'scart to barony Tyrnael, thereto be
hanged by the neck until you are dead, to be buried in the ground, the ground salted.”

He nodded at the bailiff, who rapped the hilt of his halberd again on thefloor.

"Court,"” Thomen said, " isdismissed."”
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Karl nodded. It surely was.

Karl chased the armorer out of the armory and waved Thomen to a seat. " | can't spend much time
on this, Thomen," he said, idly running hisfingersacrossarack of spearsbeforetaking arebuilt
flintlock down from thewall. " There'salot to do today. But what the hell are we going to do about
this?"

Thetroublewasthat Vernim wasright. Thetruth wasthat neither Karl Cullinane nor Thomen
Furnael had any right to even threaten to kill a man for poaching. It waswrong. Maybe it was
necessary, but it waswrong.

On the other hand, aruler had to haveit clearly established that he wastheruler, and to allow a
convicted poacher to challenge hisrulewasjust not tolerable. The magic of leader ship, the mana of
theleader, had to be preserved.

Thomen shrugged, his shoulderstight, barely moving, not asthough he didn't care. Quitethe
opposite; it was as though the car es of the world weighed mor e heavily on his shouldersthan they
had any right to. Hisbrother had had the same shrug.

" Only two possibilities, Karl, and | don't like either one," He chewed on histhumbnail for a
moment. " | can trust Enrol, my bailiff—he's been with the family since before | wasborn. I'll have
him weaken the floor of the prisoner cart, and instruct him to look the other way if Vernim triesto
escape. With a bit of luck, he'll makeit out of Holtun-Bieme, and he'll surely never come back."

Karl shook hishead. That wouldn't do. " And what if, after Vernim breaksout, he picksup a
sword and kills one of the armsmen guarding him? Or what if he gets away, and killsa farmer for
hisfood or money?"

A hunted man was far mor e danger ous than a wounded wolf. Karl had been a hunted man more
than once.

Thomen thought about it for along while. " Maybe Kirling will ask for mercy for him? You can
always give clemency."

" Possible, if unlikely." Karl nodded. " If I'm asked for mercy by Tyrnael or someone representing
him. You can't tell Kirling to ask me, though—"

" No. It would look like you wer e the one who was asking."
“"True. And if I'm not asked?"

Thomen Furnael drew himself up straight. " Then he'll haveto hang. And it'll be my fault, Karl."
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He considered the matter soberly. " | miscalculated, and it will cost Vernim ip Tyrnael hislife. It
isn't fair."

Karl Cullinane nodded. It wasn't fair, at that. But that was the way it was going to be. The way it
had to be. " An expensive lesson, eh, Thomen?"

Thomen Furnael turned away, his shoulders shaking minutely. " Yes. It is. Karl... | never Kkilled a
man before."

It would have been onething to kill in combat. Pumping adrenaline, raging fear, therelief of it's-
him-and-not-me would have made it different... until later, until the long, interrupted nights when
men with faces contorted in final agony stared back at you, clapped their hands to deathwounds
that you had given them, never quite believing that it had finally happened to them.

It was quite another thing to order aman'sdeath.

Ordering someone hanged for murder would have been easier, if not easy; an eyefor an eyewasn't
only an Other Side concept, after all. At nights, when you woke in a cold sweat, you could tell

your self that you had saved lives by ordering the murderer executed.

Karl had killed slaversin hot blood and cold. People who made othersinto property had to be
stopped, and their example had to be fatally discouraged.

But ordering a man hanged for eating a deer? It wasn't right. It might be necessary, but it wasn't
right. " You don't like the feeling much, do you?"

n Nolll

"Sobeit,” Karl Cullinanewhispered. That was how a death sentence wasreally passed: with a
whispered resolve. " He dies. Think about how you can prevent it, next time."

"Karl, | hatethis. I..."

"Good." Karl Cullinanedrew himself up straight. " Keep it that way.*' He clapped hishand to
Thomen's shoulders. " Keep it that way."

CHAPTER SIX:

"A Little Bird Told Me
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Thewise man in the storm prays God, not for safety from danger, but for deliverance from fear. It is
the storm within which endangers him, not the storm without.

—Ralph Waldo Emer son
It didn't look good, Walter Slovotsky decided, but maybeit didn't look too bad, either.
It waslikely going to be goddam bloody.

But not yet. Squatting in their perch in the hastily manufactured blind in an old oak tree along the
trail, Slovotsky patted Jason reassuringly on the arm while they both looked down at the
progression of the slaver caravan below.

The slaver s were moving both themselves and their cargo as quickly as possible, but it wasn't a
rapid gait; the horses had to hold to the pace of the slowest of the neck-chained slaves—humans
and elves of all ages and sexes—although the very youngest and weakest were carried by their
companions.

Not a pretty sight; as he watched, one of the captives, a boy of perhaps eight, maybe nine year s of
age, tripped and fell, only to be dragged along for several feet by his neck chain until the rag-clad
men in front and in back of him could help him regain hisfeet. Ashedid, a horse-borne slaver's
whip snaked out and caught him across the shoulderswith a quiet snap; his scream trailed off into
awhimper, punctuated by another yelp of pain when the saver lashed him again and cursed at
him to keep up. Crimson welts flared on the boy's shoulders.

Walter Slovotsky'sfingernails clawed at the bark of thetree. Most of the time he let himself for get
what thiswas all about. Most of thetime helet thingslike a nine-year-old boy being whipped
become only distant memories.

Hedidn't want reminderslikethis; the dlaver with the whip would pay for that, would pay for
reminding him.

The daver was a big, blond man, with close-cropped hair, looking vaguely Ger manic to Slovotsky's
eyes. Probably from Osgrad. Slovotsky made a mental note to deal with him personally.

Walter nodded grimly to hiscompanion in thetree. Jason, me bucko, it seems that some of your
father rubs off on usall.

But not all of hisfather. Karl Cullinane probably would have dropped into the crowd of slavers
and taken them all on, no matter what the odds, trusting on his extraordinary fighting ability and
hiseven more extraordinary luck to carry him through.
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Slovotsky held back a smile; Karl would probably have been right, at that. He probably would
have chopped all of them into slaver pate, only working up a good sweat.

That was the advantage of leading a charmed life.

Walter Slovotsky, on the other hand, was fully awar e of hisown mortality, and while he had the
utmost faith in hisown luck, hefigured that it was best used asrarely as possible.

Besides, remember Slovotsky's law number nine, revised: Sometimes you can't do anything about
something that sucks—until later.

Still, how to handle thisonewas hard to figure. At least it wasn't a trap, thank God; for once, his
suspicions, if not quite groundless, had been proved wrong. Slaverstryingtodraw Homeraiders
into some sort of ambush wouldn't be driving themselves, their horses, and their chain of daves
thishard.

The dlaver swere on the run with their booty—both people and gold—trying to avoid a fight, not
find one.

Thetrap hypothesis hadn't been likely, granted; slavers mindswouldn't work that way. They
wouldn't assumethat a Therranj raid would draw Home raiders; besides, they hadn't been

oper ating openly in theregion, and wouldn't have the kind of support they'd need to makeit a
trap. The few communities between Therranj and Wehnest were far mor e attached to Home-made
steel than to slaver-supplied slave labor—Iabor which could be liber ated without war ning.

If little ol' meisn't suspiciousof atrap, it ain't a trap. And that's the name of that tune.
He nodded and smiled at Jason. It'slooking good, kid, he thought.

Still, there were probably aspects of the slavers marching order that could constitute a trap for the
unwary.

But unwary isn't something | am. He pulled a piece of jerky out of hispouch and took a silent bite,
offering the stick to Jason, who refused with a too-violent shake of his head.

Theideaisto not move a wholelot, boyo. Still, not a huge danger; humansdidn't tend to look up to
spot danger .

Walter Slovotsky counted sixty-three slavers, with another ten or so probably restingin the
wagons. The few ragged men helping to chivvy along the chain of the saveswereclearly the
equivalent of trusties, and while Walter didn't have a wholelot of respect for that or for them, they
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didn't look like either a problem or a danger; they'd run, not fight.
The davers, on the other hand, looked to be both a problem and a danger.

The horsemen riding point rode with an easy confidence, never turning to check behind them,
manifestly trusting those at therear to keep a lookout behind the group, while an advance party of
five was about an hour and a mile ahead; it seemed that they sent back ridersboth toreport an
all'swell and to switch off with decent regularity.

The classic Karl Cullinane method of taking on a caravan was out. Karl always liked to spook the
savers; aloud attack could get them running into a two-guns squad ambush that would cut the
bastardsto ribbonswith minimum casualtiesto hisraiders.

But the dlick, professional way these folks wer e running their march suggested that the Slavers
Guild had been taking lessonsin military tactics, and the importance of not letting oneself be
stampeded into an ambush was something that they had likely worked out. That wastoo bad;
Daherrin was a student of Karl'sand wouldn't like another method.

Still, the newswasn't all bad, thank God.

Most importantly, there were no gunsin evidence, and no sign of slaver powder. And whilethe
slaverspractically bristled with both crossbows and short Katharhd hornbows, thereweren't any
visible signs of longbowmen. Which was good. For reasonably close but not quite intimate combat,
the longbow was the most danger ous pr oj ectile weapon available—when held by someone who
could useit expertly, which was always the problem.

Hmmm... Walter wasn't surprised that thiswasn't aslarge a group asthey had been told about by
Khoral's emissary; he'd morethan half expected that. Reports of battlestended to grow in the
telling, and theraid on afew Therranji towns had quickly grown.

Being off by a factor of two wasn't much; the last time Walter had heard about the time the
legendary Karl Cullinane had killed Ohlmin and his dlavers, Ohlmin had been the marshal of a
force of athousand davers, and Karl had defeated them all by wielding the sword of Arta
Myrdhyn.

Walter Slovotsky muffled a chuckle.

He'd been there, and it hadn't happened that way, not that way at all. At the final showdown, there
had been precisely six savers, and Walter had picked off four with his crossbow while Karl
distracted them with an admittedly nice display of swordsmanship—and it was an ordinary saber
that Karl had used that night, not the magical sword that they didn't even know about until long
after.
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OhImin hadn't been dispatched by the legendary single slash that clove him from head to crotch; in
fact, he'd been a better swordsman than Karl, and although it was Karl who had killed the
bastard, he'd doneit with a half-dozen crude headsman's chops, while Ohimin was clutching at the
bolt Walter had fired into hisgroin.

—had cleverly fired into his groin, Slovotsky amended, chiding himself for hisuncharacteristic and
unintentional modesty.

It had been pretty damn clever, at that. Asgood a swordsman as Karl was, that murderous bastard
Ohlmin was better, and would have carved the big man into bloody little chunksif Slovotsky
hadn't distracted him by sinking a foot of iron-tipped wood into his crotch.

And if I'm so clever, hethought, why didn't I mention to Lou the possibility—hell, the
likelihood—that we didn't need as many men as he was willing to spare?

The answer to that one was easy: While L ou might have wanted to keep the group as small as
possible, from Walter's point of view there was no such thing astoo many, and Walter didn't want
to give Lou any excuseto cut down on the size of theraiding party. Port captains always liked to
see shipsin their ports; post commandersdidn't like to see empty parade grounds.

Still, even a hundred warriorsversus sixty wasn't going to make the job easy, not necessarily. Or
bloodless, on their side.

Walter's mapswerein hishorse's saddlebags, and his hor se was a couple of milesaway; hedidn't
exactly remember thistrail, but he knew that somewhereit fed into the major road toward
Wehnest, and that could mean trouble. If the Homeraidersdidn't hit the slavers early enough,
they'd haveto doit in the cleared fields surrounding that town. Much better tojump the slaversin
the woods; an ambush would be by far preferable. Something a bit complicated, maybe almost
anything would be better than a meeting engagement on a farming road.

Thelast rider passed under their tree. Jason waited until he had passed out of sight, then turned to
Walter.

n UnC_II

Slovotsky shot hisarm out and clapped hishand over the boy's mouth. He put hislipsnext to
Jason'sear. " Shut up, asshole," hewhispered, barely any breath behind hiswords. " I'll tell you
when you can make noise—if you under stand, nod."

At Jason's nod, Slovotsky let go, not bothering to hide hisirritation as he shook his head.
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The boy pursed hislipsasthough to say something, but decided against it. Which wasjust aswell.

Again, Slovotsky placed hislipsnext to theboy'sear. " A silenceisn't over until | say itis" he
whispered as quietly as he could. " Now just sit still."

After making surethat Jason was sitting still, Slovotsky leaned back against the rough trunk of the
tree and closed his eyes, letting hismind drift. It wasjust a bit too neat; it would have been easy to
drop tothetrail and backtrack to the sidetrail wherethey had stashed the horses. Walter
Slovotsky, always conscious of the fact that his own tendency wasto do things the easy way, was by
policy suspicious of too-easy solutions.

Policy aside thiswas a situation worthy of some suspicion: The slavers had put out an advance
party; wasit beyond possibility that they had a detachment batting cleanup? Not at all.

Five minutes of silence passed, and then ten. He nodded to himself and for ced his eyes open,
beckoning to the boy.

Hear that? Slovotsky mouthed, putting his hands behind his earsto pantomime listening car efully.
Jason wrinkled his brow asthough to say, Hear what?
What isthe strange thing that the dog did in the night, Watson? Slovotsky mouthed.

At the boy's puzzled look, Slovotsky was reminded again that these goddam kids had been brought
up on This Side, with only traces of a proper cultural upbringing.

He put hislipsnext to Jason'sears. " We' ve been silent,” hewhispered, hisvoice pitched to carry
no mor e than inches, " and we haven't been moving around; the forest noises should have r etur ned
by now."

But they haven't, the boy mouthed.

" Precisely my point, Watson." Slovotsky pointed down thetrail in the direction from which the
slaver party had come. " So keep your mouth shut and your eyes open—and on thetrail."

Thank you, squirrels and birds. The animals wer e keeping watch for them. Since they wer e still
quiet, their keener senses had picked up something. Possibly somebody else using thisrarely used
trading trail through theforest....

In another ten minutes, he could hear the clatter of hooves along thetrail; momentslater, a party
of seventeen shar p-eyed men rode under neath.
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Make that a hundred to eighty-seven. Still, not the wor st odds he'd ever run acr oss.
Astheridersdisappeared around the bend, Walter turned to Jason. Thelesson had made an

impression on the boy. He didn't even breathe heavily as he watched the heavily armed troop ride
slowly down thetrail, and he didn't make a move to leave when the troop rode out of sight.

Walter Slovotsky mouthed, See? | do know what |'m talking about, then breathed on his nails and
buffed them acr oss his chest.

Still if we can get the jump on them, it should be a piece of cake, Walter Slovotsky said to himself.
Then awanton burst of self-honesty forced him to respond: Then why are you scared shitless, as

usual?

He shrugged off the question, and waited only a few more minutes befor e standing and stretching
astheforest noisesreturned.

" Let'sgo get the hor ses, boyo—we've got some hard riding to do."
Jason hesitated. " Uncle Walter ?"

"Yes?"

"How did you know?"

"Well..." Walter Soovotsky could have mentioned the forest's silence, but he wasn't sure he wanted
to let the boy in on all thetrade secrets. Not yet, anyway; right now, Jason's being impressed was
mor e impor tant—besides, the tone of admiration in Jason's voice was a definite and pleasant
Improvement over the previousdisdain. " Elementary, my dear Cullinane, quite elementary—a
little bird told me," hesaid, more or lesstruthfully.

"What?"
" Let'sget moving; with a bit of luck, we can hook up with the team sometime tomorrow morning."

They were picked up by an outrider around noon, and Daherrin, upon the advice of Ahira, called a
full midday halt in a nearby clearing. The hor ses were unsaddled and cooled, then brought down a
sidetrail to a stream and watered, and then allowed to graze before being fed from the limited
supplies of oats and barley.

Meanwhile, theraiding team ate a cold lunch of hard sausage and yet mor e of what was both the
wor st-smelling cheese that Walter Slovotsky had ever tasted and the wor st-tasting cheese he had
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ever smelled, washed down with a bit of wine and quarts of cold stream water .
God, how he hated cold road food.

Most of the experienced warriorstopped off lunch with a siesta; even after only a few dayson the
road, old habitswerereturning. You slept and you ate when you could—and as much as you
could—because ther e might not be a chance later on.

Jilla, one of only two women with theteam, lay stretched out under an improvised lean-to, snoring
like a dwarf.

Aeawasthe other woman, and while shewasn't really an experienced warrior, she had learned to
sleep when possible. Napping, she huddled childlike under a blanket that Walter'sfingersitched to
pull up. Or simply to dip under and wake her for a quick non-nap.

Naughty, naughty, he chided himself, with no seriousness whatsoever. |'am supposed to think with
an entirely different organ altogether.

Meanwhile, the leader ship and some of the newcomer s were embroiled in a discussion. Aswas
usual—the team'sleader ship had to plan while the opportunity presented itself; thetyroshadn't
yet learned to get food and rest whenever the opportunity presented itself.

Under standably, the group consisted of Ahira, Daherrin, Bren Adahan, and Valeran asthe seniors,
and Jason and fifteen-year-old named Samalyn from thejuniors. What surprised Walter was how
Daherrin actually listened to the young ones; Walter's own tendency wasto tell them to shut up
and listen.

Daherrin shook hismassive head. " | don't like jumping ‘em in the daytime." Hetapped a stubby
finger at hiseyeridges. " Rather take advantage of darksight."

Ahirashook hishead and spat. " Thereareonly thirteen of the True People," he said in dwarvish.
" Do you think we can kill all the slavers by our selves?"

Jason Cullinanefrowned. " Erendra or English," hehalf growled in the same language. " Y our
accent istoo thick."

" Bestill, Jason," Valeran said, trying on hisin loco parentisrole.

Bren Adahan hid a smile behind a hand. A human telling a dwarf that he didn't speak dwarvish
right? He shook his head with clearly tolerant affection.
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Daherrin nodded. " Jason isright."

Walter could have puked. First of all, Ahira had been part of the group since the beginning; if he
figured that something needed to be said in dwarvish, then that wasthe way it was. A stripling boy
had no business correcting him.

On theother hand, to Daherrin, Jason wasn't just a boy, not just an apprentice warrior and
engineer; hewasKarl Cullinan€'s son, and to Daherrin that meant a lot, perhapstoo much.

Spoiled brat.

Daherrin frowned again. " | don't like not being able to jump them like normal. Could wait for 'em
in a clearing, but then there' sthe problem of the advanceriders—"

" Forget that." Ahirashook hishead. " There could easily be worse. It'sentirely possible that
they've got somebody riding about a day ahead of them, doing a reconnaissance.”

Slovotsky nodded. " If you don't mind metrying my hand at a bit of brilliance, | think | may have
it."

Hepicked up astick and drew aragged linein thedirt. " Here'sthe main trail—they're about here,
right now. Our road forkshere, and we'll take thisturn... figurethat we can push our selves fast
enough to inter cept them about here, a day outside of Wehnest. Thissidetrail leads off to a small
farmholding; we can hide our main force a waysdown it."

He picked up three stones and set them down in thedirt. " Here' stheir advance party. They ride
past thetrail, and get hit about... here by a quarter of our advance group—three, maybe four
bowmen. They kill a few, maybethey just pin them down.

" Meanwhile, the other half of our advance group—maybe ten—hitsthem from the front, and
for cesthem to dismount."

Daherrin smiled. " And then our main group hitsthem from therear."
Valeran smiled too. " But that leavestheir reserves."
Ahiraturned tothegrizzled warrior. " And why does that make you smile?"

" Because | know Walter Slovotsky." Heturned to Slovotsky. " Y ou have something clever saved
for them."
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"You betcha. Just as soon asthe main body slips by the trail and therest of you folks get to chasing
after them, me and a couple othersstring rope acrossthetrail, about head height. Then we duck
back up the sidetrail and wait for the shit to hit thefan.”

Bren Adahan nodded areluctant approval. " When the shotsring out, the slaver reserves break
into a gallop; some of them might even get their necks broken by thefall." Heclearly didn't like
the way Slovotsky had been looking at Aeia, but that didn't stop him from a blunt assessment of
the plan, or the situation.

" Good man." Slovotsky nodded. " We pick off afew, maybetossin a grenade or two—and then
just pin therest down. Once you're done with the main body of slavers, Daherrin, you split your
main forcein three: onepart to stay with the slaves and mop up any straggling slavers, the second
group to rush forward and join with the onestaking on the advance, and the last and most
important group to pull my tender fat out of the fire. Assuming it needs pulling, that is."

Daherrin looked around to the group. " Sounds good, 'cept for the part about the grenades—you'll
Kill the horses, and we can get a good price for them in Wehnest." He sat still for several minutes,
hiseyes distant, hisfaceimpassive. " | can't think of any other improvements—anybody?"

A few ideas wer e brought up involving changing the proportions of the team to be sent with each
group, but Daherrin allowed only minor adjustments. Finally, heroseto hisfeet and slapped his
handstogether. " Wake up, everyone. Weride."

Unableto find a clearing asdarknessfell, Daherrin ordered that they camp that night along the
trail itself, then paired dwarf guards and human runners, and posted a set a mile away on each
side of the main body of the party. Dwar ves could see an approaching party perfectly adequately in
thislight; humans could carry back the news morerapidly.

In the chill of thedark, theleafy giantsloomed darkly overhead, the light wind making them
murmur both vague threats and unreliable benedictionsinto the night.

His gear and hisweaponstucked under one arm, a lantern held aloft with the other, Walter
Slovotsky walked a few hundred yards down thetrail before dlipping off into the woods. He didn't
like Sleeping in the company of a hundred others, and hefar preferred not to have to tune out
camp noises, much better for any strange noise or strange silence to waken him.

He hung hislamp on a projecting stub of alower branch of a half-dead oak and cleared small
plants from the mossy bed below befor e spreading a thin tarpaulin as a groundcloth, then covering
that with two of histhree blankets.

He chuckled to himself, remembering how he hadn't believed his scoutmaster'stip, way back
when, about how it was more important to worry about insulation from the ground than from the
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air; the ground thieved war mth much more quickly than the air possibly could.

Walter Slovotsky had doubted the scoutmaster, of cour se, and when Walter's big brother Steven
had soberly nodded and said that Mr. Garritty wastelling the truth, Walter had been certain that
hewasbeing lied to.

He'd woken the next mor ning colder, and in more pain, than he would have thought possible.

Hesighed as he stripped off his clothes and hung them over a branch before dipping under the
third blanket. Sometimes those days seemed asif they had happened to another person. | wonder
how Steve's doing? he thought, mor e conscious than he would have liked to concede that he hadn't
thought of hisbrother in years. Thetwo of them had been a study in contrasts; Steven was
introverted and private where Walter was extroverted and—

A rustling of branches sent him reaching for his oil-skin-wrapped pistol.
"Walter?" Aeia'svoice whispered from the night. " Are you out there?"
In the back of hismind, he had been wondering when thiswould happen, not if.

" Over here" hewhispered back, waving asa beam of light from her lantern caught him. She was
dressed in a heavy cotton shift that fell to her calves. " | hope you don't mind," shesaid, as she
seated herself on hisblankets, " but | felt like talking."

" No, you didn't."
"Waell..." Sheeyed him calmly. " Yes, | do. Before. Or do you want meto leave?"

"1 don't believein coincidences," Walter said, quickly blowing out the lantern—he didn't believein
getting caught, either. " Which leads meto believe that your adopted mother talkstoo much."

| hope you don't mind, but | felt like talking. Those had been exactly the words Andy had used, way
back when, the night she had cometo his cabin, the night that Karl had come within inches of
Killing him.

"Maybe." Therewasarustle of cloth, and then shewaswarm in hisarms. " Andrea oncetold me
that the Other Side produced seven wonders, and that | wasto keep my hands off one of them."

"Your dad?"

"Karl." Sheburied her facein hischest, her long, dark hair flowing over hischest and neck in a
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cool benediction. " | don't remember what the other oneswer e, except for you."
Her mouth waswarm on hisfor a pleasant eter nity, until they broke, leaving him half-breathless.

| may hate myself in the morning for this, but—" Don't take thisthe wrong way, but what about
Bren?"

"1 don't know that that's any of your concern," she said, her voice holding a decided edge.
Definitely Andy's daughter, he decided. And yet another blow for environment over heredity.

"1'm going to marry Bren. |'m even going to sleep with him, eventually,” she said firmly, " once
he's properly broken in. And don't worry, | can handle him. If he finds out. Which hewon't."

| seem to have heard that before.
She pushed away from him dlightly. " Or don't you want me?"

Then again, a gentleman doesn't keep a lady waiting. " Don't be silly.” He pulled her toward him.
"Don't besilly."

CHAPTER SEVEN:

A Walk in the Dark

A councilor should not sleep the whole night through, for heisa man to whom the populace is
entrusted, and who has many responsibilities.

—Homer

The silence bore down on Karl Cullinane's shoulder s as he stepped out onto his balcony and stared
out into the night.

The night was dark and damp, the sky overcast, a west wind promising rain and cold. The
darknesswasrelieved by no playful faerielights; the only break in the curtain of black wasthe
lights of the castle itself, and distant glowsin a few stray windowsin the town of Biemstren.

Why couldn't he sleep? The night was half gone, and it had been all he could dotorest for a few
moments.
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Was there something threatening out there? Had he suddenly developed some paranor mal danger
sense?

Nah.
Don't be silly, Karl.
Therewas nothing out there but dark. Nothing important at all.

There had been another time, when a young Karl Cullinane would have been out in the night, his
mind on things of overriding importance, perhaps on hunting slavers, perhapson other great deeds
to be done... perhapson just being young.

Being young had been nice. But that was gone; the year s had fled all too quickly.
That wasit. The yearswent by too fast. Just too damn fast.
He closed the door sto the balcony and plopped down into his chair.

Maybe it was the baronial council meeting. Perhapsthe time wasn't right, but he had called for the
session, and it would have to be done sometime. Holts and Biemish would have to sit down at the
sametable and get used to theidea that thiswas one country now. And Nerahan deserved to own
his own barony again. Still...

"Karl?" Therewasarustling of cloth behind him; light flared as Andy used a piece of straw to
bring fire from thefireplaceto alamp.

"Yeah. Just me." Hetried for alight tonein hisvoice. " Who wer e you expecting? Go back to
Sleep.”

Ignoring the halfhearted plea, sherose and cameto him, her white, silken nightgown ripplingin
the wind.

"Therewasatime, old girl, when we both slept raw."

She smiled. " On the cold ground, with too few blankets between us and the ground." Her hand
smoothed down her side, and then fluttered up to tug at hisarm. " Come back in."

Heshrugged. " Okay." He closed the doorsto the balcony, reflexively dipping down the crossbar.
" Just sit with mefor awhile."
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"What isit?" Andy laid a gentle hand on hisshoulder as he sat, scowling.
Karl shook hishead. " | don't know. Nothing."

" Then will you please cometo bed? Please?' She moved to the bed, pulled back the covers, and
slipped between them. " Y ou have a long day tomorrow."

"You get some sleep.” Hejerked hishead toward the bed and took the lamp from her hands. " Just
because | have alittle insomnia doesn't mean you should stay up with me. Just give meawhile. |'ve
got some paperwork to do."

Ushering her back to bed, he padded across the car pet to his study, closing the twin door s quietly
behind him. He set the lamp over hisdesk, then sat down and picked up a sheaf of papers,
pretending to read.

The subject wasimportant—it was a précis of the latest land-tax collection in barony
Adahan—-but, asusual, there wouldn't be any discrepancy he could catch. Minor stealing by the
tax collectorswastherule, not the exception. While, officially, embezzlement of tax money was a
hanging offense, in fact petty tax theft wasn't frowned on, aslong as the collectorsdidn't get too
greedy; baronial tax collectorswere paid poorly, and ther e was always the temptation to collect a
bit morethan therecords showed a freefarmer owed.

But even double-entry bookkeeping couldn't catch that; it wastheinitial entry that wasfalse, not
subsequent reconciliations.

But hedidn't care. It just didn't seem to matter.
Hewished Ellegon were here. Karl could alwaystrust the dragon to help clear his mind.
Damn. Hereached up and tugged at the bellr ope, twice—the nonemer gency signal for a guard.

Bootsthudded in the hall outside; the door swung open. " Yes, your majesty,” the guard boomed,
in avoice much larger than hisdightly shorter than normal size warranted.

" Shh; not so loud." Karl turned in hischair. " And good evening, Nartham," he said. He would
have known who it was just by the volume.

"1 am at your service," theguard said, hisvoicerattling the night.

"Tahavath, Nartham," Karl said. Easy, Nartham. Why this guard always had to talk asthough he
wer e a half-deaf artillery sergeant on a parade ground was something Karl couldn't fathom. " My

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...9%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (80 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:24 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

wife's deeping in the next room, en?"
"Sorry, sir," theguard said, at a barely reduced volume.
"The prisoner cart—did it leave this afternoon?"

"No, your majesty. Driver got heretoo late, | hear, and the bar—the judgetold him to stay
overnight. It should go out at first light."

Karl nodded a dismissal—" Thank you—"

—which Nartham didn't catch. " I sthere anything else?"

“No." Karl shook hishead. " Good night, Nartham."

" But—yes, sir."

Asthedoor closed behind the guard, the twin door sto the bedroom swung open.

" Better talk about it," Andy said from the doorway, her arms crossed defensively over her chest.
"1 thought you wer e going to bed."

“No. You told meto go back to bed. There'sa difference. Not that | was going to go back to sleep
anyway, but Nartham'svoice could wake up the dead. What isit? What'sreally bothering you?"

" Probably thetrial." Heshrugged again. " It doesn't make much of a difference. It'sjust that...
Vernim. ldiotic bastard. If only he'd kept his mouth shut, if only he hadn't been too stupid to see
that Thomen was only trying to scare him—"

She shook her head. " And that'swhat's bothering you? The poacher ? Maybe |'ve gone a bit native,
but so what? Y ou declared an amnesty when you took the throne; all he and hisfamily had to do
was switch from poaching deer to snaring rabbits."

" But hedidn't."
And it wasn't right.
But wasthat what was bothering him? He honestly couldn't say.

Didn't make sense. In Karl'stime, he had had to put up with thingsa lot moreraw than hanging a
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man who should have been, at wor st, flogged.
He shook hishead. " Something mor €'s bothering me about this, and | can't figure out what it is."

Damn idiot thing, at that. A young Karl Cullinane always used to make fun of the California types
who wer e alwaystrying to " get in touch with their feelings' and similar nonsense. Get in touch
with your feelings? Not know what you feel? Could anything be sillier ?

Except when it happened to you. " Y'know, when | was younger, | wouldn't have put up with this."
Maybe that wasit. Then again, maybe not.
" Put up with what?" She set her hip on the arm of hischair.

Hereached over and stroked her knee. " | wouldn't have put up with not even hearing you get out
of bed, that'swhat | wouldn't have put up with. I'm getting old,” he said, glad that Tennetty wasn't
here.

She shook her head and pushed his hand away, not falling for either distraction. " No. That's not it.
You wouldn't have put up with a man being hanged for hunting for meat for histable, that's
what's bothering you."

He shrugged again. Sowhat? " | had to. Therewasn't any choice.”
She nodded. " So? You're going to let that bother you forever ?"

He shook hishead. " Not forever." He'd had to do worsein histime. He'd once mar ched a bunch of
friendsinto enemy gunfire, and not regretted it for a moment, even though only he and Tennetty
had survived.

No. Hisfists clenched. He had regretted it every moment. Aveneer, Piett, Erek... he'd always miss
redheaded Aveneer's booming voice, Piell'sunrelieved but strangely reassuring frown, Erek's
expression of intense concentration—he'd always regret having marched them into the cannon's
mouth.

He'd alwaysregret the action and the necessity, but not his obedience to the necessity.
Some necessities wer e alwaysto beregretted. Always; it was a debt to the dead.

"Then what isit?" She smiled down at him. " You know, when you were Thomen's age, you
wouldn't have pouted over something likethis. You'd either have sprung the bastard, or let him
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hang without worrying."

It wasn't so ssimple now. Therewere other thingsto be considered. On balance, it was better to let
theidiot hang than to alienate Tyrnael.

"You'reright, though,” hesaid. " When | was Thomen'sage, | wouldn't have put up with it."
"What would you have done?"

Heshrugged. "I don't know. Maybe... | guess maybe |I'd havetried to spring him—"

No.

Helooked over at her. " Did Thomen say anything to you?"

It hit her, too; she shivered. " No. But hewouldn't put mein that awkward a position." She caught
her lip between her teeth for a moment. " 1'm not surethat 1'd havetold you even if he had."

Heroseto hisfeet. "We'll talk about that some other time." The question waswhat to do now. The
young baron would take responsibility on his own shoulders. It was something that he had learned
from hislate father, and that had been reinforced by hisemperor and mentor.

" Can you locate him for me?"

She nodded. " Unless he's protected—but are you sure you want meto?" she asked as she stretched
broadly. She gathered her long, flowing hair up and with a few finger strokes almost magically
twisted it into a neat bun, securing it with a pair of ebony hair prongs.

Areyou sure you want me to?

That wasthetrouble. Technically, if Thomen was doing what Karl half hoped he was, half prayed
he wasn't, the boy was committing treason...

Technically.

Thejob of aruler, Karl Cullinane had once noted in hisjournal, consists primarily of pissing on
gparks. Thiscounted asa spark. " How quickly can you pin down where heis?"

"1 haven't done any locating for alongtime," She shook her head. " It'll take me a couple of hours
to set up and work the spell.”
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That could work right. Aslong asKarl could leave before the prisoner cart did, he'd havethejump
on Thomen.

But there were some prepar ations to be made, if he was going to get out quietly, or be reasonably
certain of getting back safely.

Shrugging out of hisnightrobe and dropping it to thefloor, he padded acrossthe carpet back to
the bedroom. " Do it, then meet me at the stables.”

Ashereached for hisclothes, hewas smiling: Therewas something to do.

The engineer on duty at the desk outside of the underground armory was one of Karl'sscribes, a
thirtyish, somewhat overweight, dark-bearded man who, refreshingly, never seemed terribly
impressed with the emperor. Engrossed in hisscribblings, it took him a moment to look up asKarl
walked down the hall.

Hewas clearly surprised to see Karl down herein the middle of the night, but managed to muzzle
his curiosity.

" A good eveningtoyou, sir," hesaid, ashe put his stedl pen back in theinkwell and took a moment
to knead hishandstogether ashestood. " Anything | can help with?"

"No need, Jayar," Karl said, giving Master Engineer Ranella’'s wax seal acrossthe keyhole a
perfunctory look before breaking it with hisfingernail. " Just get thelock for me. I'm going out for
a bit of exercise around dawn, and | just want a few fresh pistols; | can handlethat alone,"” Karl
said, then thought better of it. " Mmm... better yet, let's do this assembly-line style—I'll charge,
then you load and prime.”

Therewas plenty of time, but therewas also no sensein spending alot of it playing around loading
pistols.

"My pleasure." Theengineer used the large key from hisring to open the door.

It took Jayar a moment to light the over head lamp; the engineer carefully set the lamp back in its
place before he took down three small wooden canisters; the chalk markson the canisterslabeled
one asa portion of thelatest batch of Ranella's gunpowder, the second as fine priming powder, the

third, which rattled as Jayar hefted it, lead bullets.

They each took a brace of pistolsfrom arack on the wet stone walls and set the weapons down on a
battered workbench over by the opposite wall.

"Aren't you a bit senior to be on the night shift?" Karl asked. After all, Jayar was a sufficiently
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high-ranking journeyman that Ranella had authorized him an individual signet ring; he was
entitled to access the armory on his own authority.

"Tricky question." Jayar pursed hislips, and cocked hishead to one side. Karl took a conical brass
powder measure down from a hook, tapped out a healthy charge, loaded thefirst pistol, and after
tamping the powder down, passed the tamping stick and weapon to Jayar.

"You and Ranella not getting along?" Karl asked.

"Well... careful of the pistol; that'sa heavy load," Jayar said. " And in answer to your question,

I'm technically too senior to draw it asa duty, but | make areal lousy Engineer of the Day." Jayar
shrugged. " | get distracted too easily." Hejerked histhumb toward the door and the table with the

pen and paper. " Ranellawould rather have mein charge when there's nobody else around to bein
charge of ."

"1 haven't heard you complaining about it."

"You'renot hearing me complain now, sir. It suitsme." With the foot-long tamping stick, Jayar
pushed some wadding into place, then carefully wrapped the ball in an oil patch and rammed it
home, seating it firmly. " | likethe night," he said, carefully tipping some priming powder into the
pan before shutting it with a firm click. " It gives me a chance to get some writing done, without all
the clatter of theday."

" Still working on the history, en?"

The engineer shrugged. " Somebody'sgot todoit."

"Mmm? How far have you gotten?"

"Wedll..." Theheavy-set man frowned. " Not nearly far enough. But farther than yesterday."
"In other words, | should mind my own business." Karl chuckled.

"1 wouldn't have put it that way," the engineer said, setting the pistol down on the table, thebarre
pointed toward the wall, away from the two of them. He picked up the next one. " | would have
thought just that, mind, but | wouldn't have put it that way."

Karl chuckled. " When you're done, you will let me seeit?"

“1'm not surel want to." Jayar tilted hishead to one side. " Y ou might not like how | treat you."
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"Then again,” Karl said, putting just a touch of steel in hisvoice, "rank hath its privileges. You
will let me seeit, when you're done.”

"Yes, sir.—I'mready for the next."

Injust afew minutes, all four of the pistols wer e charged, each carefully loaded into Karl's
holsters.

" Going tothe stables, sir?" Jayar asked, as he locked the door behind them, reaching for the
speaking tube with one hand while he picked up his sealing-wax candle with the other.

"Yes," Karl said, knowing what was coming next. Hereally didn't want anybody elsein on this,
but...

" Did you want anyonein particular for your guard, sir?"

" Garavar—and tell him all | need are him and hissons. And norush. It'sjust alittlething—I'll be
leaving at false dawn."

Garavar would keep his mouth shut, Karl hoped. After afew years, even an emperor learned to
give up issuing ordersthat he knew would be disobeyed. It wasn't that it was considered improper
for aruler to go out at night sansescort; it was a matter of calculation. Even if Karl ordered no
bodyguard, it was an open secret that hewouldn't order punishment for engineersand soldiers
who insisted on accompanying him.

On theother hand, if hewaskilled on one of hisnighttime jaunts, it was far lessthan clear that his
successor—nbe it Jason or whichever baron managed to grab the throne—would be so merciful
toward the then-late emperor's supporters, supporterswho had let the emperor get himself killed.

With the possible losses being—at most—a slap on thewrist in one event versus a likely beheading
on the other, the bet was an easy one.

"Yes, gir," Jayar said, pulling the tube closeto his mouth. " Attention, attention," he shouted into
the speaking mask, then put it to hisear until he heard a distant, muffled response. " Runner to
General Garavar'squarters,” hewent on. " General Garavar and sons, repeat sons, report to royal
stablesfor escort duty. No need to run; a sprint will do. Repeat and go."

Hetossed Karl a quick saluteand afriendly smile.

"In caseit doesn't turn out to bejust alittlething, sir," Jayar said, "it's been nice knowing you.*"
He sobered. " And | mean that sincerely, sir. It hasbeen arareand distinct pleasure.”
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"It'smutual." Karl Cullinaneforced a chuckle. " Take care of yourself."

The predawn light hung grayly over the dusty road as distant thunder sounded from the west.
Someriding in front of Karl and Andy, some riding behind, Garavar and his six sons kept their
eyeson the horizon asthey left Biemestren behind them and briskly cantered their hor ses away
from thelightening sky. While thefiction of thismerely being a pleasure ride was maintained
orally, nobody believed it for a moment: Older handstended to stay near swordhilts, while
younger ones gravitated to pistol butts.

Even Garthe, the youngest. He was only fifteen, although large for hisage, and could easily have
been taken for several yearsolder than he was—perhaps even to the mid-twenties. There seemed to
be atendency in the family to grow old quickly, then stop aging, although, Cashier, the oldest,
actually looked older than hisfather; there were many moreworry linesin Cashier'sface. Way
back when, Karl had guessed him to be the general'selder brother; Garavar didn't show hisage.

Karl had speculated that it was partly genetic, partly repeated use of healing spells and draughts
over the year s—healing spells seemed to have mild rg uvenative effectsin someindividuals.

Maybe even in Karl himself. Heran hisfingersthrough his hair. Maybe that wasthetrouble; he'd
been out of combat for so longthat he hadn't been even nicked in a number of years, although he
exer cised frequently and vigorously. Maybe he was slowing down?

I'd best not even think that loudly around Tennetty. He chuckled.

Danagar, riding at Karl'sright side, scowled at the sound, then muffled it when herealized who he
was glaring at.

"Tahavath, Danagar," Karl said. "We'rejust out riding for fun."
"Yes, sir,” Danagar said, manifestly unconvinced.

The chill wind gusted harder asthey approached a bend in theroad. It was hard to see; whilethe
rising sun waswinning atemporary victory over the fog, the combination of fog and glare
prevented him from seeing well.

" Garthe" Garavar called out, " ride ahead, scout, and report."
"Yes, Father," the boy said, giving a twitch to hisreins.

"Wait," Karl said; Garthe subsided. " Andy?" Karl stood in his saddle and turned to hiswife.
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She shook her head. " | can't tell, now. He'sin that direction,” she said, pointing, " but it could be a
mile, maybethree. Let metry something." She murmured a few harsh syllables. " No, he'sjust
around the bend."

"Fine. Vanish and wait here."

She knew better than to argue with him; she closed her eyesand gripped at the air around her,
speaking the harsh, foreign, evanescent words that could only be heard and forgotten, never
remaining in the mind of either speaker or listener.

Silently, spaceitself spun into a solid fabric of mist and fog, swirling in a silent hurricane around
Andy, asshe sat astride her dappled mare, the mists spinning faster, faster, until they totally
concealed her and her horse, and then, suddenly, asif someone had flicked a switch—

—she and the hor se were gone.
" Andy?"

A familiar chuckle sounded out of theair. " No. It's Claude Rains," shesaid. " Get towork, hero.
['m fine."

Karl turned and kicked hishorseinto a canter.

"With me, not in front of me," he said, raising hisvoice. " Because we," he said, calling out, " and
that means|, Karl Cullinane, prince and emperor, and my entire escort are going to be waiting
around this bend for the prisoner cart to passlater thismorning," hecalled out, " and we will all
ridewith it to Tyrnael, if necessary, to seethat no mishaps befall it. If you catch my fucking drift."

Therewasarustling from the woods. Garthe started for his pistol, but desisted at hisfather's
emphatic shake of the head.

"Wewill wait herefor it,” Karl said. " And sincel know the seven of us are alone, we don't haveto
wor ry about any sounds from the woods—they'rejust rabbits or something."

A voice called out from the mist and leaves. " I'm coming out, Karl."

In amoment, Thomen Furnael, dressed in aragged farmer'stunic but with a sword belted around
hiswaist, stood in front of him.

"He'snot alone, sir," Gashier said. " | can hear two others, at |east"
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" Of coursehe'salone,”" Karl said. " The baron isjust out for apleasureride, like ourselves. It
wouldn't beold Hivar back there, would it?"

"Very good,” Thomen said, his handsfolded across his chest. " How did you know it was him?"

Karl swung aleg over the back of the horse and dropped to the ground, signaling at Garavar and
the othersto stay put. " Who else would you trust, boy? Hivar's been with your family since before
| met your father. But you'rewrong—he'snot back there, and therearen't any other loyal family
retainer s back there, because you're out, alone, for a pleasureride— and you're going to finish
your pleasureride and hie your ass back to Biemestren. Under stood?"

It wasthe sort of fix that would have occurred to Karl at that age: dressup as highwaymen, free
Vernim, and send him on hisway. Simple, elegant.

The only thing wrong with it was that it wouldn't work. Too many people had seen how shocked
Thomen waswhen Vernim spoke up during sentencing; Vernim had already demonstrated that he
had a loud mouth—he would talk.

It wouldn't work, dammit.

"There'sanother possibility,” Thomen said, his hand resting on the hilt of hissword. " We could
settleit, you and I, your majesty."

" Make another move and you're a dead man, Danagar," Karl said, as he caught a motion out of
the corner of hiseye. Heturned back to Thomen. " You think that you could take me?
Truthfully?"

Some skill with the sword was something that Thomen had inherited from hisfather; blunt, brutal
self-honesty was another. " No. | may not be good enough even to put a mark on you. But—"

"Then do you think that we'll all be better off if both you and Vernim die? Who benefits, Thomen,
who benefits—" Staring the younger man straight in the eye, Karl Cullinane snapped a foot into
Thomen's crotch; as Thomen gasped, clutched at himself, and crumpled, Karl gripped him and
spun him around.

"Hivar, there'sno need for afight,” hesaid, as he eased the groaning young baron to the ground.
"He'snot badly hurt."

Therewas a long pause, then a voice called out from the darkness. " He'd best not be."

"1 told you, heisn't. He'snot going to want to fork a horsefor a while, but heisn't badly hurt."
Karl beckoned to Garthe. " Take charge of the baron. Bind him—we'll release him after the cart
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has passed. He can ride home with us. I'll take responsibility for his safety, Hivar. My word."
"Very well," sounded from thefog. " And | ?"

"You get out of here, old man," Karl said. " Because you were never here, and this never
happened.”

Garavar nodded in approval; Thomen, in pain, forced a question through hislips: " Why?"
" Don't ever threaten me, Thomen," hesaid. " It'simpolite.”

Because, Kar| Cullinane thought, hanging Vernim is my responsibility. You're not ready for it, not
yet. You were ready to salve your conscience by letting me kill you; |'d rather salve your conscience
more cheaply.

| owe that to you, Thomen—and to your father and brother.

" Because| am the emperor,” Karl Cullinane said. " And you'd better under stand that, boy."

CHAPTER EIGHT:

The Best-Laid Plans...

I'm a hero with coward'slegs. I'm a hero from the waist up.

—Spike Mulligan

Except for the weather, Walter Slovotsky's part of the attack went off like it was char med.

Walter Slovotsky's commando—heinsisted on the correct usage of theword; it referred to the
group, not the member s of the group—consisted of only ten; ten against the seventeen in the
hor seborne slaver reserveswasn't great odds.

But there were compensating factors. Lou had told him that Aeia was still just about the best shot
in Home; Bren Adahan, while inexperienced with a pistol, was a better swordsman than Walter,
and quite good with a crossbow—and, most important, an experienced warrior; he had been

thor oughly blooded in the Holtun-Bieme war .

Six of the otherswerewarriorsthat Daherrin had recommended, only two of them tyros, one of
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those serving as medic—which meant that in addition to hisweapons, he carried bandages and the
bottle of healing draughts.

Daherrin had suggested Jason asthetenth, but Walter had vetoed the suggestion: Thiswas a
tricky bit; much better to put Jason with the group that was going to hit the slaver scouts—that
looked to betherelatively cushy job.

No, Jason wasn't histenth. Histenth was Ahira. The two of them had been friendsfor half their
lives, and partnered for much of that time. In or out of afight, having Ahira around wasto
Slovotsky like having a concr ete backboar d when playing basketball: The ball would rebound,
period.

Still, given that the goal was to end up with seventeen dead slaver s and no-count-them-no dead
Home soldiers, it was going to be touch-and-go. Their pistols should lower the odds some; therope
in his hands was going to even them even more.

Aswasthe element of surprise.
Which wasthereason that Walter wasin tactical command, after all, and not Ahira.

Besides, Ahirawas part of the tactical reserves. Way back when, when hewasin ROTC, Walter
Slovotsky had been told that it was always necessary to have areserve; it wasthe only thing from
his two-week military career that had benefited him.

A stray raindrop hit him squarein theleft eye, stinging as herubbed at it.
The weather was not promising; it was hard toreload in therain.

Asbefore, therewas no sign of the daver reservesfrom down theroad when the last of the main
party vanished around the bend. Wind whispered down thetrail, a further promise of the
oncoming storm.

Walter crept around the bend and waited silently until they were far enough away so that he could
be sure hislow-voiced call to Aeia and Bren wouldn't possibly be heard.

Distant flashes of lightning and remote crashes of thunder sent chillsracing down his neck.

" Okay, you two," hewhispered, hefting a coil of braided-leather rope as he stepped onto thetrail.
"Let'sget toit."

Whilethefirst spatter of raindropstouched the leaves overhead, Bren Adahan knelt next to atree,
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easily lifting Aeia when she stepped into his cupped hands. Walter tossed her the end of therope,

It only took a few secondsfor her to maketheropefast to thetree; she dropped lightly to thetrail,
and she and Bren repeated the process on the other side.

" Gin," Walter said. " Now we just have to—"
Shots sounded from down the trail.
Too early!

Panic washed across him in an icy wave, astherain intensified, hard drops spattering his chest. As
he dove for the cover of the woods he heard a har sh voice whispering, " Everyone to his place, and
hold your fire," and realized it was his own.

M or e gunshots sounded from down theroad; distant cracksthat had him reflexively reaching for
the pistolsin hisbelt, knives at hiship, the swordbelt that was slung over hisleft shoulder, the
better to discard it.

He could see only four of his people; the other four, under Ahira, werefarther down thetrail,
giving them two lines of fire.

If it worked.
Therain fell hard, icy sheets clawing down through thetrees.

Hoofbeats thundered on the hard ground; the troop of slavers galloped down the path, four
abreast.

His bare back against therough bark of thetree, Walter reached across hiswaist and drew a
pistol, cocking it as he brought it up to chest level, hoping, praying that therain hadn't penetrated
into the pan.

Thefirst four slavers hit therope almost ssmultaneously. The taut leather knocked them into the
air asthough they were bowling pins.

Except that bowling pinsdidn't have neckbonesthat cracked with a horrible snap. Bowling pins
didn't fall to the ground twitching and screaming in a final agony.

Two of the horses stumbled and fell, one sending itsrider tumbling, the other rolling and crushing
the scream from itsformer rider.
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Of the next four dlavers, one was ableto duck under, but a gunshot caught him in the shoulder,
slamming him out of the saddle and to the ground. Walter Slovotsky stood, bringing hisfirst pistol
to bear on an advancing slaver, firing asthe heavy-bearded man fell into his sights.

He must have overloaded the gun; it went off with a bang that shook Walter to the bone. He
missed; he never did see wherethe bullet went.

But theflash of his pistol and the clamor of the gunshot had identified him as a target for the
charging savers, who were now reining their horsesin, some with swords already unscabbar ded,
otherswith lances seated firmly against their hips, yet otherswith short hornbows brought up,
arrows nocked.

The daver he had fired at brought hislance down and spurred his horse toward Slovotsky.

It was strange, Walter thought as hisfingersclawed for another pistol, the thingsyou noticed at a
timelikethis: mud splashing from the pounding hooves, the flaring of the horse'snostrils, aveinin
the bearded man'sthroat pulsing once, twice, three times—

And then vanishing as a shotgun blast tore him from the saddle, turning the face into a bloody pulp
and sending him tumbling in therain to the wet ground.

Walter unholstered hisremaining pistol, and cocked it. It had been perhapsten seconds sincethe
first of the davershad hit therope, and there wer e already eight down.

Ashe brought his pistol up, aflurry of gunfire knocked three mor e of the slaversfrom their
saddles, including the one Slovotsky had been aiming at.

He switched targets, but missed; hisbullet struck hisintended target's horsein the neck asthe
animal reared.

The hor se screamed.
Something whizzed past Walter's ear, stinging him as a new wetness touched his cheek.

Another daver, thisone a blond boy no older than Jason, reached with trembling fingersto pull his
crossbow's string back, but Walter'sfingersfound the hilt of one of hisknives, drew, and threw it,
sending another oneflying after it even asthefirst one thunked home.

And then, from behind the last of the davers, Ahira stepped into therain, a potlike steel helmet

strapped to his head, new chainmail protecting historso, the metal shirt dropping all the way to his
knees.
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His staff, freshly cut from a sapling, was easily three times his height; even though it wasthicker
than Walter Slovotsky'swrist, the dwarf held it easily in his huge hands.

With a guttural cry, Ahira swept the end of hisoversized staff toward the nearest of the slavers,
moving so quickly that the sapling visibly bent even before the end whipped around to bowl the
slaver from hishorse, the man broken like a discarded child's toy.

A bolt of lightning momentarily dazzled Slovotsky's eyes; asthey began to clear he saw Ahira still
wielding his oversized weapon aslightly and easily as a human would handle a wooden switch. The
dwarf quickly batted five more from their saddles. Other Home warriorswere upon the dazed or
dead dlaversin seconds, dlitting their throatswith an efficiency that chilled even Walter.

It had been lessthan half a minute since the trap had sprung, and there was only one slaver |eft
alive and uninjured.

Slavery isan unjustifiable evil, at any time and in any place. But that does not mean that all davers
are cowards. Thelast onewas a brave man: instead of trying to run, or cowering and waiting his
fate, hevaulted from his saddle and with a muttered oath of defiance lunged at Ahira.

Ahira brought up his staff to parry, but hissandals slipped in the mud of the trail and heféll flat
on his back, momentarily stunned, the pole falling from his hands.

The daver lunged at the dwarf; thetip of hissword caught in Ahira's chainmail.

On hisback, thedwarf tried to crab himself away, but the daver turned only momentarily to parry
the attack of one of Slovotsky'swarriors, then went after Ahira, his sword weaving asit pursued
thedwarf like a snake after a rabbit.

Walter Slovotsky had already snatched his own sword from its scabbard; at a full sprint, he barely
paused, broken-field-style, to kick a dying slaver out of hisway, and ran toward the dwarf and his
opponent, hoping that hewould make it in time, praying that Ahira could hold out just a few more
seconds, just a few more.

"Hold your fire, everybody," Walter called out. Ahira and the slaver weretoo close; a mis-aimed
shot could easily hit the dwarf instead of the laver. And Ahirawastrapped; he had crabbed
himself backward into a tree, and had nowhereto go, no way to defend himself.

Walter dropped hissword and snatched at a throwing knife asthe slaver brought back hisown
weapon for afinal, fatal thrust.

Two shotsrang out; the slaver'sthroat disappeared in an awful shower of blood and bone. Asthe
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body dlipped to the mud, the slaver's head, its face miraculously almost whole, fell to the ground,
all the while seemingly watching Walter with shocked, wide eyes.

A splash of muddy water covered the eyes.

Walter turned to see Aeia lower her second pistol. Her stringy hair, sopping from therain, clung to
her face and neck; she eyed him levelly as she pressed her face hand against her side. " | don't miss
davers,” shesaid from between clenched teeth. " And | don't take chancy shots.”

That was nonsense. Anyone could miss. But she hadn't missed, and that was what mattered.
Besides, there wasn't time for discussion, not now.

" Places, everyone,” Walter Slovotsky said. " Gunmen, get under thetarpaulin and reload,” he said,
reaching for where he had dropped his own pistols and fumbling in his pouch for his powder horn.
It still might work; they had set up atarp asafly, togivethem adry placetoreload if therain was
too intense.

Which it was; he wiped the water from his eyes as he gathered up his own weapons, hoping that
there were enough dry cloths under thetarp so that he could dry the weapons enough to reload.

"Jimmy, | want those trees down. Danerel, seeto theinjured animals; bind or put them out of their
miser—"

In midword, it hit him.
Aelawas pressing her hand to her side. No.

Heran to her. She was sitting on the ground, leaning against the rough bark of a half-dead elm,
staring blindly out into therain, clumsy fingers clawing at her pouch, ignoring the pounding of the
storm and thefrightening dark wetnessthat spread across her hip, staining her shirt with her own
blood.

"Aeig, please... let me" Bren Adahan said as heknelt next to her, but Walter shoved him away,
sending the younger man tumbling.

It only occurred to him much later that he was acting like Karl would have—that monomaniac
Cullinane could never concentrate on morethan onething at a time.

"Medic, dammit,"” he shouted, as he crouched beside her. " We need a goddamn medic here. We've
got onedown." Hetorethe pistol and powder horn from her hands and gripped both of her wrists
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in hisleft fist, ignoring her vague, distant protests.

"| decidewhat theprioritiesare here, understood?" he said, tugging at her shirt, trying to pull it
up so that he could get at her wound. Wet, it resisted; it clung tightly to her skin.

Fastening both hands on her shirt, heripped the cloth away, revealing the deep gash in her side.
The holewent all the way through her, about kidney-height. Blood flowed evenly, a dark oozing.
Trying to staunch the flow, he clapped a palm to her wound, then snatched it away as she
screamed, her body writhing spasmodically.

"No," shesaid, struggling against hisgrip with a weaknessthat frightened him. " Later. Got to
reload, or—" Her voicetrailed off in a gurgle as a spasm sent a stream of bloody vomit pouring
from her mouth, spattering him.

Therunner arrived with the brass bottle of healing draughts; out of the corner of his eye Slovotsky
saw Bren Adahan snatch it away and uncork it. Adahan splashed some on Aeia'swound, then
forced the bottle between her lips, while Slovotsky held her still.

But another spasm splattered Walter's face with wasted healing draught and mor e sour vomit.
Shaking his head to clear thevilefluid from hisface, hetried to hold her still. Bren splashed more
of the precious stuff on the outside of her wounds, and was only partly successful.

“Try it again—Aeia, you've got to drink this," Bren said.

" Can't—"

Walter Slovotsky called for his command voice:

"Doit, Aeia. Now," hesaid.

God, | sound like Karl, he thought, as she swallowed once, hard, and then went limp in hisarms,

“No!" Bren Adahan shouted, a shrill half-scream, while Walter held her tightly against his chest,
her cold, wet form horribly still.

No. Make it not so.
But—God and all the saints be praised!—the thumping wasn't just hisown heart. It was hers, too.

" She'salive, Bren." Walter found himself smiling so hard he thought hisface might split. " She's
alive." Gripping her hands, he could feel her pulse. Thin and thready, but it wasthere. He fancied
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he could hear her heartbeat.

Somewher e off in the storm, Ahirawas barking orders; atreecrashed to the ground. " Walter,"
thedwarf called, " we've got to set up.”

Walter stood, Aeiain hisarms. " Bren—take her away from thetrail; | don't want her hurt any
more."

Bren nodded grimly as he accepted her limp form, holding the girl easlly, tenderly, leaving behind
only a quick glare as he ducked his head and pushed away into therain.

Clever, Slovotsky, very clever. You sure concealed that relationship well.

Walter Slovotsky had always prided himself on not being the kiss-and-tell type, but it never seemed
to matter much; interested parties usually worked such things out.

To hell with it. He wiped sour vomit from his face and chest as he worked hisway back to thetrail,
slogging through the now ankle-deep mud.

Save that for later.

" Saveit for later, Walter," Ahirasaid, echoing his own thoughts. The dwarf swung the woodaxe
against the bole of another tree; chipsthe size of Slovotsky'sfist flew off into therain. " And reload,
now."

Walter looked down at where he had dropped his pistols; they lay in the leaves, wet and muddy. It
would take morethan a few towels and a few minutesto dry them enough for reloading. s#

"No good; I'm going to have to substitute.”
"Thendoit." ?

Crossbow, that was the best bet—he could relieve one of the dead slavers of a weapon. The
bastar ds always seemed to have good bows.

Hewalked over to wherethe still body of a slaver crossbowman lay on the ground, half covered by
his dappled mare. Glassy-eyed, barely breathing, the animal whinnied in pain, itsright foreleg
badly broken, bloody shards of bone poking through the skin.

Dead slaver swere something that didn't bother Slovotsky, not after all these years. But an animal
in pain was something he could never get used to.
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" Danerel?" hecalled out. " You find any healing draughts?"
Thefat man nodded and pulled a small clay bottle from his pouch, tossing it to Slovotsky.

While healing draughts wer e precious, it wasn't possible to trust the slavers potions—mor e than
once, they had been boobytrapped; once he had watched one of hisand Karl'steam diea horrible
death in front of their eyes. Four times, Walter had watched the same happen to a captured daver,
used asatest animal.

Thereweren't any test animals here. " Then again, Dobbin, | don't see you're going to lose anything
by my trying."

Walter uncorked the bottle and poured thethick liquid onto the hor se's wound.

Thistime, the stuff was pure, thereal thing: Skin and muscle reached out and drew boneinto
place, slashed flesh sealed up like a zipper. But the horse was still weak, still whinnying in pain.
Internal injuries, probably.

Well, Slovotsky decided, laughing inside at his own hypocrisy, there could still be a slow-acting
poison in this; best to use it on the animal and not himself.

He splashed therest into the animal's mouth, then tossed the now-empty bottle aside.

Thefamiliar miraclerepeated itself: In lessthan a minute, the horse was on itsfeet. As he stooped
to move the body of the slaver, Walter took a moment to pat at its muzzle, resolving to takethis
mare as part of hisshare of the booty.

Half covered by the body of itsformer master, the slaver's crossbow was unbroken, surprisingly.

Cocking it, Walter took a quiver of boltsdown from the horse's saddle and slipped oneinto the
slot, nocking it into place. He hung the quiver from hisbelt and headed to the roadblock that Ahira
had set up.

Threetreeslay acrossthetrail, their boles and branches making the way almost impassable. But
over totheleft, the brush on the side of thetrail wasthinned out, just enough. " Danerel—and you,
yes, you—take positions over there. And restring the tripwire from that treeto that one. In case
they crash through.”

It had been only a few minutes sincethe start of the attack; retreating slaver s should be due any
moment. The only question in Slovotsky's mind was how long his commando could hold them
without relief from therest of the Home for ces.
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After all the anticipation, it was an anticlimax when only three slaver horsemen made it down the
trail to theroadblock. Three bulletsand two crossbow bolts were enough to bring them down.

" That was a pretty brace of shotsfrom Aeia. | might have gotten myself badly nicked, otherwise,"
Ahira said, hefting one of the dead slavers lances, then casually hurling it into what clearly was a
corpse. The pole passed clear through the dead man.

"Hewasalready dead," Walter Slovotsky said.

" S0, no harm done. | take over from here, yes?" Ahirasaid, shaking hishead to clear therain
from his eyes.

Walter nodded. " It'syours."

Fighting the exhaustion that threatened to drag him down into the wet darkness, Walter Slovotsky
shook hishead totry to clear it.

He shivered in therain. Nothing that could be done about that, except maybe someinternal
heating. He fished a silver flask from his pouch, unscrewed the top, and tilted back a good
mouthful of Riccetti's Best. The, harsh corn liquor burned on the way down, then set up warming
vibrationsin hismiddle that pushed the chill away, if only alittle.

He passed the bottleto Ahira. The dwarf took the barest taste—clearly doing that only out of
politeness—befor e handing it back. " Good stuff. Now, put it away; we're not donefor the day.
Danerel, you finish with cleanup. Araven, go find Bren Adahan and Aeia, and tell them it'sall
over—and be car eful, boy, keep calling their names asyou go. Y ou—what's your name?—K eevan,
get Walter'sand my hor ses, we're going to go hook up with therest."

Ahiralooked over at him in grim satisfaction, his open-palmed gesturetaking in the cor pses
scattered acrossthe ground, some almost lifelike, staring open-eyed at nothing, others, l[imbs
missing and faces blasted into a horrid pulp, barely recognizable as human.

It all stank. Like a cesspool. In death, the dlavers sphincters had all relaxed, in the mindless reflex
that triesto make all animalslesstasty to their predators.

Ahira shook hishead. " Remember when this bothered you?"

Walter Slovotsky swallowed twice, hard. " Nah," he said, forcing a smilethat maybe even Ahira
wouldn't have been ableto tell from thereal thing. " That waslong ago, in a galaxy far, far away."

Asalways, the cleanup was tedious, but the familiarity of the routine was reassuring. The main
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assault under Daherrin had gone generally well, although not perfectly: Thewarrior who
challenged Walter and Ahira on their way in said there had been many minor casualties among
both Home warriors and ex-slaves, and, wor se, two warrior deaths—Sereval and Hervan, two men
that Walter knew only dlightly—and almost a dozen slaves killed by stray shotsand bolts.

It couldn't be helped. One of the many nasty facts of lifeisthat innocenceisno armor.

Even after along layoff, Daherrin'steam swunginto their post-slaughter routine with practiced
assur ance, each one assuming his secondary role comfortably.

Warriors-turned-smiths chiseled through chains while warrior s-tur ned-cooks sorted through the
davers stores, handing out small pieces of jerky while several huge pots of stew wer e cooking, two
men quickly butchering a killed horse for the pot. Others, now acting as medics, eyed all injuries
skeptically, dispensing ointments and bandages liberally, doling out doses of healing draughts
stingily. A detail dug gravesfor respectful burialsfor both Homewarriorsand dead slaves, while
warrior-quartemasters stripped the slaver corpses and sear ched for personal effects.

Those with nothing else to do dragged the dead slaver s off, away from the camp, torot on the
forest floor. Normal procedurewasto leave the slavers bodieswherethey fell, asan
announcement and a warning. An exception had been made; because of the inter mittent rain,
Daherrin had decided—wisdly, in Slovotsky's opinion—to make a rough camp herefor the night,
giving both warriorsand former saves a good rest before starting thelong march Homeward in
the mor ning.

Tarpaulins wer e pitched as lean-tos, sheltering some from therain, which had slowed to a
miser able drizzle, while other s stood around the six cooking firesthat defiantly shot flame out into
therain.

Getting closeto half athousand ex-slavestreated, fed, and bedded down for the night was a major
oper ation, but Daherrin had it well in hand by the time Slovotsky and Ahira dismounted from
their hor ses.

The dwarf issued a few quick ordersto alanky, teenaged hor seman, then reached up and gave him
afriendly slap on theleg. " Good. Be sureto run down the chart—and | want you to personally
account for everyone on the team; we don't want anybody hurt and lost."

"Understood, Daherrin." Theboy spurred hishorse away.
"You have any casualties?" Daherrin asked.

" No problem. Aeia wounded, the wound treated," Ahira said. " Nothing else worth talking about."
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" Looking good," Daherrin said, with a gap-toothed smile. " Don't like two dead, but it'll probably
hold at that."
Walter shook hishead, " What do you mean, probably? The guard said—"

"Wedon't have areport from the group that took on the outriders.” The dwarf shrugged. " But
not to worry—there were only two men in the slaver to advance, and we had six waiting for 'em."”

Hooves sending mud splashing into the air, Geveren's pony galloped up. Even befor e the hor se had
completely stopped, the battered dwarf had dismounted, stumbling on the muddy ground. " Ahira,
Walter Slovotsky," hesaid. " Wehave a problem." " What—"

"Valeran isdead. And Jason Cullinaneisgone." Hisexpression grew grim. " When the shooting
started, heran. Hetook hishorse and ran away."

CHAPTER NINE:

Jason Cullinane

| have saved myself; what do | care about that shield? Forget about it; I'll get another one that isjust
as good.

—Archilochus

I'm going, too. The moment that the wor ds wer e out of hismouth, Jason Cullinane had known that
it wasaterrible mistake.

But it had also been expected of him, required of him. Everything was expected of hisson. By him,
aswell aseveryone else.

Including Aeia and Valeran. Well, perhaps Aeia would have smiled tolerantly at him, even if he
hadn't volunteered, but the old soldier, who didn't seem to approve of much that Jason Cullinane
did or was, had responded to Jason's hasty wordswith a brief nod of approval, the highest praise
that the old captain had ever deigned to confer on Jason.

It wasn't fair. It just wasn't fair. So what if other sixteen-year-olds wer e expected to use a sword,
bow, or gun, to put themselvesin the way of flying crossbow bolts and sharp steel edges—why did
Jason haveto be like everyone else? The otherswere all so stupid—didn't they know that swords
could cut, that bolts could pierce too-weak flesh?
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Didn't they know?

" Easy, boy," Valeran murmured asthey crouched in the brush off the waiting in the downpour for
the daver advancetorideby. " Thisiswhat Karl would call a'piece of cake,' " hesaid, the English
words awkward in his mouth.

Valeran'sleft hand patted the crossbow that the old captain rested easily on hisknee. " Just a bit of
simple, basic butchery. It will be bloody, but easy—we've practiced and discussed it enough, eh?"

"Yes, Valeran," Jason whispered back, grateful that he had to whisper, knowing that if hetried to
use hisvoice, it would break.

It should have been easy.

Their horseswere hidden farther down thetrail, all well hitched; it was six from Home against the
two advanceriders, with a simple plan, one that should have been foolproof. If the main part of the
attack had already started—if they heard gunshots from down the trail—they were freeto take
their pistols from their oilskin wrappings and use them. Otherwisethey wererestricted to
crossbows and swor ds—and the throttle loop that Jason'sold friend Mikyn, crouchingin a
crooked limb of an old oak, had waiting asa surprisefor the davers-It should have been easy.

Down thetrail, hooves beat against mud in aloud, rapid tattoo.
" Get ready," Valeran said.

The two horsemen rode down the path, the second trailing a full twenty yards behind thefirst,
clearly to niinimize being splattered by flying mud.

Gently, like a strand of spider'sweb floating to earth, Mikyn's noose dropped from the cover of the
rain—

—and settled around the suddenly outflung arm of the trailing hor seman.

The daver'sreflexes were superb: With a shrill cry, he fastened a gloved fist around the cord and
pulled, hard. Mikyn, unprepared, fell from thetree, landing hard on hissidein the mud.

Thiswasn't what was supposed to happen.
It should have been easy.

The other dlaver, hearing the cry, wheeled his hor se around, fingers clawing for a weapon.
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Thiswasn't what was supposed to happen.
Valeran roseto hisfull height, bringing his crossbow up.

" Shoot theonein front!" he called out, taking aim at the daver who had pulled Mikyn down, and
who now, hissword held out and down, was bearing down on the stunned boy. But doing that
necessarily forced the old soldier to ignorethe other saver.

Thiswasn't what was supposed to happen.
The daver drew and threw a knife.
Timelost itsforward motion, and froze into an awful moment:

—Valeran, hisstrong fingerscurled around the crossbow trigger, leading the slaver carefully,
knowing that thiswas his only chance at the grizzled man bearing down on Mikyn—

—aflickering of steel asathrowing knifetumbled end over end through the air—

—Jason, hisarm reaching out as of itsown vaolition, trying to shout a war ning to histeacher and
mentor, to the man who had been more of a father than he could ever be—

He had towarn Valeran. He had to. But timewas frozen for him, too; he was part of the scene,
frozen into the sameicy dlice of time, not merely an observer.

Thiswasn't what was supposed to happen.
And then it all resolved:

—The hor seman bearing down on Mikyn looked puzzled as his sword tumbled from nerveless
fingers, clumsy handsreaching up to feel at the crossbow bolt buried feather-deep in his chest.

—Two other bolts sprouted from the other slaver; yet another grew from the neck of his now-
rearing horse.

—And Valeran sumped back to the ground, a woodhandled throwing knife buried hilt-deep in the
bloody messthat had been hisright eye. Thiswasn't what was supposed to happen. It should have
been easy. Jason ran. And kept on running.

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (103 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:24 AM]



fille:///C}/2590%620Sci -Fi%620and%20F antasy %20E-books/ Joel %20R0senberg%620-%62004%20-%620T he%20Hei r%620A pparent.txt
CHAPTER TEN:

Decisions
Three may keep a secret, if two are dead.
—Benjamin Franklin

"Wedon't have much time," Ahirasaid, staring out into the night. Therain had faded to adrizzle,
but it was enough to mask Jason'strail. Just a couple of milesfarther, the forest opened on the
cleared land of the holdings outside of Wehnest; he could go in any direction.

Go after him now? Riding down aforest trail at night was a fine way for horses and peopleto lose
eyes, maybe once they broke through into cleared land they might be able to make some safe
progr ess.

But cleared land was miles away. It might aswell be light-years.
Ahiradidn't likeit at all.
Why did humans have to make a bad situation wor se? The dwarf shrugged. It wastypical.

"He might turn back,” Aeia said, taking another mouthful of stew. " | doubt it, but he might.
Stubbornnessrunsin thefamily,” shesaid, alittle proudly.

Bren Adahan shrugged, the flames of the cooking firedancing in hiseyes. Heran dirty fingers
through hissandy hair. " | don't see what the problem is. AsMikyn tellsit, Jason... left after the
matter was decided; it wasn't cowar dice—"

" Saysyou." Walter Slovotsky shook hishead. " And says me, for that matter. All it lookslikeis
squeamishness. But what if it looks like cowar dice to him?"

Trust Walter to put hisfinger right on the problem.

Adahan didn't understand; he shrugged again. " So? Wefind him and explain otherwise. It's not
uncommon to panic, one'sfirst timein afight."

"Téell that to theboy,” Ahira said. Pleasetell that to the boy.

"Very well; I'll go after him," Bren Adahan said, spreading his hands. " But, again, | do not seethe
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problem. We can send easily half a hundred men to find him, per suade him to come back, even
force him if they haveto."

Aeia'seyesflashed at that. " Force my brother ?"
"Never mind that, Aeia. Think again, Bren Adahan,” Daherrin said. " Think again.”
" Excuse me?"

"He'stelling you to think it through,” Aeia said. She spoke slowly, patiently, as though explaining
something obviousto a half-witted child. " Jason isn't just my little brother; he'salso Karl
Cullinane's son—don't you think that any member of the Slavers Guild would give hisright leg to
have hishands on the emperor'sson?" She swallowed more stew. " It'sgot to be done fast. We
don't have much time until theword getsout."

That wastrue. Word of Jason's desertion had quickly spread among the Home warriors—and
probably the ex-slaves. Gossip travels at around the speed of sound, even though it feelslikethe
speed of light. Those Therranji heading back to Therranj would quickly spread the story; even
those going Home would soon pass the news throughout the valley, and from there to an outbound
trader.

Within weeks, word would be out: Jason Cullinane was traveling. Alone, unprotected.

When the news reached that bastard Ahrmin, would hetry to kidnap the boy to useasalever to
pry Karl out of Holtun-Bieme? Or would hejust torturethe boy to death, and usethat to draw
Karl out to where he could be killed?

Did it matter?

Ahira shook hishead. It didn't look good at all.

" Got to find him beforeit's generally known," Daherrin said. He shook hishead. " Don't like this
much at all; thissortathingisnot my job." He called to hissecond, " Three or four days until we

should be seeing the dragon?"

" Four," theanswer cameback. " If he makesit Home on time, and if we get to the rendezvous on
time."

" Ellegon! That'sthe solution," Bren Adahan said eagerly. " Couldn't Ellegon find him?"

"Sure" Walter Slovotsky poked a stick into thefire, then pulled it out and considered the glowing
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ember at itstip. " If they're close enough, Ellegon can read him—the two of them have been around
each other since before Jason was born; Ellegon can read him from a greater distance than he can
Karl, even. But that's not much; the dragon's got to be reasonably close." Walter shrugged. " Jason
can cover alot of ground in four, five days. Ellegon doesn't dare get too closeto towns; he'stoo
liable to get shot out of the sky."

Ahiranodded. " Let'sassume he'sgoing to at least stop off in Wehnest. Maybe we can catch up
with him there—we'll bring in some of the slavers gear, and play merchant as a cover."

Aeia set her bowl down. " Finewith me."
Bren and Walter both spokeup. " You are not going,” they said in unison.

"Really. How interesting." Aeiatilted her head as shelooked over at Ahira; it wasone of Andrea’s
gestures. " Do you think 1'm not going?"

Ahiradidn't likeit, but he knew aswell as anyonethat he didn't have the authority to stop her.
Besides, it was a family affair.

"Aeia," Walter said, " you're not going. And that endsthat discussion.”

She stared off into the dark for amoment. " Have you ever heard my father talk about threats,
Uncle Walter?"

Walter frowned.

"Hesays," shewent on, "that if you make them strong enough, and mean them sincer ely enough,
you almost never haveto follow through. So..." She eyed him levelly. " If you'regoingtotry to keep
me out of this, then you'd better find three or four big men to chain me down, because he's my little
brother, and I'm not being left behind," she said, one hand on the butt of her pistol. " And they'd
damn well better not want to live, because when | get unchained, I'll kill them. Dead."

Despite himself, Ahira grinned. Helooked over at Walter. " She'sgoing."

"1 worked it out."

Ahiralaughed. " Aeia, | think you've spent too much time around Tennetty. Hmmm... who else do
we want?"

Bren Adahan stirred at theashes. " I'll come. | already said | would."
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Hardly surprising, considering that Aeia was coming.
"You'rein." Ahiranodded. " But we'd better leaveit at that: Aela, Bren Adahan, Walter, and me.

Any more, and the size of our group will draw attention. Can't have a wholetroop of dwarves
mar ching into Wehnest."

Walter Slovotsky grinned. "I don't know. It might be kind of fun to see Geveren and the others
mar ching in, singing, 'Hi-ho, hi-ho." Could draw a lot of attention."

" Shh," Daherrin considered the flamesfor a moment. " What do we tell the dragon?"
"Simple," Walter said. " The usual rendezvous south of Wehnest still whereit used to be?"

“No," Daherrin said, then visibly reconsidered. " Well, yeah, if you're thinking of the one we used
to use when you wer e seconding Karl—we just moved it back last year. It'stheclearing, just 'bout
three daysout. Wherewefirst ran into slaver powder, back when hewasrunning theteam."

" Right. So we'll meet Ellegon there."

Daherrin spat into thefire, a sizzling glob that vanished in a hiss of steam, " That wasn't what |
meant. Ellegon isn't going to be happy about losing the boy—what do | tell him?"

"You just tell him thetruth,” Ahirasaid. " Thetruth. Thetruth, the wholetruth, and nothing but
thetruth. With a bit of luck, the truth will bethat Jason, Aeia, Bren, Walter, and | are heading
back toward Home."

"Without luck?"

Ahira picked up alog that was half asthick ashisarm. It wasabit long for thefire; hegripped it
firmly and snapped it in two. He turned to the others and looked over the faces, shiningin the
firelight.

"Without luck, we're all dead.

CHAPTER ELEVEN:

Jason, Alone

What is left when honor islost?
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—Publilius Syrus

By the time dawn broke, Jason was sure of four things: first, that he'd been a coward torun;
second, that there was no way he could go back; third, that he was hungry; and fourth, that he was
tired.

Asdawn brokeredly across the cornfields, the weariness beat down on him liketherain had; a
dull, metallic morning taste clung to histeeth.

But it just didn't seem to matter. Still, he pulled a piece of jerky from his saddlebags and let the
leather-hard meat soften in hismouth before chewing.

" See," heexplained to the brown gelding that hisfather had named Libertarian, for reasons he
wouldn't explain, " I'm not just anybody else. I'm supposed to be special." He mumbled around the
mouthful of jerky. " Supposed to be special.” He was leading his hor se, as he had been doing for
most of the night; it was one of the lessons from him that had appar ently sunk in; he had always
said that cruelty to animals was unfor givable.

But what could he do? Jason considered his situation, turning it over once again in hismind. He
had a bit of money in hisbags, his swords, pistol, and rifle, hishorse and saddle, and the clothes on
hisback. And that wasall.

What would Valeran have done? Valeran. Helet thereinsfall from hisfingers, fell to hiskneesin
the mud, and wept. What would Valeran have done? Valeran wouldn't have had to do anything;
wouldn't haverun likea coward in thefirst place; he would have stood his ground.

Jason never knew how long he cried, but when he stopped, he was kneeling in the mud on the road,
his hor se waiting patiently.

He got to hisfeet and rubbed at his eyes.

There was something Uncle L ou had once said, something about how if you don't know how to
solve all of a problem, try solving a piece of it and working from there. He called it " getting a man
on base," whatever that meant.

But it made sense. May aswell giveit atry, he decided. Ahead was Wehnest. If hewasn't going to
turn around and go back—

"l can't," hesaid."| can't go back."

—well, then he'd haveto either stay there, go through thefields, or go forward. He'd walked the
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hor se long enough; he picked up the reins and swung himself to the saddle, nudging the gelding
into a slow walk.

He patted at theriflein its saddle boot. Clearly he'd have to do something about the guns; they
identified him asfrom Home. Home warriorsweren't popular everywhere; there were always some
who wanted to try to earn guild rewards. While concealing his pistols was easy, he knew he should
throw therifle away, but Jason had studied smithing under Nehera; the barrel alone represented
hour s upon hours of hard work, and it would be wrong to just tossthat away.

Besides, it might be handy to have a gun.
And, besides, he thought, almost choking on the tearswelling up, it was a memento of Home.
Hedidn't deserveit, but he'd keep it anyway.

Down theroad, at the bottom of a gentle dip, a circle of low grasses surrounding an ancient oak
interrupted the cornfield, itsleaves arching over awell. He wasn't sure whether the well had been
dug specifically for travelersand their animalsor if it had formerly served a habitation, but it had
been maintained: the bucket was made of new ash, and the rope was both sturdy and neatly coiled.

Hewatered hishorsefirst, then set him to grazing.

Jason stripped to the buff and brought up another bucketful, giving his clothes a brief washing,
wringing histunic and leggings as vigorously as he could, spreading hisclothesin thesun todry.

He brought up another bucketful, and dumped it over hishead before he could lose his nerve.

It was colder than anything he had ever felt before; by the time he had sluiced the mud from his
skin, histeeth wer e chattering.

Hedried himself awkwar dly with his sleeping blanket, then spread it out and stretched himself out
on itsdamp surfacetodry.

Hesat up with ajerk, for a moment wondering wher e he was, then remembering.
The sun was high above the fields now, and his clothes and blanket almost dry. He was still hungry.

He quickly dressed and stood over hisgear, rubbing his eyes, then knelt to rub hisrifle down with
an oily cloth from his bags beforewrapping it in hisblanket and tying the blanket shut. Well, it
was hidden in amanner of; speaking, but what it looked likewasarifle wrapped in a blanket.
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Not good enough, he decided as he untied the package.

Jason took a couple of quillsfrom hisfletching kit, tied them to a small stick, and stuck the stick
down the barrel of therifle. Taking hisbowie from his belt, he cut a few stalks of corn, stripped off
theimmature earsand fed them to his hor se, then set the stalks down next to hisrifle and wrapped
the whole bundlein the blanket.

Now, that looked a bit better.
To the casual observer, it could easily seem to be a bow and some arrow stock.
He stood, grinning widely, then caught himself.

Cowards had no right to smile. He would never smile again, he decided as he wrapped hispistol in
oilcloth and hid them in his saddlebags.

But, still, Riccetti had been right, asusual: Solving even a little, unimportant problem did makethe
day seem a little brighter, life seem a little better.

Hitching at his swordbelt, he swung to Libertarian's saddle and gavethe horse'sreinsafirm
twitch.

Wehnest wasn't like Home, or even like the smaller-sized townsin Holtun-Bieme. Home houses
wer e wood-frame dwellings and log cabins, built with pine. Both Holtun and Bieme had long
favored stone as a building material, although the ramshackle hutsthat tended to be built up
against per manent structures could be anything, but wer e usually of half-timber construction,
wattle-and-daub buildings; oak-framed shackswith walls made of woven mats of wicker,
sealed—to the extent that they were sealed—with mud.

Here, everything except the lord's keep in the distance was wattle-and-daub, with all of wattle-and-
daub's questionable benefits.

Half-timber houses wer e as drafty asthe wor st of stone construction, their wallswere hometo
vermin of ail descriptions, and—asif that weren't bad enough—they wereincredibly easy to burn.
Which waswhy he had outlawed any new half-timber construction in Holtun-Bieme.

And which also might have explained the guard station on theroad. Far off in the distance, Jason
could seethelord'sguard station, a stone gatehouse around the outer wall of the houses
immediately surrounding thelord's castle.

But Metreyll had long been at peace, and the settlement had overflowed the stone surrounding the
castle at the heart of the city; thedirt road was watched by only a ramshackle half-timber building
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that was mor e shack than anything else, the shack watched over by two lazy-eyed guards.
Jason waited with simulated patience while the two guardswaved a fanner and his ox cart along.
He dismounted at a nod.

"Your businessin Wehnest, lad?" the older of thetwo said. The frown on hislined face was of
almost infinite weariness, and both his breastplate and helmet wererusted through in several
places. a worn man, wearing worn armor. Not much lifeleft in either.

" Just traveling through. And I'm older than | look," Jason said as gruffly as he could, ruining the
effect when hisvoice cracked.

The other guard snickered. " And wherefrom? Asif wedidn't know."

" Excuse me?" Jason's hand dropped to his swordhilt. The younger guard was asfast as he was; his
swor d was halfway from its scabbard when the old soldier raised a hand.

"Tahavath, Artum, ta havath," the old man said wearily, then turned back to Jason. " It happens
all thetime, boy; nothing unusual—and, usually, there ected head hererather than back to the
elves. Thelords of Home didn't need your sword, en?"

Jason wasn't sure what the other was getting at, but playing along looked right. " If you say so."
Back to the elves—that had to mean Ther-ranj. It sounded asthough the old soldier had mistaken
him for a Ther-ranji human.

Theold one nodded. 'Thought so. Ten yearsback, | tried to sign up myself. Looked to be good pay.
They didn't want me."

The younger one—Artum—snickered. " You never were much with a sword, Habel."

Habel drew himself up straight, and for just a second, Jason could see atrace of the strength that
he must have had in hisyouth.

"1t wasn't my sword that wasthe problem, boy," he said quietly, hisvoice almost a whisper.

Sometimes all awarrior hasishisdignity and pride; for a moment Habel's ancient pride
threatened to flareinto a present fire.

But the moment passed, leaving Jason almost choked with rage. Not at Habel, and not at the other
soldier—Jason was furious with himself. At least Habel had some pride; perhaps, once upon a
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time, Habel hadn't run, hadn't proclaimed himself a coward.

"Artum...” Theold man leaned back against thewall of the guard shack and sighed. " That
damned dragon of theirs stared into my soul, and pronounced me unfit."

Ellegon. Hisson didn't have any close friends, except for two: Valeran and the dragon. And
Valeran was dead; Ellegon would look into Jason's heart, see the coward, and recoil in disgust.

Jason had never felt so alone.

"Which village are you from?" the younger guard asked.
"lsthat important?"

"| say—"

"Artum."” Habel looked at him for along moment. " No, probably not,** he said, becoming
suddenly businesslike. With arough hunk of chalk, he made a mark on thewall of the guard
shack. " By nightfall, you areto be out of Metreyll or registered with an armsman—you'll need to
either be hired, or show enough coin to persuade him that you're not going to have to steal to eat."

"1'll be gone before dark,” Jason said, sounding mor e sure than hefelt. Where do you go when
your lifeisover?

"Very well, but if you're after work, Falikostherancher ishiring drovers. Pay is shit-poor, but |
hear thefood isgood."

"Thank you; | may look into that."
" No thanks necessary; it's my job. Now be gone."

Thefirst thing to do wasto find a place to stay; while Jason didn't particularly want to show all of
his money—how would someone of his age and appear ance have come by so much?—surely he
could show enough to establish some means of support. Theidea of hiring on asa drover didn't
have any appeal. Still, he had to do something about getting his hor se fed and rested, and himself
occupied.

Where do you go to give up?

Karl Cullinane had smiled and asked Mother that, once, when she was frustrated with the inability
of an apprenticeto handle Other Side numbering. Her answer had been to swear at him and
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redouble her efforts. Therewasn't anyplaceto go to give up.

Hecouldn't stay herelong. They'd be after him, lying to him that everything was all right, that it
was okay for hisson to be a coward—a filthy coward.

Theworst of it wasthat Ellegon might find him. He couldn't face the dragon, or him, not ever
again, not until...

..until what?
That was the problem; hedidn't have an answer to that.

A few days. That wasall he needed. Just a few daysto settle histhoughtsand try to figur e out what
to do next.

He found accommodations at Vator the hostler's, where he gave hisname as Taren, a common
name throughout the Eren regions.

Thefat, bald man, after giving Jason's gear a thorough eyeing, insisted on rather mor e than Jason
thought was standard for boarding his horse, but after Jason gave him a hand reshoeing a
recalcitrant mule, he changed his mind and offered board and sleeping space in the hayloft above
the stablesin return for a day'swork; he also agreed to report Jason as employed.

It seemed afair deal; Jason nodded and got to work.
Thework was hard, but, even dog-tired as he was, he couldn't sleep that night.

Part of it wastheinsectsthat infested the straw; by midnight, he was bitten in half a thousand
places. He couldn't use the few healing draughtsin his saddlebag; those had to be saved for
emer gencies.

Which hewaslikely to run into.

Therewas, after all, away out. If he could do something, something so important, so brave, that his
cowar dice would pale by comparison, that would make up for it, at least somewhat.

Rubbing at yet another bite, he curled himself up in the straw.
A coward didn't haveto stay a coward, not forever.

My father proved himself when he killed your father, Ahrmin. You're mine.
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He noticed that hewas crying again, that he had been silently weeping for so long that his eyes
ached.

I'll work it out, somehow, he decided. The point was that the decision had been made: He'd prove
himself, somehow.

And thistime, he sworeto himself, | won't run away.

There were only two questions. how could he...

...and could he?

Jason didn't know. Therewouldn't be many chances, would he freeze? No. No, he wouldn't freeze.
That wastheonly answer he had: Hejust wouldn't freeze up again. That wasall.

What was left a man who had lost his honor?

Therewas only one thing: resolve. For the time being, that would have to be enough.

He dropped off to atentative sleep that was made only of icy nightmare.

CHAPTER TWELVE:

An Acquaintance Renewed

Old friends are best

—John Selden

Walter Slovotsky smiled genially at the old soldier. " So you think he wasjust passing through?"

The old man nodded. " That'swhat he said, yesterday. Did seem to bein arush. What's your
interest? You around when them Home snobsr ejected him?"

Whatever the old man meant didn't matter, and he seemed to be expecting agreement; Slovotsky
nodded, and thumb-flicked him the copper coin that had been enough to attract the soldier's
interest but not so much asto excite suspicions.
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"Just curious." Slovotsky shrugged. " | knew him when he was younger, thought | might offer him
somework."

"1f | see him, who should | say islooking for him?"

"Warrel," hesaid, picking the common Erendra name that was closest to his own, hisusual phony
name. "Warrel ip Therran;j."

Asthe old soldier knowingly nudged his partner, Slovotsky kicked hishorseinto a slow walk.
Maybe the other s were having belter luck. Or worse.

At least he had someinformation. That was something.

Wehnest was much the way heremembered it: a scattering of buildings and streetsrandomly
radiating from the walled castle at the center; a crude painting by an incompetent artist, colored
only in brown and gray.

It was a market day, though, and the mar kets wer e busy, although not as busy as he remembered
them. Perhaps because the main trading and feed grains were not ready for harvest, he could spot
only two or threetraders.

Still, therewas a brisk businessin hor seflesh; it seemed that another cattledrive for Pandathaway
wasin the works.

Could Jason have signed up for something like that? Surely the boy wouldn't be so stupid.

Therewas one thing that made Walter smile, although he carefully kept the smileinside: Over in
the markets, the dave pensthat once had overflowed with enslaved humanity were empty. There
was still slave owning and slave trading in Wehnest, but it was a much smaller affair than it had
been, and prices had gone through the ceiling.

Therest of the merchantsdidn't seem to be suffering, though. Ahead, in front of a half-sunken
storefront, a meatseller had half a dozen fist-sized hunks of delightful-smelling mutton turning on
a spit over a carefully sized fire.

Suckered mein, Slovotsky thought, dismounting and holding up a Pandathaway half-copper and
pointing with three fingersto three of the servings.

The seller held up a singlefinger; Slovotsky started to return hiscoin to his purse, allowing the
mer chant to stop him by holding up atwo-finger V. Slovotsky nodded and smiled, flipping the coin
into the air, drawing a knife, and hacking orf the two biggest chunks from the spit before the
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mer chant could catch it.

When the mer chant opened his mouth to protest, Slovotsky carefully set an irritated expression on
his face, sticking one of the pieces of meat on thetip of hisknife and offering it back to the man,
allowing just thetrace of flare of hisnostrils.

The merchant thought about it for a moment, decided that it wasn't worth thetrouble, and planted
a professional grin on hisown face, waving Slovotsky along.

Not bad at all, Walter Slovotsky thought, wolfing down thefirst piece, taking histime with the
second.

" Nicely done," floated acrossthenoisy crowd to hisears. "1 think | taught you part of that."
Heturned tolook at the stall acrossthe way; it was marked with the sign of the Healing Hand—
—and thevoice had been in English.

Doria. He snatched at hishorse'sreinsand headed for the stall, pausing for only amoment totie
thereinsto a hitching post.

Some people age poor ly, some gracefully. Doria hadn't aged at all; almost two decades had swirled
around her, leaving her untouched. Beneath her white robes, her body was unbent by the years; as
shelaid a hand on his shoulder, her seevefell away, revealing a firm young arm.

He swept her up in hisarmsfor too short a moment, and then pushed her dightly away.
" God, Doria, you look good."

Her face had long lost any look of childhood, but time had etched no lines, the weight of years had
created no sag. She could, perhaps, have been as young as twenty, except for the eyes.

The eyes. They bothered him. It wasn't just that her iriseswereyelow; it wasthat they seemed to
see too much.

Doria gripped hisshoulder with a surprising strength. " It's good to see you, too." Sheled him
through the stall and into the coolness of the small, dark room beyond.

Therewas another Hand cleric inside, a shar p-eyed little woman whom Walter instantly and
instinctively disliked. She turned and left without a word.
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Doriawaved Walter to a seat. " You seemed surprised to see me."
Wordsfailed him. "I didn't think they'd ever let you leave. Or..."

She smiled gently. " Or what? Or you'd have cometo take me away from all that?" The smile
widened as her hand gripped his. " Even if I'd gone with you, what would your wife have said? It's
okay, Walter. |I've been well. And fulfilled.” The cornersof her mouth turned up. " As| seeyou
have been,” shesaid, her smileturning it into a double entendre.

"Yeah. Just last night."
" Careful." Shewaved afinger." But you areirrepressible, you know."
"1t's one of my many charms."

Her facefell; she cocked her head asthough listening to a distant voice. " Walter, we will haveto
make this short; arancher hashired measa healer, to accompany a cattle drive to Pandathaway."

" Pandathaway?" They were probably all still wanted there.

She dismissed his concern with awave. " 1'm of the Hand, Walter. There'sno danger, although |
must leave soon—" Distress clouded her face, and her fingersflew to histemple. Her fingertips
rested gently in hishair, unmoving, while an almost electric char ge seemed to emanate from them.

" Karl'sson!"

"Yes, |—"

"Shh." Sheclosed her eyes momentarily, then reopened them. " Thisway was faster."
Shewassilent for along minute, her eyesfocused on some far-distant point. " | see."

This new competence was going to take some getting used to, Walter decided.

Then he decided to get used to it now, and save himself thetrouble of having to do it later.
" Can you do anything?"

She shook her head. " None of the Hand will, Walter. | doubt if | could, even if it was permitted; it
would take skills greater than mineto pierce the spell around Jason'samulet. The Mother could, if
shewould...."
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"But shewon't."

" Can't. None of the Hand can help you. Believe me. There'sa geason all of us." Shebit her lip,
momentarily bringing up her hand, touching a finger nail to her nosein a gesture he remembered
from long ago. " It'sjust because I'm only mainly Doria of the Healing Hand that | can help you—"

“Doria, |—"

She held up a hand. " Please, old friend. | can only do alittle. Please. Ahirais still much more
James Michael Finnegan than | am Doria Perlstein.”

" Ther€'snothing you can do?"

Shelicked her lipsonce, twice, then shook her head. " If | broke the geas, perhaps—if | could. But
that would leave me with the spellsin my head, at best. No—" She shuddered all over.

Again, he put hisarmsaround her and held her close. Thistime, hedidn't let go quickly.
"1 missed you," hewhispered. Until now, he hadn't realized how very much he missed her.

They had been lovers, long ago. No, that was putting it too solemnly: They had enjoyed each other,
in and out of bed; Walter thoroughly, Doria in thelimited way that was all she allowed her self.

But that waslong ago.

Now, as he held her, there was a war mth, but no passion.

Warmth would be enough.

Snaking her arms around him, shelaid her head on hischest. " Thereisonly onething| can do...."
"Yes?"

"1 can wish you well." Shelooked up at him, her face wet. " It'snot much...."

Walter had always been kind to Doria; one of the things he had alwaysliked about her was that
behind the mask she showed to the world, shewas so fragile that he had to treat her gently.

"It'splenty, Doria." He pressed hisHpsto her hair. " It'smore than enough." ~
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Nodding, she pushed him away. " But you haveto go. If you can find him between here and your
rendezvous with Ellegon and Tennetty, thisall can still be saved. If not..."

It was asthough a curtain descended over her face; suddenly therewas no expression in Doria's
face.

No, that wasn't true, on both counts: It wasn't Doria'sface, not anymore; and there was an
expression, but it was a distant, icy one, no trace of humanity in the chiseled cheekbones, in the
thin lips, in the camer a-eyes.

"Doria?" Hereached for her, but her handsblocked him easily.

"Walter Slovotsky," she said in a voicethat he had never wanted to hear again, " you must go now.
Thereisnothing you can do for your friend here."

It wasthe airy but powerful voice of the Matriarch of the Healing Hand, only barely diminished in
strength asit issued from Doria'slips.

"You must go now," sherepeated.

" But—"

"Now."

For just a moment, Doria peered out through the fleshy mask. " Please, Walter, go."

And then shewas gone, asthe Matriarch reclaimed her. " Go. Or need | compel you?"

A snarl forced itself to hislips. But hedidn't do anything. There was nothing he could do.

“1'll leave," hesaid, addressing hisfriend, ignoring the Matriarch, who had appropriated her
body. " Doria, bewell,"” Hetouched hisfingersto hislipsand then brought them to hers. " Farewell,
old friend," hesaid. " Until we meet again. And we will meet again."

Heturned and left, without a glance back.

At sunset, he met the othersat thefilthy inn where they had taken a small room for the night. The
walls and floor wer e covered with roaches, and he could hear the skittering of ratsin the walls.
They could have afforded better accommodations—an inn that char ged enough so that the owner
could afford hiring a Spidersect cleric to use a death spell on the ver min—but conspicuous
consumption would not have been in accord with their cover as mer chants.

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (119 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:24 AM]



file:///C}/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-book s/ Joel %620Rosenberg%620-%62004%20-%20T he%%20Hei r%20A pparent.txt
Hewasthelast oneto makeit to their room. Ahira was stretched out on his bedding, his eyes half
closed, while Aeia and Bren Adahan were going over a map of the town that they had scratched
into thedirt floor.

" Hi, all," Walter Slovotsky said, pleased to note that his voice came out mor e casual than he felt.
" Any luck?"

Aeia shook her head. " No. And we've cover ed the wholetown, asfar as| can tell. How about
you?"

Ahira had caught something in hisvoice. "What isit? Jason?"
Walter shook hishead. " No sign. But | did see Doria."
Thedwarf hid hissurprisewell. "How isshe?" he asked, perhapsa little too casually.

" Okay." Walter shrugged. " She doesn't seem to be hurting. And | don't think any of us ought to
go back and see her—it seems she's been reassigned, and... we'll talk about it later." It didn't seem
right to discuss Doriain front of these kids; thiswas a matter for the original group, and maybe
not even all of them.

Ahiranodded. " Agreed. You didn't find any sign of him?"

"1 found the guard hetalked to on hisway into town. From what he said, my best guessisthat
Jason'sleft." Slovotsky shrugged. " | move we hit the Aeryk road in the morning. If he's gone that
way, we can probably catch him before we rendezvous with Ellegon.”

"1 agreeif wedon't takethe Aeryk road,” Bren Adahan said, " we haveto pass up the rendezvous.
It doesn't make sense to meto do that without good reason."

mn Aa' af.>|l

"1 don't know." She shrugged her shoulders. Despite everything, Walter noticed and enjoyed how
the motion was echoed under her shirt. Not that he was going to do anything but look tonight.
Forgetting for the moment about the Adahan problem, a ver min-infested room didn't leave a lot of
opportunity for romance.

"Walter and Bren make sense, but..." Sheshook her head. " | just don't know."

Slovotsky turned to Ahira. " It'sup to you."
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"1 want your best guess.”

The main trading road wasthe Aeryk road, but ther e wer e dozens of other, smaller byways Jason
could have taken. Hell, he could have gone north, or even be holed up, hiding in Wehnest, or
heading off acrossthe Waste toward the Hand taber nacle.

" Spending another day in Wehnest and trying to dig up some mor e info might work, too." He
shrugged. " Could be hetalked to somebody."

Bren Adahan shook hishead. " That doesn't make any sense—"
" Shut up,” Slovotsky said. " It's not your call.”

They couldn't take all the possible paths. The dwarf'sdesireto go see Doria might aswell have
been carved into hisforehead; the obvious decision was to stay around for another day, just one
mor e day, and then try to double-timetoward the rendezvous.

But Ahirajust pursed hislips. " Weleave for Aeryk first thing in the morning. Now get some sleep.
All of you." Helooked knowingly at Walter, asthough to say, You don't know me as well as you
think you do.

The others probably didn't under stand when Walter answered back, " Yes, | do, Jimmy."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN:

A Rumor of War

| must study politics and war that my sons may have liberty to study mathematics and philosophy. My
sons ought to study mathematics and philosophy, geography, natural history, naval architecture,
navigation, commerce and agriculture, in order to give their children a right to study painting, poetry,
music, architecture, statuary, tapestry and porcelain.

—John Adams
Astride hismare on the crest of the hill, Karl Cullinane looked down over the car nage below.

It had been Kernat village, a small community in barony Tyrnael, insignificant to the general
economy of either barony or empire except for, in someyears, a minor surplusof grains, and
occasionally of meat animals. Nobody of any importance had ever been born there, asfar as
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anyone knew; the closest Kernat cameto alocal herowasa corporal in Karl'sHouse Guard.
It had been an unimportant little place, except to the people who lived there.

Who had lived there... nobody lived here anymore.

"Andy, | don't need you for this."

Her brown gelding pawed the ground as she shook her head. " Yesyou do." Her fingerstwisted in
thereins, knuckleswhitein the leather straps.

Nobody lived hereanymore.
It wasn't a village now.

Now, it was a charnel house. Bodies|littered the streets, some gaping in surprisethat death had
finally overtaken them, some without faces with which to gape.

Below, a crow pecked at the eyeholes of what once had been a teenaged girl; a soldier shooed it
away with the haft of his spear, then sworein remoteirritation asa crossbowman raised his
weapon and shot the crow out of the air, the bird twitching whileit shit and bled and died on the
dirt road.

Karl sympathized with both of them—thiswas horribly wrong—but it wasn't going to be fixed by
Killing the scavengers. It wasn't going to be fixed at all; thereisno medicinefor alifethat hasfled,
no healing of arotting body, lyingin thedirt, stinkingin the sun.

There had been no wounded; all who had not been fleet of foot and well endowed with luck had
been put to the sword. There had been some looting, but not much. There could not have been
much; Kernat village ssimply hadn't had much wealth to loot.

Nothing moved in the streets except Baron Tyrnael's soldiers, who wer e busy clearing thetown,
checking through the rubble of the stone houses and the smoking ash of the half-timber onesfor
either enemiesor survivors.

But there were none; theraidershad long since gone.
Karl swallowed as heturned to Listar, Baron Tyrnael. " They took captives?"

"Yes." Thebaron nodded hishead slowly, then rubbed at histired eyes and unshaved cheeks. He
clearly hadn't shaved in days; he probably hadn't dept, either. " Not many. Perhapsten. Given
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slave pricesthese days, it would justify theraid. Perhaps. They werethorough," hesaid, a funereal
calm in hiswords. " A runner tells methat there'sa messenger from Lord Pugeer waiting me at
home. Offering me his protection, do you think?"

“No, | don't think so." Karl shook his head, and he dismounted, handing hisreinsto one of his
soldiers.

Ashedid, Danagar, who was commanding the House Guard bodyguard detail, nodded to his
escort and issued a few monosyllabic commands.

Theforty pairs of riflemen and gunner's mates spread out, the riflemen with weapons at half-cock,
each mate holding a loaded replacement piece, ready to either switch and reload or, if necessary,
draw sword and protect the gunner while he reloaded.

It was a matter of discipline, not necessity; the killerswerelong since gone.

Andrea gestured with her right hand, an awkward motion that spoke mor e of magic than anything
else, " | can smell the power."

Henodded. Thefact that there were no escapees clinched it—even alarge force of raiders couldn't
have killed or rounded up everyone. No, there had been a wizard involved, locating villager swho
hid in bushesor in their homes, perhaps putting someto sleep, to be chained or slaughtered.

" Any idea how much?"

She shrugged. " Oneor two, in my league or closetoit. At least.”
" Stay here."

" Karl—"

" Shut up and stay here." Karl started to walk toward thetown, grateful that the wind was at his
back.

Tyrnael walked beside him. " You don't think he's going to offer cooperation.”

"Too crude. No, Baron, that's not what he'sgoing to say." Karl shook hishead. " He's probably
going totell you that a village in Nyphien, too, has been hit by raiders, and he's surely going to
suggest some coordinated patrols between your people and Pugeer's, so that raiderscan't dip
between the cracks again.”
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The awful thing of it wasthat it might even betrue. Maybeit wasn't L ord Pugeer tryingto spread
hisinfluence into barony Tyrnadl.

There were many with possible motivesfor this. It could be Pandathaway, trying to drive a wedge
between Kar| and one of hismore important barons, working on bringing Karl's throne down; or
Khar, trying to create trouble between Nyphien and the empire, the better to slice off a piece of
Nyphien.

Or it could have been Deighton, for that matter.

Why Deighton? Because of the magic? No. There were other wizards besides Deighton. The trouble
was, despite some suspicions, Karl wasn't sure what Deighton's motivations wer e, when it came
down toit; without knowing what ends Arta Myrdhyn sought, Karl couldn't possibly swear asto
what means might suit those ends.

"You ordered a pursuit?"

Tyrnael paused for a moment before answering. " Yes, sire. Only to the border. They found sign of
theraiders, but they didn't go past theriver." Hedidn't add that it had been pointless, that barony
Tyrnael and Holtun-Bieme ended at the Jerun River, only a day'sride away, and that with their
lead, ther e was no question but that the raider swerelong since gone, escaped into Nyphien.

The only cluewould bein the enslaved Biemish citizens—if they knew anything, if they could be
recovered. Doing it quickly didn't seem likely; theraid wasthree daysold, and theraiderswere
long since gone.

Tyrnael dropped to oneknee and knelt beside what had been a stocky peasant; now it wasjust a
body stinking in the sun, pinned to the ground by a spear. The baron took alongtook at theman's
face, then shook hishead asherose.

"You knew him?"

"Name of Hen'l." The baron nodded. " | know all my people, sire." He pulled himself up straight,
"We'll need somereinforcementsfor when | retaliate.”

The calm was purely a pose, Karl decided. All that the bar on wanted to do was punish whoever
was responsible—and if whoever that was wasn't handy, the nearest Nyphswould do.

It even made sense, in away. Lord Pugeer should betold, in no uncertain terms, that it was his
responsibility to see that no attacks on Holtun-Bieme occurred acrossthe frontier; imperial forces
couldn't patrol both sides of the border, so the Nyphswould have to taketheir side of it.
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Basic Orde Wingate strategy: When Brigadier Wingate was advising the pre-Israel Palmach, Arab
terrorist strikes wer e always met by retaliation against the nearest Arab village—car e being taken
to inflict the maximum property damage, leaving villagers alive to learn that allowing on€e'svillage
to beaterrorist staging area was unwise.

It might be necessary to try that here. But... not yet.

"We'll see” Karl said. " We'll haveto decide what we're going to do, first."
" At least you'll move some troopstoward the border."

Karl shook hishead. " Nothing for now."

Although the baron made no movement, not the slightest motion toward his sword, for a moment
Karl thought that Tyrnael was going to draw on him. They had sparred many times—Tyrnael was,
technically, a better swordsman than Karl, and utterly unbothered about the possibility of
humiliating his emper or—but that had always been for sport and practice, never serious.

But the moment passed.

"Trust me," Karl said. " I'll dowhat's necessary. First we have to find out what that is."
"Yes, sre Tyrnael didn't sound convinced.

Karl raised hisvoice. " Danagar ."

The captain wasn't far from hisside. " Yes, sir?"

"You'rerelieved of guard duty. Turn over your gunsand command to your second.”
Danagar'sface was studiously blank. " Yes, sir."

Good man; he knew how to take an unpleasant order. " Tonight, | want you to take as many men
you need and sneak over the border into Nyphien, in disguise—you pick the disguise. I'll need to
know everything you can find out about this, as quickly as possible. The baronial council isin
twelve days; I'll want you there, with areport, then."

"Yes, gr."

Tyrnael watched Danagar'sretreating back. " | doubt if he'll havetimeto find out much. I'velong
had spiesin Nyphien, but there'sbeen noreport of troop movements.”
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"Which perhaps meansthat Pugeer isn't behind this. We shall see, Baron."
Tyrnael didn't answer.

Karl raised hishands and placed his palms on the baron's shoulders, looked him straight in the
eye. " Look at me, Listar," Karl said, dialing for his most sincere expression.

As his acting teacher had long ago said, actual sincerity didn't excuse you from appearing sincere.
"1 will dowhat's necessary. They won't be unavenged.”

"Agreed, Karl," thebaron said. " They won't be unavenged.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN:

"Before dark..."
All isflux; nothing stays still.
—Heraclitus

Vator the hostler was silent that morning as he banged on the wooden ladder that led up to the loft,
bringing Jason his breakfast of fresh brown bread and raw onion. While Jason ate his sketchy
meal, he and Vator turned the animals out into the yard.

Then Vator left, mumbling something about some business with the smith down the street, after
setting him to mucking out the stalls.

Jason was left to his own devices; the fat man was simply too busy to supervise him. His pasty-
faced wife and threeragged children were no help, asthey spent their day just outside of town,
working the few acresthat provided Vator with grain and vegetablesfor both animalsand table.

He had always said that a bit of hard work was good for the soul; Jason couldn’t seeit. But a lot of
what hisfather did didn't make much senseto Jason. While he liked horsesand all, therereally
didn't seem to be awholelot of value or knowledge to be gained from being up to your calvesin
hor seshit, the smell combining with a nauseating br eakfast—such asit was—to set you gagging.

Didn't make much sense at all.
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A lot of thingsdidn't make much sense.

Hisfists clenched around the handle of the spadelike manurefork, as an image welled up of
Valeran falling away, blood fountaining around the stuck hiltdeep in hisright eyesocket...

No. Make it go away.

Hehadn't dept well; he had had nightmaresall night. That wasn't new; he'd always had
nightmares, asfar back as he could remember. Too many nights brought visions of himself wading
through pools of blood and gor e, accompanied by friendly faces who would turn suddenly vicious,
huge fangs growing from their jaws, drool falling from the corners of their mouths only to hissand
steam on the ground below.

Usually, he was gone, off raiding in Jason's early years, off governingin thelater ones. So Jason's
screams would wake his mother. She would come to him, shake him gently awake, and hold him
tightly, a smile always on her face, asthough dispelling his nightmareswas a great joy.

If that failed, she would mutter a few quick wordsthat could only be forgotten, and her fingers
would quirk into awkward and power ful contortions, as she beckoned lights from the darkness,
whirling blinking motes of ruby, emerald, and actinic blue through a dance of reassurance and
comfort.

Sometimes, if the dreams per sisted—and when shewas in residence; often shewasin Home while
hewasin Biemestren, or vice ver sas—Aeia would spend the night holding him, until he decided that
he had grown too old for that.

Twicethat he could remember, Karl Cullinane had been home during the wor st of Jason's
nightmares. Both times, he sat next to Jason's bed, sometimes allowing himself to nod off, but
holding his hand through the night.

L ately, Valeran had been the one to be wakened by hiscries.

Theold warrior had a different method; he'd brew a strong pot of herb tea, and tell Jason stories
of the old days, some of things he had seen, others of things he had only heard of: about battles
during the Katharhdn wars, of the conquest of Holtun after hisfather had taken the crown, stories
about Ch'akresarkandyn, the Katharhd who had given hislifein a battle over daver powder.
Jason remembered Chak, of course—and would smiletolerantly when Valeran would talk of him
asalittle man. Little, hah! Chak had been a gentle giant.

Jason would always listen intently, asking for stories by name. Tell me How-Tennetty-L ost-Her -
Eye, hewould say. Or Daven-and-the-Slaver, or How-He-Killed-Ohlmin. That last was his
favorite; it was about how he and Uncle Walter had killed the hundred slaverswho had hurt
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M other.

Valeran would never sparethe details: the high-pitched screams of wounded hor ses, the sulfurous
stink of gunpowder that somehow was wor se when the shots wer e being fired for real, therotting-
garbage smell of a wound that festered when therewas no healer or healing draughtsto be found.

And when the sun came up in the morning, his mind buzzing with battles and bullets, swor ds and
slaughter, Jason would make hisway to hisbed and fall into a dreamless slegp, waking r efr eshed,
hisinner demonsstilled for atime.

It was Valeran'sway of holding his hand, but there was nobody to hold hishand now. He rubbed
the backs of hisfistsagainst hisaching eyes.

"Taren,"” Vator said, the hostler'svoice strangely low. ¢

It took a moment for Jason to remember that thiswasthe name hewasusing. " Yes?" Heturned to
see thefat man silhouetted in the open stable door, standing nervoudly, tentatively, asthough ready
to run at any moment.

"] wasjust at the smith's. He saysthat there are people looking for you."
Jason shook hishead. " Couldn't be me."

"The description was exact,” Vator said. " The smith thinks he recognized him—he thinks he'sone
of those Home people. About thistall, dark hair, eyeslook a little slanted, easy smile."

Uncle Walter. Jason quelled theurgetorun.
"There'smore. Thereisa Pandathaway guild slaver in town; the smith sold him the infor mation

that Homeislooking for you—hefigured that if Home wantsto find you, so would the guild."
Vator licked hislipsand shook hishead. " | can't have any trouble here. You're going to haveto

go."

Jason was already heading for where hisrifle and other gear were buried in the straw; by thetime
he had it all tied down for travel, Vator had Libertarian saddled. Hefilled a canvas bag with oats,
and another onewith corn, and lashed those tightly, expertly to the saddle.

“1I'm not abraveman, Taren," thehostler said. "1 can't help you. I'm sorry."

You fed like a coward, Vator? Well, there was one thing one coward could offer another:
forgiveness. " You've nothing to be sorry for. 1'd best be on my way to the Hand taber nacle, where
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| was going in thefirst place," hesaid, hoping that the wordsdidn't sound asclumsy in Vator's
earsasthey did in hisown. Still, if someone did ask Vator where Jason was headed, best he had a
false destination.

"Bewell, Vator." They briefly clasped hands.

Jason roseto the saddle and without a further word kicked Libertarian into a fast walk, heading
for thewest road. Let Vator seethat he wasleaving town in the direction of theroad to the
Tabernacle; let others see, too, and be able to verify the hostler's story, if it cameto that.

Where would he go, though?

There seemed to be only one choice: the cattledrive.

But what if they wouldn't take him on?

He shrugged to himself. Then he'd be no wor se off than he was now. Better—he'd be further away.

Hespurred hishorseinto atrot as he consider ed the provisions problem. What with circling
around, it might take him a couple of daysto catch up, but by allowing plenty of timefor grazing,
he had enough food for hishorsefor at least that amount of time. He could probably hunt
something for himself to eat, if need be.

It was only hourslater, when he stopped to make camp for the night, that he discovered that the
oat bag contained another, smaller canvas bag, and that bag contained enough onions, jerked beef,
smoked chicken, and dried carrotsto feed Jason for days, easily—

—plus one piece of battered Wehnest silver, and a scratched note that said only, in oppy Erendra
printing, " Bewell, —Vator."

He wept as hetossed the noteinto his campfire.

Falikosthe rancher wasarapier-sim man, with dark brown, almost black eyesthat bored into
Jason's. " | can always use more help, though | don't know as| need another drover," he said.

" Although there may well be land pirates between here and Pandathaway—" He cut himself off
with a shrug, then turned in the saddle to shout a few rapid commandsto thedrover sittingin the
high seat of the cook wagon.

Jason had seen larger herdsof cattle—even after the ravages of the Consolidation War, barony
Adahan had many mor e beasts on the baron's per sonal lands alone—but never on the move.
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Why did cattle have to stink mor e when they were moving?

Thewind changed momentarily, blowing the dust toward therear of the herd, where Jason was
engaged in trying to persuade the rancher to take him on. But for only a moment; it changed again,
picking up asit blew the dust away instead of tryingto bury it in his eyes.

A tall, rangy man, hisrapier bound to his saddle in fast-drawing position, looked Jason over
carefully, notrace of friendlinessin either hisexpression or hisvoice. " And it could be, Falikos,
that thisoneisa spy for a band of land pirates?"

Therancher spat. " So? Don't be mor e of an idiot than necessary, Kyreen. Couldn't we find that
out quickly—just like we did with all therest of you?"

Before Jason could sort that out, and before Kyreen could answer with morethan a scowl, the
rancher went on, rubbing his chin contemplatively. " What |'m concerned with is how good he
iIs—" Heturned to Jason. "—how good you are with that bow of yours. And sword, for that
matter. Let'ssee...." Helooked acrossthe plain. " Thereisn't a decent target within range. Hills
don't make good targetsfor bows," he added with a halfhearted chuckle. " But—"

Bow? Thetroublewasthat therewasn't a bow in Jason's bundle; it contained hisrifle.
Hismind raced, trying to invent a distraction.

Kyreen cameto hisrescue. " Damn the bow. | want to see how good heiswith a sword." He pulled
his horse up and dropped lightly to the ground, unstrapping hisrapier from the saddle, holding it
easily in hishand.

He saluted Falikos with the scabbar ded weapon. " With your permission, sir."

" A bit of sparringisfine." Falikos nodded as he dismounted. " A nick or two isacceptable—but no
seriousinjuries, understood? | don't want to have to have any serious healing done. Cutsinto the
profits." He put two fingersin hismouth and whistled, giving three sharp blasts, then raising his
hand over hishead and clenching it into afist.

Thedrover driving thelast of the three boxy wagons raised himself in his seat, then acknowledged
the signal with a wave and brought his six-mule team and wagon to a halt, setting the brake, then
vaulting to the ground befor e going around to therear of the wagon. He opened the door and held
out hishand to help a white-robed woman down to the ground. She pulled back her cowl and
tossed her head, her long blond hair shining in the sun, then watched him levelly with her yellow-
irised eyes.

Over toward therear of the herd, two other hor semen wheeled their hor ses around and trotted
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them over.
"Well?" Falikossaid, looking up at him. " What are you waiting for ?"

Jason swallowed heavily as he dismounted. He'd faced a variety of opponentswith practice swords,
of course. And he hadn't donetoo badly, generally, but that was always against friendly opponents.
Tennetty liked bruising him, and Bren Adahan alwaystried for a disarm—but all of that was for
practice and fun, not for real.

The only time he had really been in afight, he had run like the coward he was.

But thisisn't real, he said to himself. It'sjust practice. He drew both of hisswords, first taking the
long saber in hisright hand, then drawing the bowie with his|eft.

Jason wasn't a wizard with weapons, not like him. He seemed to be able to use any weapon with
little to no practice; when questioned, he said it " came with theterritory,"” whatever that meant.
While Tennetty had made Jason reasonably competent with a single blade, Valeran had taught
him to fight two-swords style, and Jason was best at that, although he substituted a Nehera-made
bowie for the usually shorter dagger.

He worked his shouldersunder histunic, debating whether or not to shed it and gain the added
freedom of movement, deciding to keep it for the extra protection.

Asthecleric and her guide walked up, Kyreen took up afighting stance; hissword held out in
front of him, gripped firmly but easily, weight on the balls of hisfeet, face impassive, eyesfixed
firmly on Jason.

His concentration was impressive; Jason could almost see the way the taller man dismissed the rest
of the univer se, ignoring everything except: Jason and whatever could apply to the sparring.

For amoment, it was almost asthough Valeran wasthere beside him.

Take three breaths, and let them out slowly, he could almost hear the old warrior say. Forget about
what happensif you lose; just concentrate on what you are doing. That wasimportant; thetask at
hand required Jason's full attention, and worrying about getting hurt was only a distraction.

Now, let him come to you. Easy, Remember there is no such thing as practice on defense, ever.

That was important, Jason could remember a horrible blading he'd once received, when he'd
thrown up hiswooden practice blade and surrendered. Valeran had been furious; it wasthe only
time that the old man had ever screamed at him, and one of very few timeswhen he had laid hands
on Jason.
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Hislight rapier whistling through the air, Kyreen moved in. Hetried a tentative lunge which Jason
parried easily, beating aside the blade with his heavier saber, not falling for the obvioustrap of
turning hisbody toward Kyreen in order to use hisbowie.

That was the danger of fighting two-swords style: the temptation to overuse the dagger. Too often,
that required turning your body to squarely face your opponent, exposing your torso to a direct
attack. Much better to keep it turned at a 45-degree angle away from your opponent, bringing the
right arm and itslong sword out, the other held back as areserve, waiting to parry the bladeif a
lunge would bring the other's weapon close enough, or—better—to fall chest to chest, and plant
the dagger in the enemy asyou pushed him away.

Of coursg, it had always been a game for Jason; even now, it wasn't quite serious. Kyreen intended
to humiliate him, perhapsnick him, not Kkill him.

So why is my heart pounding so loud? He tried a tentative high-line attack, but Kyreen beat his
sword aside, leaving Jason open from anklesto throat.

The other was barely too slow in taking advantage of the opening; as he lunged, Jason was able to
turn and bring hisdagger around, catching therapier's blade with the dagger's guard, levering the
rapier to one side as he braced himself for theimpact of Kyreen's body.

The bigger man crashed into him, chest to chest, but Jason was set, even though his swordarm was
blocked by Kyreen'sfreearm.

Jason'straining had been for fighting, not style; Valeran had not drilled Jason in the niceties of
parlor fencing.

Asthetwo broke apart, Jason snapped hisinstep into Kyreen'sgroin.

Thetaller man'sbreath whooshed out of him; ashe dropped his sword and clapped hishandsto his
crotch, Jason dropped to the ground, bracing himself on hisleft foot and thefist holding the
dagger as hekicked out hisright leg and swept Kyreen'slegs out from underneath him.

Jason got lightly to hisfeet and lightly tapped the moaning Kyreen with his saber. " My point, sir,"
he said.

Falikos was laughing, thoroughly amused. " Very pretty, Taren. Very pretty indeed. | wouldn't
have thought Kyreen would be handled so easily. You are hired."

"1 wasjust lucky," Jason said, scabbar ding hisweapons, then reaching over to offer Kyreen his

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (132 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

hand.

It all happened fast: Kyreen accepted the proffered hand, then kicked Jason in one knee while
drawing his beltknife with the other.

He brought the knife up, stabbing.
Jason tried to twist away, but thetip of the blade slashed into hisleft thigh,
Kyreen brought hisarm up for another stab.

Thewhite-robed cleric wasjust a blur as she dove between the two of them, but Kyreen'sarm was
already moving, bringing the knife down at her chest.

With ametallicting! the blade bounced off her robes.

She muttered a quick, guttural phrase, and made a squeezing motion with a thumb and index
finger; Kyreen recoiled asthough he had been shocked, the knife falling from nervelessfingers.

White-hot pain shooting up hisleg, Jason clutched at histhigh. Nothing had ever hurt so much. He
wanted to black out, to fall away into the dark haze clouding hisvision, but the pain kept drawing
him back.

Thewoman laid a gentle hand on hisleg, then froze. " | can't heal thisone," she said.
"Doria," Falikossaid, " what isit?"

She shook her head. " It'sa Hand matter. But | can't heal him. Do you nave any Spider sect healing
draughts? Or Eareven?"

Still sitting astride hishorse, he shook hishead. " Do you think | am a rich man, woman? Then
there' snothing you can do for him?"

"First aid," shesaid in English, then switched back to Erendra. " That'll! haveto do."
The pain washed up and over him in ared wavethat drowned all else.

He awokein painful darkness, and instinctively reached for hisweapons, but hisfingers couldn't
find them. Therewasalight, but hiseyescouldn't focuson it. He waslying on a flat wooden
surface, histhigh still throbbing horribly.
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Every heartbeat was echoed with agony; he groaned.

"“Ahh.." Thedistant spark flared into light, and the white-robed healer knelt next to him. " You're
awake, | see. How areyou?"

Hetried toraise himself on hiselbows, then thought better of it. " 1'm okay," heanswered, in
English. " Doria."

"Ahh." Shesmiled. " Good. You know who | am, Jason. | obviously know who you are. Where you
areisin my wagon, whereyou're going to be spending the next couple of days, until you heal up
enough toride." Sheconsidered him for amoment. " You do have the Spider sect draughtsin your
bags, but don't use them; Falikos would want to know what a drover was doing with enough
money to afford those."

He was naked under neath the thin blanket. " Who...?"

She shrugged. " Me—you soiled your clothes, and what with all theblood..." She shrugged again.
"Wewere ableto salvage your tunic and your boots, and that was about all." She pressed a hard
object into hishand. " And this. | couldn't figure out the spell—then, on a hunch, | tried locating it.
It'sa nice shield against being found."

Shebit her lip. " It wasout of your... field for awhile. It'snot likely, but it's not impossible that you
wer e located—if your mother waslooking for you at just theright time, which | doubt." She barely
smiled. " | was never all that fond of Andrea'stiming." Sheraised a hand to forestall his questions.
“Your gear isunder the bed. Your horseistaken careof. And, Jason, whilel can't use my magicto
help you, | can do onething for you...."

Thethrobbing grew moreintense. " Yes?"
"1 can beyour friend. | think you need one."

Hedidn't know why, but that started the tearsflowing, atorrent that didn't cease until a deep,
dark dleep claimed him.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN:

"I Like Jason..."

Come not between the dragon and hiswrath.
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—William Shakespeare

L eathery wings flapped, suddenly, jerkily. Whether in irritation or frustration, Walter Slovotsky
couldn't say.

Tennetty'sremaining eye flashed in thefirelight, her hand never off the hilt of her sword. Walter
Slovotsky kept out of lunging distance; at the moment, Tennetty'stemper wasn't fully under
control.

Not that it ever was.

"You lost him." She seemed to sway for a moment, then straightened. It couldn't have been
emotion—other than loyalty toward Karl Cullinane and cruelty toward anyone who got in her
way, Tennetty didn't have emotions. " You lost him."

*Sit, Tennetty. You haven't rested since the rendezvous with Daherrin'steam; you've been three
dayswithout sleep. You must get somerest.*

“1'll rest when I'm ready!”
But she accepted a hot mug of tea from Aela, anyway.

Ahirashrugged as hereceived a bag from Bren Adahan, who was up on the dragon's back,
unloading cargo. " | can't seethat now'sthetimeto discussthis." The dwarf set the bag down on
the ground and reached for another, " Now isthetimefor Ellegon to take off and find—"

*No,* thedragon said, tilting his huge bulk dlightly to makeit easier for Bren Adahan to climb
over to wherethe next bag wastied down. *1 can't. Daven'steam istrapped in a mountain passage
in Khar, and they need food and ammunition. | have endanger ed them mor e than enough by
diverting here. Another few moments, and then | haveto turn around and start back toward
Biemestren to pick up the supplies, so | can get them to Daven.* " And then?" Aeia asked.

*That'sup to Karl. Whilel'm in Biemestren, | will fill Karl in on all of this. He will decidewhat's
to be done now that it's quickly becoming known that Jason Cullinane iswithout protection.*

Quickly? How could that be? And how could Ellegon know—?

*Daherrin. Some of histeam werein Wehnest after you, escorting those of the ex-slaves who asked
to be brought there. Some of them talked. Rumor hasit that Jason was on hisway to the Hand
tabernacle, but | doubt that; it soundslike a planted story.*
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Shit. Thiswas getting wor se and wor se.
" S0?" Aeiacocked her head to one side. " Who do you want to take as your loader? Me?"
Slovotsky wasn't going to volunteer for that.

*Understandable. | wouldn't want to face Karl if 1'd lost his son, either,* Ellegon responded
privately. *Better find him.*

Slovotsky opened his mouth to protest, shut it. If Ellegon didn't seeit—
“No!" Tennetty'seruption interrupted. " | can carry the newstojust aswell asyou can."

It wasn't, Walter decided, that sheliked bringing bad newsto Karl; it was morethat she saw it as
her responsibility.

Aeia shook her head, " You're barely holding on to consciousness; Ellegon saysyou haven't dept in
three days. It'sme or nobody. My choice."

Bren Adahan didn't likethat. "Why isit your choice?"

*Because thisisa Cullinane family matter, and she'sa Cullinane. | suggest you stay here, Aela. |
can givethenewsto Karl. He'll want know that you're continuing the sear ch.*

"Very well. Tell him wewill," Aeia said.

Walter Slovotsky didn't like that notein her voice. It didn't really belong to Aeia, it belonged to
Karl Cullinane. Thelast time Walter had heard that idiot tonein Karl'svoice, it had been before
Karl had sent him to sneak into Biemestren castle and almost get hisballs cut off.

Thelashings on thelast of the bagsfell free, the leather sack after it. Bren Adahan leaped to the
ground, Ahira half-catching him.

*Then farewell,* thedragon said. *Find him, please. He'sfar too young and stupid to be off by
himself.*

Walter snickered.
*All humans aretoo young and stupid.*

Even Karl? Slovotsky asked.
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*| am pregudiced there* **
"Ellegon?" Ahiraasked. " Can't you just do some sort of spiral search? Try to find Jason,"

*There'snotime. Daven needsto beresupplied, desperately.* The dragon flapped hiswings and
leaped high into the air; his mental voice went distant.

*Jason, I'm sorry, but | just don't havetime.*

A huge wet drop struck Walter Slovotsky's hand. Helooked up at the dark shape vanishing into
the clear night sky.

Asthe dawn barely began to threaten the darkness, Walter Slovotsky, wrapped in his blankets,
sitting on a flat stone keeping watch, poked a stick into the ashes of the night'sfire, debating
whether or not torelight it. He was also debating whether or not to stand up and move around
before or after the cold stone froze his ass solid, even through three thicknesses of blanket.

That'sthe way it was when you're on watch, he decided. Decisions camein two varieties: thereally
important ones, where you had no timeto think and had to react instantly, and therelatively
trivial ones, whose major purpose wasto give you something to think about while there was
nothing important to do.

God, | hate being on watch, he thought, then tried to estimate how many times he'd thought that
before, until he gave up doing that and tried to estimate how many timeshe'd tried to estimate...
and then let the whole silly fancy drop.

That wastheway it was, on watch. | dle thoughts. i

Well... therewas no particular reason why they shouldn't be wher e they were, but there was also,
as always, an argument against a daytime fire, which would announce their presence for miles.

Asfar as standing up went, he'd be miserable whether or not he stood. He huddled deeper in the
blankets.

Around theremains of thefire, all but one of the others slept quietly. Aelalooked very young and
very vulnerable. Bren Adahan, lying facedown, huddled deeply in his own blankets, only his sandy
hair visible. Ahira snored loudly, while Tennetty was gone. She had set up some sort of hammock
high in the trees, adhering to the principle that setting a guard wasfine, but having one of the
party separate was better.

Not that that would do much good if they were jumped.
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Walter shrugged, as he closed hiseyes and strained hisearsfor sound. Nothing but the wind
through thetrees, a distant, mocking call of a crow, and the dwarf's damn snoring.

Hethought about waking Ahirafor the dwarf'sturn at watch, but decided against it. They were
probably going to have an argument, and Walter wanted to put that off.

Good luck, the dragon had wished them.

Good luck, indeed. It would take morethan that.

If only the dragon could have stayed to search, it would have all been different.
Yeah, And if dogs had thumbs, they could vote Democratic in Chicago.

Thebig lizard was right, though: He was needed in Holtun-Bieme. But the dragon had missed a
point or two. He wastoo used to mindreading to spend the effort figuring out what people would
do.

Such asKarl's next move, which was obvious.

Likeamother bird leading a prowling cat away from her babies by offering her self as bait, Kar|
would distract the hunterson Jason'stail by offering himself.

Wherewould Karl go?
Where else?

Given that Ahrmin probably had spiesall throughout Holtun-Bieme, newswould probably reach
Pandathaway damn quickly that Karl Cullinane was on hisway to Melawei.

Newswouldn't be the only thing that would reach Pandathaway. Ellegon had missed another
point—Home sear cher s wer e surely out hunting by now, and they could find Jason as easily as
Walter's group; Walter's group wouldn't make much difference. They were only five, after all;
they could better be used spiking the guns of the slavers, so to speak.

Over in hisblankets, Ahira stirred momentarily. Then, perhaps moved by someinternal alarm, he
silently opened his eyes, glared at the new day, and rose, drawing his clothes about him as he
walked into theforest to relieve himself.

When the dwarf returned, he dug into a pack and pulled out a carrot, cleaning it somewhat by
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rubbing it against arock. " Get some seep; it's my watch, no?"
"Yes, but... but | want to talk to you about what we do now."

Walter started to marshal hisarguments: the fact that alarge Home party was certainly now
scouring the countryside for Jason, while Karl was going to beriding into the cannon's mouth
alone; the notion that a party of five wouldn't make much of a differencein the former effort, but
might well make a big difference as Karl'sunknown hole card—

—Dbut the dwarf stopped him by raising a gnarled palm.

"1 know how your mind works. And | agree,"” Ahirasaid chewingon a carrot. " But we've got to
put in at least a few dayslooking for the boy. If we find him, then we can try to beat Karl to
Ehvenor, and stop him."

“And if wedon't find Jason in, say, a week?"

"I like Jason, and | wish him well. But..."

" But?"

The dwarf'sfacewasgrim, " Then we head into Pandmhaway to slow down the dogs.”
" And then?"

"Then we go after Karl anyway."

CHAPTER SIXTEEN:

The Council of Baro

| agree with you that thereis a natural aristocracy among men... the grounds of thisare virtue and
talents.

—Thomas Jefferson
" Ladies and gentlemen, be seated.”

I'm going to haveto do it myself, Karl Cullinane thought as he stood on the dark spot on thered
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carpet in the great hall of Castle Biemestren. Thiswasn't the sort of thing he could leave to anyone
else.

The only question was how to maneuver the baronsinto supporting him. He couldn't tell them
what he planned since hedidn't know yet.

Forcedid haveits place. The carpet was blood-red; the black spot waslong-dried blood. Thefirst
timethat Karl had called his baronstogether, Baron Derahan of Holtun had called him out,
challenging him, man to man.

A brave act, really; by making it personal, binding hisbarony to loyalty to Karl if Karl defeated
him, Derahan had made the challenge tempting.

Tennetty had advised against it, as she stood behind the baron, one hand gripping his hair, the
other holding a dagger at the side of histhroat, fully prepared to economically slice through a
jugular and kick him on hisway.

Therewas no tradition of the prince being subject to such, of course. Holtun's Prince Uldren, like
Bieme's Pirondael, had been a fat man, barely able to wheeze hisform upright. A twelve-year-old
boy could have danced around either and killed either with a pin.

But Karl had just told her to let him go, then nodded at the baron. When Tennetty cut Derahan's
hands loose, Karl had simply dragged him acr oss the room, pushed him away, tossed Derahan a
sword, and then batted the baron's sword out of his hand and hacked his head off.

Karl nodded at Terumel, the new Baron Derahan, sitting next to the military governor of his
barony. Terumel returned Karl's gaze levelly as Karl deliberately stood on the spot wher e he had
Killed Terumel'sfather.

Karl faced the table wher e the bar ons sat, the Biemish oneswith a senior adviser or major domo,
the Holtish with their military governors. There was one exception to that latter. Vilmar, Baron
Nerahan, sat conspicuously alone, the seat to hisimmediate right conspicuously empty.

The Holt had a shar p-nosed face and a bristly mustache; he alwaysreminded Karl both of a weasel
and that appear ances could be deceiving—whilethe little baron looked like somebody had called
Central Casting for a stool pigeon, he was a self-disciplined man, resolutely fair, always more
concerned with gaining his barony the most benefit out of the Consolidation, never with evening
old scores.

Ellegon had mindprobed thelittle man more thoroughly than usual, and had been impressed with
both hisintelligence and hisresolve.

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (140 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

Karl itched to kill the bastard for some of the things he had done during the Holtun-Bieme War ...
but that would have violated the amnesty.

He smiled genially at Nerahan.
Just give me an excuse, Nerahan. Just a little excuse, and I'll kill you with my own two hands.

Sometimes, life really sucked. Nerahan had been a goddam Boy Scout ever sincethe war, never
coming closeto giving Karl an excuseto take hishead. He never would; not only did the baron
know what hisfuture held if heturned against Karl, but events had persuaded him that the new
ways wer ethe better. He was a brutal man, but a flexible one.

Behind Nerahan, General Kevalun stood quietly, looking more like one of Nerahan'sretainersthan
the military governor of that barony. And ayounger retainer, at that—his short blond hair hadn't
receded with age, and his face was almost baby-smooth. Kevalun looked per haps twenty-five, too
young to be a general, but hewas actually the father of a sixteen-year-old girl.

"Tobegin,” Karl Cullinane said, as hetook his seat at the head of the table, General Garavar at
hisleft, Thomen Furnael in the seat of honor at hisright, " | want to make the obvious
announcement: Effectiveimmediately, the military governor of barony Nerahan isrelieved of his
dutiesand reassigned to the House Guard." Karl nodded to Kevalun. " General, | thank you for
your serviceson behalf of all of Holtun-Bieme. You have done a splendid job."

Therewere nods from around the table, mainly from the military governors of other baroniesand
from several of the Biemish barons. Theonly Holt tojoin in was Nerahan. " if," hesaid, raisinga
finger to emphasize the word asherepeated it, " if the emperor isever... inclined to dispense with
your services, General, I'll havework for you."

At least for public consumption, Kevalun took it asintended. " | thank you, Baron." He bowed
toward the baron—thefirst time he had ever done so.

Karl smiled. " Dismissed, Kevalun. See Garavar later about your new assignment.” He deliberately
kept his eyesaway from thefar end of the table, where Baron and Baroness K eranahan sat, the
military governor of their barony sitting between them.

Kevalun's new assignment was going to be barony Irulahan, where General Caem'l was
alternating between almost Prussian repression and Marshall Plan flaccidity. Karl had no
objection to hanging people for fomenting rebellion, but it made less sense to lynch suspected
robber s assaulting histax collector s than to hang the lords who gave them protection. Noble necks
snapped with mor e effect.

Still, therewas no need to embarrass Caem'l in front of the others; he would be allowed to retire
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with dignity. Or with what dignity was possible when a man was being relieved for manifest
incompetence, which wasn't all that much.

Kevalun stood up even straighter, hiseyesfixed on infinity. " Yes, Emperor."
He spun on hisheel and stalked out of the hall, barely limping at all on hisbad leg.

"1 don't know, Karl," Ranella said, sitting next to fat L ord Harven of Adahan barony, " but | think
Adahan's about ready to be turned loose, if you can get the baron to do hisjob, instead of ... being
educated at Home." The master engineer cocked her head to oneside. " Or let Harven beregent.
Hecan handleit, Karl."

To Ranella, hewasalwaysKarl. To Ranella, it was much moreimportant that they were both
Home engineer s—she a master, he classified as senior jour neyman—than that he was the emperor
and she a barony's governor.

At least that was what she affected. Maybe she just liked to be able fir st-name an emperor.

Seated at the far end of the table, Andy-Andy shook her head. " It seemsto methat that isnot
properly a matter for thiscouncil,” shesaid. " If the emperor requiresthe advice of thisbody, he
can ask for it."

Shekept her face grim; Karl nodded his agreement. He didn't want rush into liberating the Holts.
Nerahan's new freedom was going to make the Blemish nervous enough. Best to let them see how
that went before freeing another Holtish barony.

"No, Ranella,” hesaid ashe shook hishead. " | see no need to rush forward and remove military
gover nment—we'll see how Nerahan does, first."

The Holtish baronswere good poker players,; not a face creased into a smile. Thomen Furnael's
frown even deepened.

Damn Ranella, anyway. She was good at what she did, but only at what she did. Getting the
Adahan mines and the Furnael steel plant into operation was going well, but Karl was often
thankful that theinflux of labor, money, and goods for the two projects kept barony Adahan well
pacified; Ranella couldn't have handled an uprising, and another governor couldn't have handled
the building of the plants so well.

Part of it wasthat she was a woman. With the exceptions of clerics and wizards, women were
expected to breed children, not practice formal crafts and professions.

Therewas a payoff: The few women who did manage to succeed against such expectationstended

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (142 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

to be pure cream of the crop. Tennetty was a good example. While Tennetty was a vicious,
sometimes sadistic killer, it wasn't her naked brutality that had made her able to run squads on
Karl'sraiding teams; it wasthe general acknowledgment that her combat judgment was as good as
there was.

Plus, of course, Karl's sponsor ship. That counted for alot.

Similarly, Riccetti had always been very openly impressed with Ranella'sintelligence, and while
the years had put wrinklesaround her eyes and an unbecoming potbelly on her torso, her mind
had only shar pened—but asatool for building, not governing.

"We'll discuss your administration of the barony tomorrow, Ranella. You'reto stay over tonight;
the barony can get by on itsown for an extra day."

"Whatever you say, Karl." Ranella shrugged. " And—"

" Governor," Dowager Baroness Beralyn of Furnael put in, "if | can address his majesty properly,
so ought you." Therewas a dight emphasison the personal pronoun; Karl decided to let it slide.
He had always had a problem trying to keep Beralyn in line; she blamed him for the death of
Rahff.

That makes two of us, Beralyn. He swallowed, hard. In Karl Cullinan€'stime, many, many good
men had died fighting on theright side of their just cause, but the way that Rahff had died in his
arms was always freshly painful.

Tyrnael snorted in disgust. " Thisis—" He caught himself and swallowed. He shook his head, then
raised apalm in apology. " I'm sorry, but there are babieslying dead on the ground in my barony
and you are arguing over forms of address?"

Arondael looked at Karl, then, at Karl'snod, spoke. " | am in agreement with Baron Tyrnael.
We'refaced with responding to an attack; let's not be distracted by minor issues of address and of
who governswhere."

Getting out those last wordswas clearly difficult for the slim man; the freeing of Nerahan's barony
bothered him. During the Holtun-Bieme war, in an attempt to bull Arondael into sending a
detachment out of hisbesieged castle, Nerahan had begun catapulting prisoners over the wall and
into the courtyard.

The prisonershad included Arondael's son, his son'swife, and three of their children. War brings
out the ugliest in men. All were dead long befor e they hit the ground; all—all—had been, within
ear shot of the castle walls, repeatedly raped by Nerahan's men, at Nerahan'sorders.
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Arondael's eyes sear ched the table for support, finding some, which didn't surprise Karl. "We
have to show the Nyphsthat we won't be attacked without fighting back," he went on.

Thomen Furnadl's young face was grave beyond hisyears as he leaned back in hischair and folded
his hands over hisbelly. " Baron, what if it wasn't the Nyphswho attacked us?"

" S0? What if it wasn't?" The older man dismissed it. " There'sno way of knowing for sure. Say it
wasn't; assumeit wasn't. How can they know that we know that for sure?"

Andy-Andy's chuckle sounded forced. " | think you lost me on that, Baron Tyrnael."

“Baron Tyrnael? If | may?" Nerahan raised an eyebrow. At Tyrnael's surprised nod, Nerahan
went on. " The problem isthis: Assume that theraid was actually executed by non-Nyphien for ces.
Nevertheless, for all we can know, it might well have been done by the Nyphs.

" The Nyphs know that. Now, if they discover that they can raid into Hol—into the empire without
retaliation, won't that encour age them? Regar dless of whether or not they did so thistime, won't
they seeit asweakness?"

Tyrnael grunted an assent. " Exactly. Better for the Nyphsto know that if anyone crossesinto
Biemetokill and enslave our peopletherewill beareprisal. Let the bastards guard our border
from their side, instead of sending raidersacross, or," hewent on, the scorn heavy in hisvoice,
" forgetting to stop them."

Everybody started talking after that, although the Biemish barons carried most of the
conver sation.

Karl sat back in hischair and let the argument flow undirected, Tyrnael and Nerahan urging
immediate retaliation, Arondael and Ranella counseling accepting the official Nyph explanation.

Thetroublewith Nerahan's argument wasthat it made sense. It was much better, asa general
principle, to force your neighbor to keep hisown country from being a sour ce of raidsinto yours
than it wastotry to patrol aborder. That last was doomed to frequent failure.

Better an educational combination pursuit/reprisal raid ala Black Jack Pershing or Ariel Sharon
than some Jimmy Carter-styleloud talk while carrying only a small stick that you were frightened
to use.

But that was only a generality. Every case was different: Pershing had known he was chasing
Pancho Villa; Sharon had always had good intelligence asto wherethe PL O was hiding.
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With Danagar yet to return from Nyphien—and that, all by itself, didn't bode well—K ar| still
didn't know who wasresponsible, and he didn't know wher e whoever wasresponsible was.

Better to find out who was responsible, and punish him or them. Whileit probably didn't make
much of a difference to a Realpolitik-oriented baron, Karl shrugged to admit that he had thisfetish
about trying torestrict punishment to the guilty. One of the troubles with war was that innocents
died, but at least you should try to limit the damage to innocents on the other side.

Still, asa matter of state policy, if the Nyphsallowed their rulersto strikeinto Holtun-Bieme, it
was proper to hold them collectively to account.

But what if it was Ahrmin? What if it wasthe Slavers Guild, trying to trigger an empire-Nyphien
war theway it had the Holtun-Bieme war ?

He needed sometime. Ellegon could be back any day. Maybe the dragon could do some good—but
probably not. If theraid had been instigated by Pugeer, he would hardly have infor med his envoy.

Karl would haveto confront Pugeer. In person, with Ellegon at hisside to read the Nyph's mind.
And if Pugeer wasresponsible?

He could practically hear Walter Slovotsky. If you insist on juggling knives, you're going to get cut.
If Pugeer wasresponsible, he was dead.

Heturned to Thomen Furnael. " You've been quiet, Thomen. | need your thoughts."

"1 doubt that. | might not keep quiet with them."

He knows!

Karl kept hisface somber asthe boy eyed him coldly.

"1 think thisisall premature,” Thomen went on. " It'snot enough to guess, not when we can know.
| say we should wait for Danagar." He seemed about to say something more, but stopped himself.
" Wait until we know."

"You have nothing to say with regard my point?" Nerahan asked airily. " You don't find it
relevant, Baron?"

" 1f—if we can discover for certain that it wasn't the Nyphswho areresponsible, then we can let
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them know that. It would beinsaneto hold people to account for something that they're not
responsiblefor." Heturned back to Karl. " You asked my opinion. That isit."

Karl nodded. " And a second opinion it is. Tyrnael, Thomen, please stay. Therest of you are
dismissed.”

He caught Andy'seye. " All of you." Hedidn't want her around for this.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN:

Cowboy

The absence of romance in my history will, | fear, detract somewhat from its interest.

—Thucydides

“Down in thevalley," Jason Cullinane sang as herode night herd, looking out on the sea of cattle.

Hekept singing as he decided, not for thefirst time, that ther e was something he would have to ask
hisfather—if he ever was able to face him.

In the meantime, he kept singing. A few hundred yards away, he could hear, although just barely,
the slow dirgethat Ceenan kept up for the benefit of theidiot cows around him.

"Down in thevalley..." Jason sang. He had a lousy singing voice, but the cattle didn't seem to mind.

Whether or not it wastrue, Falikos had the belief, common among drovers, that singing to the
cattle would help prevent them from stampeding. During the day, while the beasts were moving, a
stampede was merely unfortunate; it could scatter cowsfar and wide, but almost alwaysin the
direction of their march.

At night, a stampede could be deadly. A sudden sound could send the nervous, stupid creaturesin
any direction, trampling anyone who was insufficiently vigilant or inadequately lucky.

Maybe the singing did help keep them calm. There was nobody else within ear shot; he sang a slow,
mour nful tune he had half learned from hisfather, improvising thelyricsthat he couldn't quite
remember—

" Down in the valley, the valley so low,
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Hang your head low, cows, hang your head low.
They'll chop you for burgers,

Or make you a stew,

Andif | liveto beahundred,

I'll never smell anything worse than you...."

—and adding an editorial comment or two as, under a canopy of twinkling stars and slowly pulsing
faerielights, Falikos herd mooed and shuffled and stank into the night.

It was almost enough to turn you into a vegetarian, Jason decided. Although Father had said that
vegetarianism had some problems: It tended to make you vote for peace-at-any-price candidates,
whatever that meant.

Off in the distance, a few hundred of the stupid beasts away, Jason could see another of the night
riders spur hishorse and gallop off after some dumb stray.

Jason wasn't impressed with the intelligence of the beasts, such asit was. Even what little there was
wor ked at cross-pur poses.

Taketheir homing instincts. Jason seemed to spend half histime chasing cows and calves. If the
two wer e separ ated, some idiot instinct forced both dumb animalsto head back to the very spot
wherethey had last seen each other—no matter how far the herd had moved in theinterim. All of
the drover s wer e constantly looping back to find and speed along pairs of cows and calves.

A west wind brought the odor to hisnostrilsyet again. Every other smell he'd ever smelled was
something he had gotten used to. But not this stink.

He brought hisgloved hands up to rub at hisitching nose, then gripped at the bridge of hisnose, as
though that could reduce the pain hefelt elsewhere.

Hefelt absolutely lousy. His eyes burned from lack of sleep. Hislower back ached with the pain of
having spent thelast half day in the saddle—the only moments out of it when he had torelieve
himself. And even that had just made thingswor se: The unending hoursin the saddle, combined
with theindigestible lumps of fetid mush that Falikos' cook had the unmitigated gall to call food,
had given him a case of hemorrhoidsthat forced him to put a soft blanket between his butt and the
saddle.
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It was easier on the horses, at least. They couldn't be worked too hard, or they'd just liedown and
die. Likeall the other drovers, Jason cycled through five or six of the poniesthroughout the day,
resting the others.

Libertarian, whilea great riding horse, didn't work cattle; the gelding was getting an easy trip to
Pandathaway.

Hejerked hard on thereins; the stubborn roan moved reluctantly to theright, refusing to break
into a canter as Jason headed back toward wher e the spar e ponieswere hobbled for the night.

Why the droverscouldn't be treated aswell asthe hor ses was one thing that Jason wondered as he
dismounted and moved his saddle from the tried roan to a weary bay gelding.

The other thing was about hisfather. Karl Cullmane had told Jason that when he was a boy, he
had often dreamed of being a cowboy; it seemed to him to be aromantic kind of life.

Whilehewastrying to get the halter settled around the bay's head, the animal stepped on hisfoot,
sending him tumbling to the ground, pain shooting up hisleg.

Hehad to be silent in hisagony; a shout could send the cattle into hysterical flight in any direction.

Ashe—dowly, painfully—got to hisfeet to try again, he wondered, for the thousandth time: What
kind of idiot thought that thiswasromantic?

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN:

After the Council of Barons
Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.
—Mao Tse-tung

When therest had left, Karl led Tyrnael and Thomen up the back stairsand into his private office,
the one that connected to hisand Andy's bedroom. He brought a dusty bottle of Riccetti's Best
down from the shelves, uncorked it, and poured each of three mottled-green whiskey glasses half
full.

"What arewe going to do?" Tyrnael asked.
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"It'ssmple.” Karl waved them both to a seat and braced himself against thewall. " Tell him,
Thomen. You worked it out."

The boy—no, it wasn't fair to call him a boy—Thomen Furnael sipped hiswhiskey, smiling over
therim of the glass. " We are beginning to think too much alike, aren't we?"

"1 don't think like either of you." Tyrnael downed hiswhiskey and shook hishead in irritation. " |
don't under stand what's going on."

While Karl poured Tyrnael a second glass, Thomen sipped at his. " True. Two thingsare
happening. For one, do you remember that poacher that you hanged?"

" Of course."
“"Wdll, | tried to turn him loose—but Karl figured out what | wastrying to do and stopped me."
Karl had to admiretheway that Tyrnael merely said, " Oh?"

" Thereason hewas ableto stop me wasthat he figured out what | was going to do, and took the
next step. | am about to do the samething, in reverse: Karl isthinking of trying to take on Pugeer
in person, have Ellegon sort through hismind and find out if he was behind the Kernat raid, and if
he was guilty, kill him. Correct?"

"Correct." Karl nodded. "Likel said, we think too much—"

"Then you 'readamn fool." Thomen Furnael threw his glass against thewall. It shattered,
spraying glass and whiskey around the room.

Footstepsthundered in the hall outside; three guards, pistols drawn and cocked, rushed into the
room.

n M aj ay_ll

Thomen didn't move. " It'snothing, soldiers,” hesaid, sitting absolutely still, hishands folded
across hislap.

The soldiers' faces were studiously blank.
" Dismissed,” Karl said coldly. " Get out of here."

When the door closed behind them, Karl spun on the younger man. " What was that about?"
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" That was to get your attention. | would have preferred to kick you in the ballsto get your
attention, but | don't think I could."

" And now that you've got my attention?"

"You'renot goingtodoit." Theyounger man stood and walked to the window, tapping his signet
ring against the glass. " Karl, if you even think about tryingit, I'm going to break security and this
window and shout so loudly about what you're planning that you won't believeit."

Heturned back to Karl." You had to stop me quietly; | may haveto stop you noisily."

n You_ll

"1 don't likethe odds, and I'm not going to let you play the game. Think it through, Karl,"
Thomen said, slowly moving to the sideboard to pick up afresh glass. " May | ?" he asked, hefting
the whiskey bottle.

"1f you'regoing todrink it thistime."

" Fine. —What if it isAhrmin, Karl? Don't you think he's noticed that you do things your self?
Even after all thistime, the extent you liketo stick your hand in the way of the knife managesto
surprise most of us, but he'sbeen studying you for year s—and he's been on to you ever since he set
up the siege at Furnael Castle, back during the war. That wasintended to catch you. You liketo be
out in front of things; you always have.

" Just in case anyone might have thought that you had outgrown it, you ran that raid on Arondael's
castle afew tendays ago. If it isAhrmin behind all this, you'll find your self breaking into the castle,
and then—"

" And then thetrap getssprung. If itisatrap.”
" Exactly."
"Your suggestion, then?"

Thomen drained the glass as hereturned to his chair, taking the bottle with him. " | don't like the
odds; we haveto know." He poured himself another glass.

Tyrnael looked from oneto theother. " So? Welet mattersrest wherethey are?”

Thomen shook his head. " No. We investigate; we send out spies, we move troops into position—"
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" Can't that set off awar between usand the Nyphs?" Tyrnael cocked his head to one side.
"Wouldn't we be better striking first?"

"Wearebetter off not striking at all, if the Nyphsaren't guilty.” Thomen, Baron Furnael, shook
hishead. " You'll haveto gamble, just liketherest of us. His majesty will have to brace Pugeen's
ambassador, and get him to under stand that there'sgoing to be areprisal only if Nyphien was
responsible.”

"1f they are?" Tyrnael asked dubiously.

" Baron, when | was a boy, my father sent my mother and me away from thewar. To safety, he
thought. We wer e seized by slavers and sold off."

For amoment, Karl could almost see Thomen'sfather standing there, as Thomen gripped the glass
with white-knuckled fingers. " | am not going to talk about that time, Baron," Thomen said quietly,
the words paced like metronome beats. " It was not pleasant. Not for my mother; not for myself."

Setting his glass and bottle down on the floor, Thomen Furnael drew his beltknife and balanced it
on hispalm. " | swear, Baron, that we are going to do our best to find out who did to your people
what was doneto me, and when we do, they are going to die."

Theyoung baron slid the knife back into its sheath. " If we can capture any, you and | are goingto
wor k the choke nooses our selves, and watch them dancein the air while they beg for another
breath. Unless you want in on that, your majesty."

Karl Cullinane smiled. " When you get older, Thomen, you'll learn that it doesn't matter who does
it."

Thomen'sanger at him was still manifest, but the young baron had dismissed it asirrelevant. Karl
had to admire him; while he hadn't forgiven Karl for stopping him, thiswas a matter of state
policy, and personal feelings couldn't be allowed to enter intoit.

A simple application of reasoning, really—the emperor planned to risk himself, but the emperor
couldn't berisked. Nor, for that matter, could he afford to strangle a baron with hisown two
handsto shut him up, passingly tempting as that seemed.

So: " Okay, Thomen, we'll do it your way." Karl Cullinane drained his own whiskey, looked
longingly at the bottle, then shook his head. Too much work to do. " First thing iswe work out how
many troopswe're sending into Tyrnael. I'll want to get Nerahan in on this'—hetugged on the bell
rope, twice—" since he seemsto under stand cannon better than therest of you."
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" Cannon?"

Karl Cullinane seated himself at hisdesk and pulled out paper, reaching for a map of the border
area. " Cannon." He spread the map out on the floor and pulled out a box of gaming pieces. " I f
we'retaking on the Nyphs, we're going to be ableto blast them into little, bloody pieces." The door
opened. " Nartham. Good— | want Garavar and Nerahan here, now."

Karl Cullinanerubbed at tired eyes and looked from Nerahan to Garavar to Thomen to Tyrnael.
" Anybody got anything else?"

Kneeling at the northern edge of the map, General Garavar leaned forward. " | can't see any major
Improvement," hesaid, tapping at the map, " unless you want to move this battery from hereto
here."

"1 don't likeit." Tyrnael shook hishead. " Not close enough to the border. We can't move cannons
quickly; I'll want them to be as close as possible to the troops.”

Which made sense, both for defensive and offensive pur poses.

"Hmm..." Nerahan raised afinger to hislipsand then touched it down to themap. " There. There's
a good road down the side of the hill, and it seemsto make senseto meto keep the gunsashigh as
possible.”

Karl looked over it again, trying to decide. " It could work either way. If it rains, thoseroads are
going to turn to mud, and we're not going to be able to get the gunsdown from there for days."

" | disagree. Respectfully, always respectfully.” Nerahan shook hishead. " It doesn't matter. We
only need to move them in order to attack, and we attack at our convenience, not theirs."

" Good point. Garavar, who do you want in tactical command? Cashier ?"
"No. Too hotheaded," the general said. " Kevalun."

"| was going to give him—"

*Karl.* A distant voice sounded in hishead. *Karl, we've got trouble.*
Hejerked upright. " Ellegon!" What isit?

*He's probably not hurt, but Jason's missing.*

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (152 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenberg%620-%2004%20-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

What? Tell me—

*We'renot going to be ableto do anything about it tonight. | will belandingin the courtyard in
just a minute. Meet me.*

" On my way."

CHAPTER NINETEEN:

Decisions
Not every man was born with a silver spoon in his mouth.
—Miguel de Cervantes

There had been atime, long ago, Karl Cullinane decided, when he could allow himself the
occasional trace of panicin hisvoice.

That time was long gone.

" Andy?" the big man asked, hisvoice steady and level as he stared out into the night. " What are
we going to do?"

In the courtyard below, Ellegon dipped his massive head asthe dragon dined on the bloody
hindquarter of a sheep while a dozen men swarmed over him, strapping down leather bagsfilled
with suppliesfor Daven'steam, trapped in Khar.

" Maybe the other s have found him by now." Andy gripped hishand, hard. Karl could feel her
pulse, going like a triphammer.

Karl Cullinane put hisarm around her and pulled her close. " I'll do what can be done," he
whispered. " | swear it."

* Andrea could beright. Maybe Tennetty and the others have caught up with him.* Steam hissed
from between Ellegon'steeth; the dragon daintily dipped his head to take another mouthful of the
sheep. Or, rather, what had been the sheep; there wasn't much left.

Karl shook hishead. M aybe Jason was safe, and maybe not. But he wasn't going to assume
anything. If it worked out that way, fine; certainly, Tennetty and Ahira could track Jason down,
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given enough time, absent sufficient competition.
If they had enough time.

"Very well," Karl Cullinanewhispered. " So beit." Cullinaneturned slowly to the old general.
" Garavar—can you help Andrea handle things while I'm gone?"

The old soldier nodded slowly. " The military side of it. Not the political. Even at that, I'll need
Kevalun asmy deputy. Or Danagar." Garavar looked at Karl reproachfully.

"1 understand.” Karl nodded. " Danagar isoverdue from Nyphien, and you're not sending out
partiesafter him. But it isdifferent, dammit. Danagar isa professional soldier; Jason'sjust a boy.
Garavar, you understand why | haveto treat thisdifferently.”

"No." Garavar'sfacewasrock-still. " But | accept it."

"You'll need me," Thomen Furnael said. " To help keep the nobility in line. If you insist on doing
this."

Karl nodded. " Right. Thank you, Thomen. You're a good—"

" No. Thisdoesn't change anything between us, Emperor. The empire needs stability right now,
and if you're going to run out—"

Andy plucked at Thomen's sleeve. " He hasto. Your father would have under stood."

"My father would not have under stood." White-lipped, Thomen snatched hisarm away and drew
himself up straight. " He sent Rahff into danger, knowing that the chances of his coming out alive
wer e small. He sent my mother and me away, and let us be clapped into slavers chains. But he
never left his barony behind. He never abandoned his people, hisduties." Hisvoice softened as he
turned to Karl. " He understood what came fir st; he under stood hisresponsibilities. Better than |
do, perhaps; certainly better than you seem to, Emperor."

" Good point." Karl nodded. " And well taken. But I'm still going, Thomen."
Andreawent to Karl and gripped hishand. " I'm going with you. Maybe | can find him."

Karl shook hishead. Not while Jason was wearing his amulet, she couldn't. And | don't think I'm
going to get out of thisone, Lady. " Besides, |'m not going after him. I'm going after the sword."

"What?"
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It was a necessity. The others could track Jason better than Karl could. Karl's presence as one of
the sear cherswouldn't make a difference.

Thismight. The only way for Karl to get the heat off Jason's neck wasto put it on hisown. The
only quarry moreinteresting to the guild huntersthan Karl's son would be Karl himself.

"Aslong as| wear this," hesaid, tuggingidly at the amulet around hisneck, " Ahrmin can't locate
me. Aslong as| wear this...."

He brought up hisother hand and, holding the thong between thumb and for efinger of each hand,
pulled at it; it parted asthough it had been made of wet paper.

“Now," hesaid, hisvoice almost a whisper, "they can find me. I'll take a few men, ride to Ehvenor,
and take ship out of there. Ellegon, | want you to stop off and relay the story as you make your
rounds. Let everyone know that Karl Cullinaneis going for the sword."

The dragon gave a mental shrug. *Hardly necessary, even without that. Newstravels by the
shortest possibleroute. But | will.* The dragon's flame roared skyward, cleaving the night. * After
| resupply Daven, wheredo | go? Search? Or join up with you?*

“Neither. You are going to be needed here, to pick the brains of the Nyphs and find out who was
behind the massacre. And then there's Daven'steam. Mor e supplies ar e probably going to have to

beferried tothem." Helooked out into the night. " You and | have taken on many responsibilities,
old friend."

*| understand.*
Heturned totherest. " Isthere anything elsethat hasto be done before | —?"

"No." Thomen Furnael stepped in front of theemperor. " Karl, you can't do this. | understand why
you want to, but you can't. Your first responsibility isto the empire, not to Jason. And you—"

Karl laid a hand on hisarm. " He'smy son, Thomen. | haveto." Heturned to facethem all. " I'll be
leaving in the morning. Garavar, pick out a party of five to accompany me—one of them ajunior
engineer—and have my supplies packed before you go to sleep. Thomen, I'll want you and Harven
to ridewith meto the border—we'll have timeto go over some details."

Ellegon nodded. *I hit the sky, now. Y es?*

For a moment, a smile peeked through Cullinane's stony expression. " You're not going to take me
aside and try to talk me out of this?"
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*| may be ayoung dragon,* Ellegon said, as he shook his massive head. *But |'ve gotten older and
wiser in thetimel've known you,* the dragon said, the light tone of his mental voice manifestly
false. *1 won't waste my time. Or yours. Go take your wifeto bed, Karl. It may well be your last
time.*

It might, at that.

Karl wastempted to blame Walter or Ahira, or Valeran. But that wasn't right. |f—if—Valeran
had been wrong to take the boy on theraid, Valeran had paid for hiserror. Besides, Karl didn't
blame him. Or Walter or Ahira. Jason would have had to go through this, sometime.

Hell, hedidn't even blame Jason; it must have been hard on the boy, and it wasn't right to expect a
sixteen-year-old to make theright decision. Once he'd run, turning back would have been very
hard. There were somethingsthat couldn't be turned back from.

*Take care of yourself, Karl,* Ellegon said. *Walter and Ahirawill find him. And when he's safe,
we'll send someone after you.*

“1'll be okay. Just make surethat the hounds go my way." He pulled Andreato him, and, ignoring
all theothersin theroom, held her tightly.

*Wewill.* Craning his neck upward toward the balcony where Karl and Andrea stood, Ellegon's
eyes sear ched his deeply, asthe mental voice softened. *Karl, just between you and me, do you
think you'll get out of this?*

" Of course" hesaid, smiling. "Haven't | always?"
| hope so, he thought. But | don't know.

It all depended. Which way would Ahrmin and his huntersjump? And could Karl stay ajump
ahead of him?

Guesswe'll all find out, the hard way.

*| guess so.*

Ellegon? In case | don't make it back, will you watch over her?
*Of course, Karl. Karl?*

Yes, Ellegon?
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*In case you don't make it back, thank you. I'll alwaysremember.* A relayed image flashed
through Karl'smind: a younger version of himself, waist-deep in sewage, reaching up to cut
through a strand of the golden cable that held the dragon down. *1'll remember everything.*

Karl smiled. Don't go maudlin on me. Thelast thing we need around hereisten tons of maudlin
dragon. " Andy..."

She held him tightly. " I know. In the morning?"

“In themorning." Taking her hand, he gave a sketchy saluteto the others. " Good night all, and
farewell."

" Good night, your majesty."
*Goodbye, Karl.*

Flameroared, asthe dragon leaped skyward.

CHAPTER TWENTY:

Pandathaway
Our swords shall play the orator for us.
—Christopher Marlowe

Asthey reached thetop of thelast hill, Jason gasped; he clutched the wagon'sreinstighter and
gave a dlight, unconscious hitch to them, asthough to speed up the team.

“Don't besilly," Doriasaid, with a chuckle. " We'll get there soon enough. It is pretty, though."
Between rolling hillsand the blue Cirric sparkling in the sun, the city of Pandathaway stood, white
and gold, dancing in the sun. The streets wer e broad and even, some curving to help cup the
harbor, others cutting across evenly, regularly. Therewere small parks scattered all over the city,

squares of green checkering the field of white and gold.

Doria extended an arm. " That'sthelibrary, there—and over thereis Coliseum, whereyour father
beat Ohlmin."
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"Shh." Why did she haveto talk so loosely? What if somebody over heard?
Behind him, hooves clattered on theroad, as Falikos eased up alongside the wagon.

Doria patted Jason'sknee. " Taren,” shesaid, in anormal voice, " | do have my sKills; trust me. Oh,
and—qgreetings, Falikos." She eyed the setting late-afternoon sun carefully. " Areyou going to try
for the stockyar ds before dark?"

Falikos shook hishead. " No. We might be able to get all the beastsin, but I've found that some
always manage to disappear when wetry to count them in thedark. We'll make camp just outside
the walls, and move the herd in the morning. Speaking of which, Taren, what are your plans?"

Why, Falikos, I'm going to prove that I'm not a coward by assassinating Ahrmin.
“1'm not sure, sir." Heshrugged. " |'m open to anything."

Doria spoke up. " If you're good with a sword, I've heard that there'smoney to be madein the
Coliseum."

"1f you'resomekind of Karl Cullinane," Falikos said, with a chuckle. " It's supposed to be a hard
way to make a living. But probably worth atry, at that."

Some kind of Karl Cullinane.
Jason swallowed, hard. " And your plans, sir?"

" After | sell thestock I'll take ship out of here; that'sall | can say." Falikosshrugged. " |'ve been
thinking about making arun up north and buying aload of blades, or south to Ehvenor and seeing
what thefaerie are trading—I will haveto spend a few days and a few coinsin atrader'stavern to
pick up the gossip. What with all that I'll be carrying, Kyreen and Dyren will be staying with me,
although I'll need even more of a bodyguard; I'm sorry that | can't ask you."

" Oh?"

"1 haven't known you long enough. Too much of arisk." Falikosdug into his saddlebags and
pulled out a small leather sack. " Speaking of which, here are your wages, as agreed—I threw in a
little extra for the scar. | won't need you tonight; you can enter Pandathaway when you please.
Doria? | don't believe | owe you any more, do | ?"

Thecleric shook her head. " No—there hasn't been cause for extra charges, Falikos."
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“"Then I'll bid you both farewell." Heleaned over and pointed. " The entry station is—"
"1've been in Pandathaway before, Falikos," Doria said, her voice holding a decided edge.
The cattleman nodded. " Then bewell." Hewheeled hishorse around and kicked it into a canter.
"Let'sgo, Jason," shesaid. " | want to check in tonight."

Jason turned to seethat Libertarian was still hitched to therear of the wagon; seeing that the
gelding was still trotting easily along, he gave a sharp whistle and flicked both sets of reins.

" Nice of him to pay us off today," he said. It really was, Falikos could have made him guard the
camp that night, waiting for the next day and the entry of the herd into Pandathaway.

"Nonsense. Don't be so gullible." Doria shook her head. " You'veled a sheltered life. There'satax
on entry into Pandathaway—sometimes they charge warriors, sometimes not. Now, Falikos doesn't
have to gamble; if we were still with the herd, Falikoswould have had to pay it. Nothing | can do
about it, either; EImina negotiated with Falikos, not me. But enough of that."

She eyed him carefully. " Any idea about what you're going to do now?"

He shrugged. " | should be ableto find some sort of work. Or take a chancein the Coliseum," he
lied. First step wasto find a placeto load hisweapons; second step wasto find out where Ahrmin
was; and then thelast To kill Ahrmin.

You killed my Uncle Chak, bastard.
But would Jason run again?
Not again. No.

Doriadidn't say anything for along time. Then: " Think it through, Jason. Don't you think your
father sent assassins after Ahrmin?"

Jason shook hishead. " No. Hewouldn't do anything like that."

" Jason, grow up." Doriachuckled. " You'd be surprised what your dad would do. But | agree, for
once: | don't think he would have sent good men after Ahrmin, because he'd know that Ahrmin is
going to have at least as much security around him in Pandathaway as Kar| doesin Biemestren or
Home. Swordsmen, bowmen, magic—he's going to be fully protected.”
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"What?" It hit him: sheknew hewasafter Ahrmin. " You knew | was going to—"

She shrugged. " It'sobvious. You feel you have to prove something. You have to go out and slay the
biggest dragon you can find."

At his puzzled look, she chuckled and shook her head. " Sorry— Other Side metaphor. The point
IS, though, that you're acting just like your father used to: You fix your mind on onething, and
forget everything else. Not good, Jason. Not good at all. You've got to think thisthrough; thiswill
require some patience, not just crashing into a situation the way," she said with a warm smile,
"your father always does."

She had known what he was up to. She had known, and she had kept the fact that she knew from
him. The fact that she wasright—that he did haveto do this car efully—didn't make any
difference. Thefact that she'd misled him did.

"Moveover," hesaid. " You're blocking the door ."

" No. | want totalk about it."

" Go talk with your self.”

He gathered thereinstogether and handed them to her, vaulting from the wagon's bench and
recovering in timeto swing himself up, and in through the back door.

" Jason," shecalled out, " what do you think you are doing?"
Hethrew histhingsinto his saddlebags and retrieved hisdisguised rifle. " What doesit look like?"

"You'renot leaving. Listen to me. It can end here. Here'swhereyou can turn around, and head
back to Home. By the time you get there—"

n NO."

"Then at least stay with mefor the night. We'll drop off the horses and cart at the Hand
Residence; I'll go find usa room somewher e and we can talk about it." She muttered a few quick
wordsand hungthereinsin theair, rising from the bench and crawling into the wagon.
Doriadrew herself up straight. " | swear, Jason, you put all that down and agree to stay with me

tonight, or I'll Compel you." Sheturned halfway away from him, almost into a fighting stance. " |
swear it."
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"You can't." Hesneered. " You can't help me, remember ?"

"1 could." Doriasmiled thinly. " Once. The spellsarein my head, boy. My... standing wouldn't be
forfeit until | used the spell, until | actually helped you."

"Thisisn't help.”
"1 say it is. Now, do | have your word?"
" Go ahead, Doria. Try it. Then what'll you be? A nothing, a nobody—how would you get by?"

She shook her head sadly. " | don't know. But | swear, unlessyou give't me your word, now, that
you'll stay with metonight and hear me out, I'll Compel you."

" Doria, you're bluffing."
“Am | now?" Sheswallowed, once, twice. " Very well." Her eyeswent vague.
Shewasn't bluffing.

"Wait! No—don't." Thewordstumbled out. " Agreed, Doria. Agreed, dammit. |'ll stay with you
tonight and talk to you."

"That'slisten to me."
" Agreed. Whatever you say. Just don't. Please."

Shelowered her hands, all menace gone from her manner. " Good. Now, let's get our selvesready to
go through customs, okay?"

Her voice was light and steady, but her forehead was covered with sweat, and her hands shook
until she clasped them together.

Theinspection proved to be even mor e pro forma than Jason had suspected; the elf asked them
their businessin Pandathaway, charged Doria a silver piecefor entry, and waved their wagon
through the gate, into the city of Pandathaway itself.

Just then, the wind changed, and blew the stench of the city toward him: Pandathaway smelled like
awell-used outhouse. Like Biemestren on a hot day, only wor se.

Dona's nose wrinkled, too; she brought up afinger and rubbed at it. " It wasn't thisbad last time.
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But wewon't noticeit after a while."

Thankfully, the wind changed again. Therewasarow of stables down the street to their right;
Jason turned the wagon, the wheelsrattling on the cobblestones.

"First thing isto find a stable,” he said.

"No, Jason, we've got to find a place for usto stay tonight. We can leave the team with my sisters.”
“Not my hor se, though. Wetake careof Libby, first."

“Mmm... agreed."

That was onething that both Valeran and he had alwaysinsisted on: You fed and watered your
animals befor e taking car e of your self.

They left hishorse and too much of his pay asa deposit for Libertarian's care with thethird
hostler they tried, a bored dwarf whose prices wer e merely highway robbery.

And then they went into the markets.

It was all new to him, but somehow it was all very familiar. It took him a whileto figure out what it
reminded him of.

Back when hewasjust a baby, back before they had made the move from Home to Biemestren,
Mother used to occasionally cook, giving U'len the night off. She always made the samething, a
dish she called paella. When she brought it to thetable, Father always went into the same little
speech about how it was a damn strange thing for a good Greek girl to make as her specialty,
which always puzzled him, because he knew that Mother and Father came from a country called
America.

She would alwayslaugh at that, and the stern linesin both of their faces would soften. It didn't
bother Jason, being left out of their privatejoke, their own little world that contained just the two
of them. It warmed him.

Besides, he liked paella.
It was always different, but the general theme was that of saffron rice cooked in chicken broth and
awholevariety of spices, surrounding arainbow of thingsthat had all been cooked together: little

cubes of chicken, beef, and lamb, all of which had been carefully browned until their outer crust
was a dark brown, almost black; tiny wild onions; headless freshwater prawns and the huge
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mussels from the Seven Streams; strips of slow-cured ham; and tiny little peppers, always hiding so
that they could make your eyestear when you bit into one accidentally.

He had alwaysloved paella, and perhaps not just for thetaste. Maybe it wasthe fact that M other
was doing something for him, for once; perhapsit wasjust that theidea of mixing different kinds
of things excited him.

The Pandathaway mar kets wer e like paella: a collection of sights and sounds and smells, some of
which weren't thingsthat he would have bought would go together ... but they did, nonetheless.

Thewallsnear the markets were plastered with broadsides proclaiming the virtue of some war es
for those who could read, and the air was filled with the cries of loud-voiced merchantsfor those
who couldn't.

One of the broadsides caught Jason's eye. Are You a Swordsman or Bowman with Great Skill and
Greater Ambition? it asked.

He nodded for a moment asthe press of the crowd swept them by the poster. Hewasn't at all bad
with a sword, and he did have a great ambition: to kill Ahrmin. But he doubted that that was what
the broadside was all about.

"What about my horse?" he asked.
"What about your horse? He—it—should befinewhereit is."
" No. After. After |... doit. | may haveto get out of Pandathaway quickly."

"True. In which caseyou'll either havereclaimed your horsefirst, or you'll find another way out of
town and just leave the horse behind." Cocking her head to one side, she eyed him quizzically. " Or
do you really think that the hostler will let a valuable beast starve to death rather than decide that
it's been abandoned?"

" Good point." Still, theidea of abandoning the animal rankled. But shewasright. Asusual.

Doria guided him down through the markets, past basketweaver s and cobblers, cooperswith
freshly made barrels bleaching in the sun, and one baker's stall wher e the scent of fresh bread
momentarily threatened to over power the miasma of stale donkey urine and rotting dung.

She stopped for a moment by a sandalmaker, a shrunken little man with tired eyesand a graying
ponytail, and bargained hard for a pair of sandalsto replace theriding bootsthat had Jason's feet
sweating, then insisted that the sandalmaker shorten the anklestraps on the spot when they were
too loose, threatening to leave him with blisters.
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Shortening the straps took about a fifth aslong asthe argument.

The next stop was at a Spider sect stall, of all places, where a fat, greasy-bearded, black-robed
cleric muzzled his puzzlement at Doria's presence long enough for Jason to purchase a small pot of
unguent that the fat man swore would take all the sting out of Jason's saddle sores. Checking to
make sure of the wax-and-cork seal, Jason tucked it in next to hisbootsin his backpack.

They walked on.

Ahead, adwarf armorer worked at a portable forge, beneath a sign that Proclaimed, in awkward
Erendra phonetics, that he sold genuine Nehera bowies. Hislist of posted priceslooked reasonable,
but Jason didn't stop. For one thing, he didn't need any blades. He had a good sword at the left
side of hisbelt and a bowie at hisright—and both of them had actually been made by Nehera;
Jason knew full well that this blacksmith was selling only weak imitations.

But pointing that out wouldn't accomplish anything except drawing attention to himself.

Another copy of the broadside he had seen befor e caught his eye.

Are You a Swordsman or Bowman with Great Skill and Greater Ambition? it still wanted to know.
Possibly, he decided.

Over by afountain, a flute player and a dancer wer e setting up; he sitting down crosslegged on his
straw mat, she stripping off layers of clothes, leaving behind little besides a few silks and beads.
While most of her face was hidden by a silken velil, the rest looked interesting. She started to move
in timeto theflutist's hesitant runs, then stopped asthe crowd gather ed.

He started to move toward wher e the show was obviously going to be, but Doria caught hisarm.

Her look held only disappointment. " L ook again,” she said.

Thistime, Jason saw the black iron collar, almost hidden by the silks, and was morethan alittle
disgusted with himself.

" Sort of an owned dancing prostitute,” Doria said. " She'll get the men worked up, and then take
them on, one by one," shesaid, in aflat expressionless voice. She shook her head, asthough to say
that there was nothing that he could do, so there was no shamein doing nothing.

"Weqo left here" shesaid.
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The Hand Residence stood out on the street like a clean spot on a well-used napkin; the other two-
story stone buildings on the narrow street sagged with age, the cracksin the stonemortared in
places, all crumbling around the edges.

The Hand Residence, though, looked new, the corners of the building sharp asrazors, the granite
blocks clean enough to suggest that dirt was intimidated away. Jason pulled up the hor ses, set the
brake, and gathered his gear together, while Doria climbed down from the wagon.

“1'll just bea short while. | have your word that you will be herewhen | come out, Jason." She
raised an eyebrow.

"You do."

Dorialooked at him for along moment, then eased her self down to the street and walked in
through the Residence's ar chway, without a glance behind.

She disappeared into the dark of the building.

Now was his chance to disappear, but...

But hewouldn't. Hewouldn't let her talk him out of anything, but he'd given hisword.
| may be a coward, but | don't haveto bea liar, too.

Jason chuckled to himself. Idiot. He noticed another copy of that same broadside on the wall beside
him, and glanced at it.

Great Risk--------- Great Pay

AreYou a Swordsman or Bowman with Great Skill
and Greater Ambition?

AHRMIN, Master Slaver

ishiring WARRIORS

for an expedition past Faerie.

Apply immediately at the Slavers Guildhall.
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TRAINING in the ART of GUNNERY will be
provided.

A Cook, Armorer, Cobbler, and Smith are also needed.
Great Pay--------- Great Risk

Past Faerie? That meant Melawei. The slaversraided into Melawe all thetime, but they didn't
hire mer cenariesto help them. They'd only do that if there was something more dangerousthan a
bunch of Mel—

No.
Father was going after the sword, and Ahrmin was going after him.
He snatched the broadside down from the wall and dashed for the arching door. " Doria!"

Two slim women emer ged from the shadows, barring hisway. " Y ou may not enter the Residence,
Jason Cullinane," the nearest one said.

“Dorial" heshouted again.
But there was no answer.
"1 haveto see her—"

"You may not enter."

Neither of them was close to hissize; hetried to push past them as gently as possible, but one of
them caught hisleft wrist with her slim hand, the long, delicate finger s wrapping themselvestightly
around hiswrist.

He should have been ableto break the grip with a twitch of hisarm, but asthe woman muttered
wordsthat could only be uttered and forgotten, her grip tightened, and then tightened some more,
until hisbonesthreatened to break.

Timefroze as Jason's free hand fastened on the hilt of hisbowie, and he started to draw his knife.

"Tahavath," Doria'sclear contralto proclaimed, shattering the moment. " What isit, Jason?" she
asked, separating him from the others, rubbing at hiswrist with strong fingersthat seemed to ease
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the pain magically, even if he knew that was impossible.

" Read this."

Doria'sface went ashen. " Past Faerie. [t—"

"It hasto mean what we think it does,"” Jason said. " These are going up all over the city."

"1t must be," Doria said, as sheturned to the other two Hand women. Their fingers met and
clasped for a moment, before sheturned back to Jason.

"Theword isout,” shesaid. " Karl ismaking an overland try for the sword, and Ahrmin plansto
beat him by sea." She gripped hisarm, with far more strength than she had any right to. " He's
painted atarget on hisback, and Ahrmin is setting sail to put a cluster of arrowsin the bullseye."

Jason nodded. " How soon?"
"1 don't know. But we had best find out."
"That we had."

The night passed slowly, asthey lay on their blanketsin the singleroom they had rented. The night
was hot and muggy; sweat ran down Jason's forehead and into his eyes as he sat at the window,
looking out into the street.

Herubbed hisstinging eyes. He couldn't sleep; it wasjust too hot. He uncorked a jug of water and
tilted it back. The water was blood temperature; it quelled histhirst without giving him any
satisfaction at all.

"1 don't know, Doria—what can we do?"

Getting an opportunity to kill Ahrmin was out, now; the saver was dueto leave in only a couple of
days, and he'd certainly be unusually careful until heleft, his suspicious mind open to the
possibility of an attack.

Of course, Jason could sign on with Ahrmin... possibly.
But what good would that do?

Doria muttered a few harsh wordsthat could only be forgotten. Jason turned to see a fat, dark-
haired woman of about fifty, who reminded him of U'len.
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"| picked it from your mind," Doriasaid. " U'len lookslikea cook. I..." Her voicetrailed off into a
gurgle, as she stagger ed back against the wall and slipped to the floor, one outstretched arm
fluttering at him to keep his distance.

"1 can't help you," shesaid, her form shimmering, waves of shadow washing across her bulk. The
voicewasn't hers, not realty, it wasricher, deeper, older, more powerful.

"No," shesaid in her own voice. " | can do what—"
"No. | can't—"

"Yes. | can takeon aform that will protect me. | can gowherel please, and | can disguise myself
for my own protection. For my own protection, | can disguise myself."

She clenched her fiststightly, leaning back into shadow as dark sweat beaded on her forehead.
Jason picked up acloth, uncorked the water jug to wet it, and went to wipe her forehead.

"No. Keep your distance. My burden. Priceto... pay for challenging the Mother."

He pushed aside the vague finger s and daubed at her face. " Easy, Doria. Easy."

The cloth came away dark with blood.

Doria held up ahand. " Don't comecloser. You'll only make it worse."

Hisgorgerose; hefell to hishandsand knees and vomited until he was bent over double, his belly
wracked with pain from the dry heaves.

" Jason... I'll be okay. Jason. Jason."

Hewaved her away ashetried to get hischurning belly under control. He had to; hejust had to. If
they were going to sign up with Ahrmin tomorrow, he'd haveto bein command of himsalf.

“I'll... be okay, too," hesaid." And call me Taren. Even when we're alone.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE:
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Ahrmin

In awell-governed country, poverty is something to be ashamed of. I n a badly governed country,
wealth is something to be ashamed of.

—Kung-Fu-Tze

His heart thrumming a steady backbeat, Jason sowly advanced in the line; outside the Slavers
Guildhall.

Hewasn't impressed with the othersin line with him; they were a dirty bunch of swordsmen.
But he couldn't really look down on them. Maybe they weren't cowar ds.
"Whereyou from, boy?" the man in front of him asked, probably just to make conver sation.

Jason ignored him. The man took a too-long moment deciding whether or not to take offense,
decided against it and then struck up a conver sation with the man in front of him.

Doria had warned Jason about getting involved in idle chatter. It wasn't a deliberate interrogation
he had to worry about—he knew enough about thefictitous Taren ip Therranj to answer
guestions—but an accidental dlip.

It was a deceptively pretty building, or set of buildings: four connected three-storied structures of
glistening white marble, surrounding an interior courtyard. Each of thelinked buildings was
supported by a pair of high fluted columns, guarding an entry arch.

He had seen the spreading branches of an ancient oak through an archway. It looked gor geous,
rising cleanly into the sky.

But the facade faded at the edges. A pair of rag-clad M el women, the younger about Jason's age,
the other perhapsa decade older, were on their hands and knees a short way down the corridor to
Jason'sleft, scrubbing the floor under the watchful eye of a half-tunic-clad boy of about fifteen or
so0, who, every now and then, snapped his many-stranded whip to draw their attention to missed
spots, real or not.

Jason wasn't surewhat the purpose of it all was, or if the boy was merely being cruel tono
purpose. Blood wastrickling down the back of the younger of the two women, staining the marble,
causing the slaver to redouble his efforts.

Jason turned hisface away, but the sound persisted.

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (169 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

Thelinein front of him sowly shrank. Over the background noise of whip cracksand stifled
screams, the guard at the door looked into the room beyond and nodded.

The grizzled soldier in front of him had been gone only a few moments when the guard nodded at
Jason.

"Next. Tarenip Therran;."

Jason followed the guard's gestureinto the outer room, where a skinny, cringing man knelt in
front of him with a damp rag.

" To wash your feet,"” the guard explained, asthe slave began scrubbing at Jason's sandals and feet.
"Must mind the car peting, even in the Stranger's Room."

The soap felt slimy between histoes, Jason forced himself not to let the disgust hefelt show in his
face.

"Lift your arms," the guard said, patting Jason down thor oughly, checking even the contents of
Jason's purse, and, after a quick explanatory gesture, even checking to be surethat there was
nothing in Jason's scabbard other than hissword.

“Niceblade," the guard said, dipping Jason's saber back into its scabbard and handing it to Jason.
"You can keep that; I'll need the beltknife."

Jason handed over hisbowie. Hewasn't worried that the Nehera markings on sword or bowie
would expose him; smithsall over weretryingto copy the dwarf smith's striations, even if they
couldn't get quite the same strength and sharpness from their own inferior steel or quitethe same
edge from imported Home wootz.

" And now," the guard said, knocking a staccato tattoo against the oaken door, " they should be
ready for you."

Hewasn't surewhat he had expected, but thiswasn't it.

Theroom was about as he'd thought it would be: high ceiling above, plush crimson car pet below,
the piletickling hisankles. One wall was windowed, the glass—far clearer, less mottled than the
best that Home and Holtun-Bieme could boast of—revealed a huge oak that stood in the courtyard
between the buildings that made up the guildhall.

The other wall was covered with afaded tapestry. Or perhapsit wasn't really a tapestry; the
endless scenes of buxom young women in iron collarsand chains kneeling before muscular, whip-
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bearing men seemed to repeat in some sort of odd progression—it could have been some sort of
complex print.

Thetwo guardsto either side of the large padded chair impressed Jason. Even the slightly smaller
onewas larger than Father; they were armored from greavesto helmet; each man held a short
fighting spear easily, comfortably.

Jason wasn't surprised that Ahrmin would have a bodyguar d—under these circumstances, it
would otherwise have been too easy for Karl to send an assassin into Ahrmin's presence.

Between the two, sitting comfortably in the chair, wasa small man in adark slaver'srobe.

Hewas repulsive, of course. What Jason could see of the side of hisface that the daver turned
away was an awful brown mass; theright side of his cheek was gone, revealing gapped, yellowing
teeth and burned gums. A claw of aright hand was almost concealed in the folds of hisrobes.

Jason had expected something morethan a crippled little man in a chair. From all that he had
heard about Ahrmin—from him, from Tennetty, from Valeran, from Mother—Jason had expected
an aura, an atmospher e of evil to surround him.

Therewas nothing of thesort. " Taren ip Therran)?" Ahrmin asked, consulting a sheet of paper in
hislap. " Swordsman, it says."

Jason nodded. " | am."

"Good. You'rewilling totakearisk for good pay?"

"Yes."

Ahrmin nodded, turning to the guard on hisleft. " Fenrius, | likethelooks of thisone."

"Your pardon, Master Ahrmin," the big man said, " but our manifest isonly halfway full, and the
day isno longer young. We need to hire a cook, and at least another—"

"Yes, yes, it'sjust that | used to be a swordsman, when | wasyounger. | liketo talk to thetype.”
He gestured to Jason. " Show me something."

"1 fight two-swor ds-style. The guard outside took my second."

" Pretend. Please. And we do not have all day, as Fenrius quite properly pointed out."
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Jason reached across hiswaist and drew his saber with hisright hand, pretending to draw his
bowie with his|eft.

Hetried to repeat hisbattle with Kyreen, with a few minor improvements: Jason parried an
imaginary lunge, but the fact that there was no bladeto beat aside put him off. Still, hefeigned a
high-line attack with his saber, binding hisimaginary opponent's blade and dlipping in until they
wer e chest to chest.

Thistime, hedid it right; He blocked his opponent'simaginary dagger with hissword arm,
switching gripson theimaginary bowie and bringing it almost straight up.

If there had been areal opponent, Jason would have opened hisside from hip to ribcage.
Out of the corner of hiseye, Jason saw Fenrius and the other guard change positions sightly. In his
mock swor dfight, Jason had edged a bit closer to Ahrmin, and the slaver's guards had moved to

block any possible attack.

They couldn't suspect him, could they? No, he decided, not specifically; they werejust being
careful on general principles.

Jason raised hissword in a casual saluteto Ahrmin. You're a dead man. Not now, it seems, but soon.
" Quitenice," Ahrmin said, nodding in response to Jason's salute. " Quite niceindeed. Y ou move
smoothly; I'll beinterested to see how you do with a gun.” Helooked over at Fenrius. " Which ship

should we put him on?"

The big man turned toward Jason, like a cannon being rotated on itswheels. " We will be taking
two ships. Master Ahrmin will be on the Flail; most of the inexperienced gunnersand instructors
will be on the Scourge. Which would you prefer ?"

Weéll, there clearly was one wrong answer . Jason shrugged. " It sounds like the Scourge would
make mor e sense, for training purposes. But you haven't told me the important information."

"Which is?" Fenriusraised an eyebrow.
"Which one hasthe better food?"

Ahrmin laughed thinly. " My ship. But we'll put you on the other. You're a clever man, Taren, and
| don't like having clever men too near me." Hewaved a dismissal. " We sail at sunrise tomorrow.
That isall."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO:

Return to Pandathaway

Every oncein awhile, | wake up and realize where | am and what I'm doing, and then it occursto me:
Stash and Emma Slovotsky's baby boy is an asshole.

—Walter Slovotsky

Walter Slovotsky had wanted to stay in the Inn of Quiet Repose, but Ahira had overruled him:
granted, they hadn't been in Pandathaway for years, but Tommallo might recognize them.

Still, they would have to make up their minds and make their arrangements soon; it waslate
afternoon, and the sun sat only about ten degr ees above the horizon.

He stretched hisarmsas he sat on the passenger's side of the flatbed wagon, then continued the
motion to grab the muslin sack of jerky behind the bench seat. After serving himself, he offered the
bag around; everyone else declined, except for Tennetty.

" Still think it'd beworth atry."

It had been years and years sincethey'd first come through Pandathaway, but Walter could still
remember the meal they'd had in theinn. Wonderful, wonder ful food.

"We'll try another inn," the dwarf said, bouncing up and down on the back of his pony. " Nearer
the docks. We'll want to sell our cargo, aslong aswe're here. But | don't want to take any chances
on being made. Under stood?"

Bren Adahan twitched hisreins. " What'sthe difference? There'sno price on your head."

" Not specifically,” thedwarf admitted. " But the Slavers Guild still hasareward out for Home
warriors. | think we qualify, so we'll keep alow profile.”

"Right," Tennetty said, sitting next to him, as shedrovetheir flatbed wagon. Sheflicked the switch
at the left drayhor se; the animal lowered its head and slogged on. " That's my vote."

Walter had to repressa chuckle at the way she kept alock of hair in front of theright side of her
face, concealing her glass eye; shelooked sort of like Veronica L ake.

A wiry, scarred, completely unpretty Veronica Lake, who could as easily dlit your throat aslook at
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you.
Her level look at him said it all: | don't like you much, either.

"1 didn't think it was a voting matter,” Aeia said, with asly smile. " Isn't this supposed to bealed
party?"

" Shut up," Walter explained, returning her smilewith interest.

Things had settled down to arelatively stable set of relationships. Whatever Aeia had said to Bren
Adahan while Walter had been off in Holtun-Bieme was working: Aslong asWalter didn't rub
Adahan'snosein what he and Aeia wer e doing, Adahan seemed resolved to ignoreiit.

Bren Adahan's brow wrinkled for a moment; hisface brightened. " L et me make the arrangements
for housing; | have an idea."

Ahiranodded, bouncing up and down on the back of hispony. " Sure. Meet usin Dolphin Plaza.
It'sdown by the docks."

"1f you can't meet usthere, try at the stepsof the Great Library,” Walter put in, It wasn't
Impossible that that place had been torn down or something; best to allow for an alter native.

Adahan spurred hishorse. Aeia, after a glancetoward and a nod from the dwarf, went after him.
Walter Slovotsky approved; she made a good brake on Adahan. Or anyone else, for that matter.

Tennetty chuckled ruefully. " Like a couple of puppies, them two." She eyed Walter speculatively.
" She any good?"

" None of your business."
"Hey, Walter, ta havath." Tennetty shrugged, "I like them young, too."

"Boysor girls?" heasked, then immediately regretted it as her face clouded over. But he couldn't
resist adding, " Careful, careful, Tennetty—you'rein disguise, remember. Slitting the throat of a
robust fellow like myself might draw some attention.”

"1 won't always bein disguise."

" Enough, the two of you," the dwarf said, shaking hishead. Then: " Damn you, ease up," ashis
gray gelding half-reared, spooked by a something small and furry that scampered acrossthefilthy
Street.
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"Fine," Tennetty whispered. " We'll settle up for this some other time. When | clear it with Karl."
"
"When."

Walter didn't understand Tennetty. Asdevoted as shewasto Karl Cullinane, the notion of the big
man riding into the jaws of atrap didn't bother her. It wasasthough Karl was a for ce of nature,
not merely a very tough man.

Thedwarf squinted at a broadside, pasted against the building ahead " Does that—shit."
Great Risk--------- Great Pay

AreYou a Swordsman or Bowman with Great SKill
and Greater Ambition?

AHRMIN, Master Slaver

ishiring WARRIORS

for an expedition past Faerie.

Apply immediately at the Slavers Guildhall.
TRAINING in the ART of GUNNERY will be
provided.

A Cook, Armorer, Cobbler, and Smith are also needed.
Great Pay--------- Great Risk

Walter vaulted from the wagon and studied the paper for along moment. Too fast, thiswas all
happening too damn fast. There must have been some spiesin Holtun-Bieme, spiesready to drop
their cover and gallop away. Probably even some sort of pony-express-stylerelay; otherwisethe
news couldn't have gotten here so quickly.

A tall man, wearing the steel helmet and the center-ridged breastplate of Pandathaway's police
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force, walked up to where Walter and the dwarf stood.
" Interested?"

It took Walter a millisecond to dlip into character: " Of coursel am,” he said, hitching at his
swor dbelt.

"You'retoo late," the guardsman said. " They left two days ago. Are you any good with that
sword?"

Walter drew himself up straight. " Sir, | am Warrel of Horelt village. The Warrel of Horelt
village."

The guard shrugged— " Never heard of you" —and walked away.

Assoon asthe soldier was out of sight, Ahira threw back hishead and laughed. " The Warrel of
Horelt village?" Ahira asked. " Really? Not the Warrel of Horelt village?"

Even Tennetty grinned. " And | thought you wer e just a useless piece of meat."

Walter Slovotsky shrugged. " Well, now that he's put me down, he's going to for get about me: I'm
just some local champion who's come to Pandathaway to show off."

Tennetty nodded. " Clever. Very clever. What do we do now?"

This screwed things up profoundly. They could switch gears and go sear ching for Jason, but the
Home sear cher s could handle that.

Theimportant point wasthat any chance of delaying or sabotaging the slaver hunters was gone
with Ahrmin and his hunters. Unless, of cour se, they gave chase.

Walter shrugged. " Guess we've got to find a fast ship that's heading for Melawe.”

"Whether they know it yet or not,” Tennetty said, eyeing the edge of a knifethat Walter hadn't
seen her draw, hadn't known she had.

The dwarf eyed the setting sun. " Well, we're not going to get out of heretoday. Let'sgo find the
Kids."

Aela and Bren Adahan were waiting for them in Dolphin Square.
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Walter sighed. Some things seemed to improve with age. Some things were improved with age. And
some wer e just fucked with until all their charm was gone.

The Dolphin Fountain was one of the last.

Y ear s befor e, the center of the fountain had consisted of a gorgeous pair of marble dolphins,
spouting water into both the breeze and the fountain. The dark-veined white marble, carved
simply and elegantly, had glistened in the sunlight; stray traces of mist had refreshed him ashe'd
watched the smiling statues that were mor e dolphins frozen in midleap than cold stone.

In theinterim, some soulless criminal had gilded the statues; some unfeeling murderer of beauty
had covered the innocent marble with gold leaf. It was probably the same boob of a sculptor with
no firein hisveinswho had carved miniatures of the dolphinsinto the edge of the fountain itself, in
an awkward bas-relief that looked like a school of hopping minnows.

Thefountain was a caricature of itsformer self. It wasalmost enough to make Walter cry.
"Haveyou ever seen anything like this?" Aeia asked, smiling up at him. " Isn't it gor geous?"
“No, | haven't,"” Walter said, keeping hisvoiceflat and level. " It's unique."

"1 have arranged lodging for us,” Bren Adahan said. " A suite of roomsin the Inn of Quiet
Repose.”

" | thought | told you no on that." Ahirashook hishead. " Tommallo knows us."

Bren Adahan looked insufferably pleased with himself. " It'sbeen yearsand years, Tommallo sold
theinn long ago. | said | wasthe son of Vertum the hostler, and that | wanted the same suite of
roomsthat herented, ten yearsago; the owner shrugged to admit that there'snobody in theinn
who was there ten years ago. So you get what you want, Walter Slovotsky," he said, turningto
Walter. " You owe meone."

Thelnn of Quiet Repose wasn't as Walter had remembered it, either. Maybe it wasthat the colors
in the tapestries had faded over the years; perhapsthe food wasn't prepared with the same care
that fat, jolly Tommallo had lavished. The meals werefilling, but the beef was overdone and
stringy; the beetle-paste was cloyingly sweet; the chotte tasted like it had been marinated in stale
lard instead of fried in fresh butter.

Therugin their roomswasworn through in spots, and the chipped mar ble beneath was cold on his
feet.

Well, it cost lessthan it had last time. And at least the bathwater was hot.
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Toweling himsealf off, Walter walked into the common room, where Ahira and Tennetty were
stretched out on the floor, talking while they worked on Tennetty's dave outfit. The ragged tunic
drew attention to her long, skinny legs, drawing it away from the collar and manacles with their
solid-appearing lock that she actually could removein lessthan a second. The hasp of the padlock
at her neck was actually the handle of a small Nehera-made knife; the body of the lock wasits
sheath.

"Where'rethekids?"

Ahirajerked hishead toward thedoor. " | sent them out to have a look around—see what fast
ships are docked, and wherethey're headed. We'll want something speedy, and planning a bit of a
run—say, at least asfar as L undesport.”

"1f we'regoing to ijack-hay it, it'll haveto be something fairly small, too. We can't rideherd on a
whole lot of crew."

"True. Get some slegp—we've got along day tomorrow."

When they made love that night, it finally hit him, and not just as an intellectual proposition:
Someday it would be over between the two of them. Not that night, but someday soon, After

M elawei—assuming that they could hire or hijack a ship and get to M elawei—it would have to
end.

Aeia'sand hisrelationship was unnatural. You just couldn't go on having sex without
consequences, not with someone you cared about.

Something would haveto change.
I diot. Something always changes.

Hewas homesick, he decided. Even with Aeialying here, warm in hisarms, he missed Kirah.
Ridiculous. Shedidn't have Aeia'sintellect or complexity, but there was something... comfortable,
reliable about the old girl. Old girl, hah... she'd kept her looks. But she did have some funny ideas
about Walter; she saw him as some sort of knight in shining armor, a kind of miniature Karl
Cullinane.

Ridiculous.

Even more, he missed Janie. Damn, but she was a good kid.
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Shereminded him of himself; they weretwo of akind, Walter and hiselder daughter: totally
without restraint, without conscience, substituting prudence, when necessary. Janie under stood her
father; she'd probably understand this.

It would be a shamefor Janieand D.A. to grow up without a father.

Have to be some changes made, he decided. Not that Walter Slovotsky was going to be the faithful
type, but it wastime for some changes. Timeto grow up a bit.

"Ada..." Hestroked a hand down her smooth flank, then brought it up to cup her breast.

" Shh," shesaid." | know." Inthedark he could see her smileglisten. " But don't count on the
timing. | might leave you before you leave me."

“"Very funny."
"lsn't it, though?" Therewasadistant hint of hysterical laughter in her voice.
" Sowhy arewe both crying?”

Shedidn't answer. Shejust held him, her face wet against his chest, while he held her, hisface wet
against her hair.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE:

"Not Twice..."

Go dir, gallop, and don't forget that the world was made in six days. You can ask me for any thing you
like, except time.

—Napoleon Bonaparte

The area around the Pandathaway docks was neither as crowded nor asfast-moving as Walter
Slovotsky remembered. Thefirst timethey had entered the harbor, Avair Ganness and therest of
them had been forced to wait while the ef running the guideboat found them a place among the
dozens and dozens of shipsthere. Silkies at the waterline had nudged the Ganness Prideinto its
berth, while Ganness' pigtail twitched in irritation and worry; he'd babied that boat of his.

Thewater had been clean, sparkling in the sunlight; the docks had seemed mor e burnished than
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weathered by wind and water .

Now, the morning sun shone down a sludge pipe dumping a slow trickle of raw sewage into the
harbor, while foul green algae lapped at the pilings. Over at the far dock, the single working
guideboat leisurely dragged a schooner into itsberth, both boats propelled by polemen in the
guideboat, not ensaved silkies.

The dwarf nodded. " Put another onein the plus column.”
" Right."

"Daven'sraid, | think? Or wasit Frandred's?" Aelaasked. "l don't remember, for sure. | don't
like either of them." She shivered visibly.

“Daven, as| recall,” Ahirasaid." A strikethat close to Pandathaway itself was too much for
Frandred. He'snot clever enough.”

"Let'sgo," Tennetty whispered.
Slovotsky lightly tugged at the leash leading to the chain around Tennetty's neck.
"Harder, asshole,” she hissed at him. " If you blow our cover, we're dead meat."

" Right. Just don't blame melater," he said. One of the seamen loading the boat—it looked like a
junk, in both senses, Walter decided—glanced at them, then frowned, turned away, and turned
back.

" Shit," Walter said. " Tennetty—sorry. That will be enough talk from you, Ettlenna," he said,
backhanding her acrossthe face, leaving blood at the corner of her mouth,

Tennetty whimpered.
Shedid a good whimper .
A very good whimper.

Slovotsky would have commented on what a good whimper shedid if hedidn't remember that she
did a great eviscer ate.

"1'vefound three possibilities,” Bren Adahan said. " Only three, and none of them heading as far
as Ehvenor."
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Slovotsky frowned. Whileit was clearly a slow timein the Pandathaway harbor, there had to be at
least six ships sufficiently fast for their needs.

Bren Adahan caught his expression and shook hishead. " You're not thinking it through, Walter
Slovotsky. We need a single- or double-masted boat, or it'll taketoo much crew torunit. And it's
got to be large enough for usand the horsesto fit on." Hisfacegrew grim." | am not selling
Seabiscuit; the emperor gave her to me."

Ahiranodded. " Besides, we may need horsesin Mela—whoa."

" Melawhoa?"

"Takealook at that big one, over there. The square-rigged job. Look at who'srunningit."
Slovotsky looked. Sure, it waslarge, at least by local standar ds; except for a broad-beamed, three-
masted ship on the far dock, it clearly wasthe biggest boat around. Supervised by a shaven-headed
man who was clearly either the captain or somebody awfully senior aboard the ship, a gang of at
least a dozen men wer e working a winch-and-crane setup, unloading a net filled with canvas sacks.
"Yeah. So?"

"Useyour eyes, man."

"1 am using my eyes. They'rejust not seeing anything."

What he saw was a squar e-rigged ship that clearly needed a crew of at least a dozen to sail: Unlike
the way a lateen-rigged boat was sailed, it would be necessary to send seamen into theriggingto
trim the sails. Granted, the design gave the ship a lot of useful deck space and allowed it to move a
lot of cargo in the hold, but running it called for alarge, well-trained crew operating under the
guidance of someone who knew the Cirric and his ship, not a scared captain operating with a
cocked pistol stuck in hisear.

"| still don't see anything useful," Walter said, shrugging.

Bren Adahan nodded. " | haveto agree with Walter Slovotsky. Thiswasn't one of the ships| think
we ought to consider."

" Aeia, Tennetty," thedwarf said. " Take a good look at the boat. See him?"

"No; and the boat doesn't look fam—oh." Aelachuckled. " Him."
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"Yup."

Tennetty snickered out of the corner of her mouth. " He shaved hishead. And he'sdone a lot with
the ship since we saw it last—switched the masts, added on the raised poopdeck. All in disguise,
eh?"

" All in disguise. Follow me," the dwarf said, leading them toward the ship.

When the captain saw them, hisdark face turned almost white; he stagger ed and clutched at the
rail, only to missand fall overboard, splashing into the filthy water below, sputtering out curses as
he shinnied up one of the pilingsto the pier.

Under the coating of black-green slime, the captain's face was pale.

Walter Slovotsky grinned down at Avair Ganness. He turned to theothers. " | do believe we have
ourselvesaride."

Avair Gannesstoweled at himself vigor ously, while a pair of deckhandsworking in tandem
dumped bucket after bucket of water over hishead. They were all gathered at the stern of the boat,
just aft of the wheel. Over on theraised poopdeck, arack of marlinspikes was partnered with a
rack of boltsfor the twin arrow-engines. The smooth wood was hot beneath hisfeet as Walter
Slovotsky slipped out of his boots. Somebody had once war ned him about losing his footing on
shipboard.

"ltches, it does, aswell as stink. | can remember when you could drink harbor water; now, | don't
like even having Fortune's Son's hull in thiswater."

Ahiradidn't let him dodge the question. " Moving quickly back to the subject, Captain Gan—"

Ganness hissed. " Crenneth. Voren Crenneth. Don't use the other name. Pm no moreloved around
herethan you are. | have no wish to be a main featurein a Coliseum execution; they have gotten no
prettier over theyears."

Walter Slovotsky shrugged. " Thereal issueis how soon you can hoist anchor and set sail for
Melawel. You know why."

"1 know why; | have been hearing the news." The captain finished toweling himself off and
stepped into a pair of blousy sailor'strousers, shivering in the wind.

"Try some of this" Slovotsky said, pulling a flask of Riccetti's Best from his bag and taking a
healthy swig before passing it to Ganness.
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The captain eyed the flask suspiciously.

Aeia frowned, snatched it away from him, drank some, and handed it back. " There. Now if you
drink it, all three of usare poisoned. If it's poisoned, which it isn't."

"You weren't so forward with your elderswhen you wereyounger, girl." Gannesseyed her sourly,
and drank, hiseyes opening in possibly affected surprise. " Quite good." Hewassilent for a
moment. " You don't darereveal who | am, any morethan I'd try to expose you."

Things got suddenly quiet on the deck; without making a threatening motion, most of Ganness
eighteen man crew had managed to work their way to the stern, perhaps answering a silent signal.
Thetemperature on the deck suddenly seemed about twenty degrees colder.

Walter Slovotsky started to open his mouth, but Bren Adahan raised a hand.

"Thisoneisming" Adahan said. " I'll handleit."

Aeiaraised an eyebrow; Tennetty looked at Walter and gave a half-nod, which herelayed to the
dwarf.

Ahira spoke up. " Go ahead."

Adahan turned to face Ganness. " | understand your position, Captain... Crenneth. The... one
whose hame we'r e not going to mention here has always spoken highly of you, and many times has
told methat hefelt bad that you lost two ships on account of him. But you understand our needs,
and how very serious and resolved we must be on this matter."

Ganness eyed Tennetty, Ahira, and Slovotsky, who tried hisbest to look quietly threatening. Aeia's
right hand didn't stray far from her bag, with itsloaded pistol.

"] seg," Gannesssaid.

"Wedon't ask for charity,” Adahan went on. " We have aload of wootz to trade for passage. Also,
you know there ar e places wher e a safe-conduct signed by Ahira or by Walter Slovotsky is of value.
But, in return, we need your help. We need to get to Melawa .”

"Not just that,” Aela shook her head. " We need to be snuck into Melawei—ther € |l probably be a
daver ship guarding the usual channels. Of course, perhapsyou're not the seaman Karl used to say
you were."

Ganness chuckled. " Yes, | have charted more of the coast of Melawei than most | know; if anyone
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can find atricky route through the offshoreislands, it'sl. No, | am not enough of afool to fall for
cheap flattery."

" Captain, Captain,” Aeia said, turning up the wattage on her smile, " it may beflattery, but it'snot
cheap. Or insincere.”

Gannesslooked like he was teetering on the edge; Slovotsky forced a laugh.

"No need to be so nervous, Captain; you're acting like..." He paused to snort derisively. " Likewe
don't have a plan.”

"Ahh...right you are." Ganness smiled, and relaxed. " You'd hardly be without a plan. Wdll..."
"Wel?"

"You have wootz, you say? | could do well in Sciforth with some good Home wootz. How much do
you have?"

" Ahh, now that we know what we all are,” Ahiramurmured in English, " it'stimeto haggle over
the price." Heswitched to Erendra. " Step over to our wagon, and let me show you our wares."

Asthetwo of them walked away, Slovotsky turned to Bren Adahan. " Often? With all the blood on
Karl'shands, | can't imagine him often getting bent out of shape over a boat or two."

"Trueenough." Adahan grinned. " I'm sure heisupset about it, though; it'sjust that hedidn't
mention it."

“Liar," Aelasaid, grinning.

"Terrible, Bren, terrible. Telling such falsehoods."

Tennetty muttered a curse under her breath; Aeiaturned to her.
"What isit?"

"|Isthere any way we can speed thingsup? | know you all have a great need to congratulate
your selves on how damn clever you all are, but I'm standing here on the pier with everything
hanging out in this slave outfit, and I'm getting pretty tired of it."

Her hands wer e shaking; Slovotsky decided that she'd been expecting the confrontation with
Gannessto turn into afight, and her body hadn't yet caught up with the fact that there wasn't
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going to be one.
Adahan cocked hishead to one side. " And this plan of yours? What isit?"
“1'll let you know when I think it up."

Over by thewagon, Avair Ganness had a sword balanced on his palms; he spoke a few words, then
passed the weapon to Ahira.

"Weéll," Slovotsky said, " if we're up to swearing on swords, it lookslike we got a deal; let's get
loaded."

"Hmmm... let's get packed, instead," Aela said, with a girlish giggle.

Thewater hissed quietly against the hull asthey sailed under a dark but cloudless nighttime sky.
Between the sky and the stars, faerie lightswinked down, pulsing slowly, gently.

Above Slovotsky's head, a full set of sails snapped and crackled in thelight breeze; the deck heeled
over mor e shar ply than he would have expected on such alarge ship. Fortune's Son was making
good time.

He was getting sleepy, though; best to go down to the cabin and sleep. But it would have been
handy if Adahan had taken this opportunity to catch up with him—

" Alone, Walter Slovotsky?" Bren Adahan said, from behind him causing Walter to start. " Getting
old, it seems. Thelegendary Walter Slovotsky couldn't be snuck up upon, as| recall."

"| was expecting you," Slovotsky said, smiling. " I've been through this before. L ots of times, going
back to my school days."

" Oh?"

"Yeah, Thisiswhereyou try to persuade meto leave Aeia alone."

Adahan nodded, hisfacealittle sad. " And arewe all so predictableto you, Walter Slovotsky?"
"Yeah, You remind meabit of Karl."

"1 thank you."

“Don't put on airs, man; | said 'a bit." He once braced me over her mother. On Ganness ship, asa
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matter of fact.”

Adahan was similar to Karl, in alot of ways. Which iswhy Slovotsky had taken certain
precautions, likethe loaded pistol at his hip, and theropetied to the spar halfway up the mast. If
necessary, Slovotsky could play Errol Flynn and swing away from the younger man, raisingacry
ashedid. Not exactly theway Captain Peter Blood would have doneit, but it had that same kind of
style.

"You'retoo damn arrogant, Walter Slovotsky. You assume, because | wasraised on This Side, that
I'm a simple barbarian without thought or care. Or language." Bren Adahan scratched at himself.
" Aiea Bren woman. Walter leave Bren woman alone." Bren Adahan smiled sadly. " It'snot like
that, although it issmple: | want her badly, Walter Slovotsky, but | want her to be happy, even
more. Think about it,” hesaid, resting white knuckles on therail. " Perhapswe're not so different,
after all. —You'd best not hurt her, Walter Slovotsky. You'd best not hurt her."

You really care for her, don't you? Or you maybe really want everyone to believe that you do, when
what you 'rereally after is marrying an emperor's adopted daughter.

Quite possibly, both. Almost certainly both; if Adahan was simply an opportunist, Ellegon would
probably have taken him out of the picture, one way or ancther.

Besides, most peopleweren't simple.

He missed Kirah, he decided. She was ssmple. Not stupid, mind; just ssimple. The opposite of
complex. Therewas something to be said for simplicity.

"1 wouldn't hurt her,"” Slovotsky said. " Intentionally."

"You won't hurt her," Bren Adahan said. " Twice."

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR:

Ehvenor
| know a bank whereon the wild thyme blows,
Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows

Quite over-canopied with luscious woodbine,
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With sweet musk-roses, and with eglantine:
There slegps Titania some time of the night,
Lulled in these flowers with dances of light,
And there the snake throws her enameled skin,
Weed wide enough to wrap afairy in.
—William Shakespeare

Under a dome of stars, mocked by the pulsing faerielights, Karl Cullinane rode with histhree
companions down into Ehvenor, his sheathed sword bound across his saddle, hisright hand never
straying far from the butt of the short-barreled single-shot shotgun in hisrifle boot.

Kethol, the broad-shouldered redheaded warrior riding at Karl'sleft, worked his pistol loosein its
holster. It wasjust a nervous habit; the shoulder holster didn't need to be primed toreleaseits
cargo." 'Warethecrazies," hesaid quietly. " They'renot after areward, more'n likely. But they're
dangerous, just the same."

"Tell me something | don't know," Pirojil said. He rubbed a blunt finger against his heavy brows.
Hewas aremarkably ugly man, hisflat nose splayed to one side from some long-ago fight. Kar |
could under stand why Pirojil hadn't bothered to have the nose taken care of. It wouldn't have
helped.

Pirojil visibly winced every now and then. He'd taken an arrow in the thigh during the ambush
outside of Tinkir that had killed Aren and Ferdom, and the scant portion of healing draughts that
Kethol had doled out hadn't quite been enough to bring him back to health; a steady regimen of
riding and walking hadn't allowed the wound enough timeto heal. But Pirojil pushed on, bringing
up therear, hetugged at theropes of their two packhor ses, keeping the animals and the party's
supplies close.

" Movement, off to theleft,” Durinesaid. A treetrunk of a man, herode with hisreinsheld daintily
in hishamlike left fist, hismassive right hand holding his shotgun easily, as though he didn't notice
the weight.

"Just arabbit,” Pirojil said. " Ta havath, en?"

The Cirric glistened in the starlight, small waves lapping the shore. Asthe company rode down
toward Ehvenor, Karl could see only two large ships docked there, although a wide-bellied sloop
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seemed to be putting in.
Between theroad and the water, Ehvenor stood, waiting.

Ehvenor. The sole outpost of Faeriein the Eren regions. Off in the distance, the faerie embassy,
woven of light and mist, glimmered in the night, itsbrightnessrefusing to dispel the darkness
surroundingit. It wasalmost cylindrical, almost three, four stories high. Almost, almost,
almost—always almost; it was hard to look at; the building seemed to change before his eyes, to
mold itself into another form ever so dlightly different from what had been the moment befor e, but
the change so dlight and subtlethat Karl couldn't put hisfinger on just what it was.

"Want meto go on ahead, sir?" Kethol asked. He was no Walter Slovot-sky, but he did a good
recon.

“No. Just keep alert." Best not to go separately; the Ehvenor crazies sometimesran in packs. And
who cared that awarrior could take down a dozen of thefilthy creatures before they brought him
down? Theidea wasto avoid the crazies, not to kill them. " And let'skeep quiet."

Kethol nodded, transferred hisreinsfrom hisright hand to hisleft so that he could draw his
blackened saber, holding it easily in his hand.

Themain road into the city led past a row of ramshackle houses, none of them issuing any light at
all. Perfect cover for another ambush, for someone else after the guild reward on Karl's head.

Karl didn't likethelooks of it; he nodded at Kethol, who led them down a side alley.

The alley twisted and turned through the dark, dung-laden streets, past the hovels of Ehvenor.
Occasionally they could see dim faces peering out through windows or shutters, only to disappear
instantly when Durine brought his shotgun into line, or at the whisk of Kethol's steel cleaving the
cold night air.

The plan wasto go down to the pier and make a rude camp until mor ning, when—they
hoped—passage to Melawei could be procured. They carried with them twenty coins of good
Pandathaway gold and ten fine Nehera-made swor ds, both the gold and steel distributed among
the party; leaving it all on the packhorses could leave them in troubleif they were separated from
theanimals.

Therewerealso afew surprisesin the horse's pouches. This Sidewasn't used to explosives yet, and
the twenty or so pounds of guncotton on the rear horse might comein very handy.

Not that it would make much of a difference, not in thelong run, Karl thought, wishing that he
could take hisamulet out of his saddlebags and put it on again.
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But he couldn't. It had to be known that Kar| Cullinane—

With no war ning, a dim shape rushed out of the shadows and leaped on Kethol, dragging the
warrior down from his saddle befor e he could begin to bring hissword into play. It clawed at the
man, uttering a satisfied, low growl.

Instantly, Kar| was off his own horse, hisdrawn saber in hishand. Firing a gun at whatever had
jumped kethol was out of the question; he'd be aslikely to kill his own man as whatever it was.

Durine'sanimal reared, while the huge man looked desper ately for atarget for his shotgun.

Karl couldn't exactly make out the form of whatever it wasthat was clawing at Kethol, but he
could find partsthat he knew weren't hiswarrior; Karl stabbed into the dark mass, and felt his
blade dlice through flesh and cut into bone.

With a hideous, liquid scream, the form went into a spasm, arms and legs twitching and then
falling still asthe body went limp, the body voiding itself of itswaste in thefinal reflex of all
animals.

Karl kicked the stinking mass away from Kethol, and then immediately ducked to one sideto make
himself a bad target for the next attack.

But therewasn't any.

Pirojil spokeup. " | don't see anything."

“Me, neither," Durine put in. " Nothing."

Kethol got slowly to hisfeet; helooked okay, if a bit shaken.
"Light, Pirgjil,” Karl said.

AsPirqjil pulled a glowsteel from histunic, horribly bright bluelight flared in the alleyway,
sending a watching rat scurrying for cover. But there was nothing else there, nothing except the
rag-clad, half-starved body of the man Karl had killed.

As he got painfully to hisfeet, Kethol used thetoe of hisboot to turn the crazy over, after stabbing
the cor pse a couple of timeswith his own sword, just to be on the safe side.

That'sall it was, just a crazy. It happened in Ehvenor. Spending too much time around faerie was
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very bad for some humans, turning them violently, self-destructively insane. It didn't affect
many—per haps no mor e than onein five hundred, per haps less—but that was enough.

Above, thefaerielights pulsed more brightly, echoing Karl's pulse.

Walk thisway. Come to me.

Kethol muttered a startled cry. Durine brought up his shotgun. Pirojil Spun his hor se around.
Walk thisway. Come to me. The voice was dir ectionless, and quiet.

Karl started. "Who isit? Pirojil—douse the light."

Walk thisway. Come to me. As Pirojil tucked his glowsteel away, the faerie lights hovered over the
alley, pulsing even mor e intensely, the speed of the pulsations become an ar gent staccato.
Strangely, though, they didn't make the alley any brighter.

Walk thisway. Come to me.

Karl retrieved hisamulet from his saddlebag and slipped the thong over his head. It should
provide some protection from whoever it was that was—

Walk thisway. Come to me. Thefaerie lights descended to line up over thealley, a path in the air
that wound toward the faerie embassy.

Embassy is such a silly word, " Finger" is better. Walk this way. Come to me.

" Areyou for meor against me?" Not that he could trust an affir mative answer, but perhapsa
negative one would make his decision easy.

No. Walk thisway. Come to me.

He decided not to, and was turning to tell the othersthat they were moving out when the univer se
twisted.

When it untwisted again, they were all standing in front of the faerie embassy, squinting at the
uncertain shapes.

"What dowedo now, sir?" Kethol asked.

Durine's beefy face was sweat-sheened in the har sh whitelight; heraised a flipper of a hand to his
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forehead to wipe away beading sweat. " | don't want to go inside.”

Distant memoriesreturned to Karl, of himself ordering the othersto follow him, and of them
following the path of light to the embassy.

But the memories wer e flat, emotionless, unconvincing.
True. | warped things. | can do that in Faerie. | find it convenient.
" But thisisn't Faerie."

That's a matter of opinion, in Ehvenor. My opinion differs, Karl Cullinane. In Ehvenor, in Faerie, my
opinion iswhat matters. It's my opinion that you and | are—

Theworld twisted yet again, and hewas alonein the glow. It wasn't exactly a room, he decided.
More of a place.

—in the same place.

Whileit didn't look likeit, it felt like nothing so much asthe room where he'd last encountered
Deighton. Or Arta Myrdhyn, or whatever name wasreally his.

" Both are, actually," a nearby voice said.
" Deighton?"

"Ishisname. Oh, you think I'm him? Hardly." Thevoicetook on color and tone. " Heis human, of
asort."

" And you're not?"
" Good guess, Karl Cullinane."
"Who areyou?"

"My name? Oh, anything will do." Therewasa distant chuckle that become distinctly feminine.
" Titania might be best, all things considered. If you can do that. Or even if you can't."

" Queen of the faeries?"

" Quite."
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Heforced himself to speak calmly. " | takeit you're not after the guild reward."
Another chuckle. " You takeit correctly."

She appeared in a blink: an immensely ugly, remarkably fat woman, reclining on a tattered purple
couch. She played with a gilt tassel on her shiny red silk vest with one hand, while another reached
out to grab the greasy leg of mutton lying on the mist next to the couch. Shetook a hefty bite. " Or
would you prefer another form? It'snot important. |'ll changetherulealittlefor you." The
immense fat woman stretched broadly on her side. The leg of mutton disappear ed.

He must have blinked, because he didn't see the change. And while the couch was the same, as she
finished her stretch, she was different, and so beautiful that he had trouble swallowing; her high,
firm breaststhreatened to rupturethe mist that barely contained them asit swept down her tor so,
leaving her long, lovely legs completely bare.

"Isthisbetter, Karl Cullinane?" she asked in a warm contralto. She propped her chin on the palm
of one hand and eyed him levelly. The face said that no worry had ever crossed her mind; it was
smooth, the high cheekbones touched with pink. Alien eyes stared at him unblinkingly from
beneath long lashes. Ruby lips parted for amomentary grin, revealing sparkling whiteteeth, and a
tongue that momentarily peeked out, then hid.

" Do you likewhat you see?" Sherose and stood in front of him, the mist clinging to her like
something live, swirling about itstight confines.

She was beautiful, like a combination of all that was supposed to be lovely in a woman, but the
effect was chilling. It wasn't real; it wasonly for display.

You've got a staplein your navel, lady.

A real woman's breasts moved and sagged with gravity; when standing, a real woman didn't float
above the ground to point the toes of both feet in order to emphasize the curve of her legs. Flesh
was soft and real, not a sterileillusion.

He closed hiseyesaslonging for Andy cut into him. God, Lady, | missyou.

"I'msorry, Karl Cullinane," Titaniasaid."| don't mean to tease you. just wanted to meet you and
maybe send you on your way. Think of it an idleimpulse." Shelaughed, her laughter distant silver
bells. " |—we? they?—I have many idleimpulses. Likethis."

He opened his eyes again, and Andy-Andy stood in front of him, dressed only in a silken robe. She
shook her head, sending her hair flying.
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"“Andy?" Karl Cullinanedidn't question hisfortune; hetook a st toward her.

“No," shesaid, in Titania'svoice. She shook her head and stood back, the features melting. * And it
seems|'ve hurt you again. You humansare so... delicate, aren't you? Isthis better ?"

Again, he must have blinked; she had become some sort of compromise between Andy and the
beautiful woman she had been moments before: Andy, but without the wear that the yearshad laid
upon her; no bend in the nose, no laugh lines around the eyes, none of the scattered gray hairs.

Andy. He missed her so much. They had been together ever sincethe Hand tabernacle, and in that
time he had never had another woman. It wasn't that there hadn't been opportunities, it wasn't
that he hadn't been tempted, it was something very ssmple: She could chase away the darkness, if
only for awhile.

And this creature had the gall to mock her form. Helet a distant coldness sweep over him. " That
will be enough of that, faerie."

"1t wasn't mockery. Maybe thiswould be best," Titania said, the voice now issuing from a dark
patch in a mass of mist. " | do have something to show you."

"Why?"

" Because |'m bored, and you're entertaining. Be niceto me and | might even have an offer to make
you."

Theair in front of him shimmered, and then solidified into an aerial view of a shoreline. The
viewpoint had to be at least a thousand feet up; Karl couldn't make out any of theindividuals
below, although he could see a dozen or so Mel outtrigger s on the sands below, and a two-masted
ship of some sort bobbing in the waves offshore.

"“Ahrmin,” Titaniasaid, "isthere. Waiting for you. You've now distracted him sufficiently. Were
your son wandering loose around Pandathaway, he would remain safe; the guild's attention is
elsewhere."

And | get to be elsewhere. That was good, if true; things wer e going accor ding to plan. "Why are
you showing methis?"

" Thiswas beginning to bore me; you didn't have a chance."

He kept hisvoice slow and steady. " You think thisisall a game, Lady?"
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" Don't be silly; threatening meisnothing better than absurd. Your sword can't cut mist.

" Besides, | didn't mean it that way. What | mean isthat by thetimeyou and your friendsarrive,
the saverswill have you. One ship isout at sea to cut off escape that way; the populace of village
Eriksen has been driven away. Most of them.

"Karl Cullinane, if you wait for a ship heading toward M elawel, by thetime you get there, thetrap
will have already been laid out. Ahrmin will smply take you, either dead or alive. | offer you two
choices. Turn around here, and ride back. Or..."

“Oor?"

" Or | will weave mist and light and air, make you a boat, and send that boat to M elawei. Just you
and a few knapsacks, no more." Shelaughed again. " You will arrive stark naked."

"Why?" Hedidn't understand any of this. It was as though she was playing with him. But why?

" Amusement. Don't look for deep motivations, Karl Cullinane. You will fine nonein me. All | offer
you isalittle chanceto escape alive, but more chanceto save thoseyou carefor.” Themist grew
firmer. " Choose."

" Why?"

"Why do | help you? Beyond the fact that I'm bored and you're fun?" The mist swirled. " If you
need a reason—you kind always needs these reasons, don't you?—then think that I'm doing it
because the guild is of Pandathaway, and Pandathaway ishuman magic, whilel am faerie magic.
Thetwo are not the same, nor particularly friendly."

That wasn't news. " But why help me?"

" Reason, reasons, reasons. You want areason? Because | oweit to Arta Myrdhyn for all the
amusement he and you have provided me."

Anger rose. " | takeno favorsfrom Arta Myrdhyn. And I'm not going to abandon my men."

" Asto your second point, they will think that you ordered them home. Asto your first, it isnot a
favor from Arta Myrdhyn. It isthe gamble of a powerful and weary creatureto prolong a game
shefinds entertaining. Even if you, Karl Cullinane, are now beginning to bore me."

Theworld twisted, again, and all of the gear that Kethol, Pirojil, Durine, and he had brought was
in front of him. " Choose."

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (194 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C}/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-book s/ Joel %620Rosenberg%620-%62004%20-%20T he%%20Hei r%20A pparent.txt
He pointed to hissword, to the bag of explosives, to the...
" Enough. | seeyour method. Very well." Again, theworld twisted.

Karl Cullinane found himself stark naked beside the Ehvenor dock, the pile of goods he would
have selected in front of him.

Beside the dock... he was on a five-meter-squar e platform woven of light, mist, and air. It was solid,
but not persuasively so; it stretched and gave, threatening at any moment to give way beneath his
feet.

Soundlesdsly, the raft pulled away from the pier, accelerating smoothly, evenly asit passed into the
bay.

Even in the darkness, he could see threefigureson the shore, spurring their horsestoward the
dock, calling to him. Kethol, Pirgjil, and Durine. »

Helifted hisarm and waved a goodbye as the acceler ating raft left the docksfar behind.

" Better seeto your gear, Karl Cullinane. You'll bein Melawei by morning. Farewell." Thevoice
went convincingly silent.

" Fuck," hesaid. " What havel gotten myself into now?"

Mmmm... perhapsit wasjust aswell. Karl didn't need the othersto draw Ahrmin away from
chasing Jason. In fact, he had already drawn Ahrmin away.

Now it wastime to make the distraction per manent.

Thereisanotion, he had said, many times, called the last run. Theidea isthis; None of our livesare
taken cheaply.

He swallowed threetimes, hard. None of our lives are taken cheaply.

Hell, he even had an outside chanceto survive. Whatever the slaver swerelooking for, it wasn't
going to beKarl Cullinane arriving on a faerieraft. They'd probably be expecting him to arrive on
dragonback. But if Ahrmin's spies knew that Ellegon couldn't leave the Middle L ands now—or if
Ahrmin had helped to arrange events so that Ellegon was needed in Holtun-Bieme or to resupply
Daven'steam—the slaver swould be expecting him by some overland route or, more likely, via
ship.
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But if they werefollowing his path, via magic, they'd see that he was moving, even if they couldn't
triangulate on his exact location.

His hand fell to his knapsack and brought out hisamulet. He could even put it on and sneak up on
them.

No. Not yet, he decided. It wasimportant to keep the slaver s chasing him, not giving up on awild
goose chase. He would put the amulet on when hereached Melawei, not before. If Ahrmin couldn't
locate Karl, he'd assume that Karl had backed off, and might divert hismen and his attention
toward finding Jason.

He clutched the amulet tightly, then shrugged his shoulders and tucked it back in his pouch.

What next?

Better check the gear, he decided. 3

His sword and his Nehera-made bowie wer e both fine. He eyed the Damascus striations on the
knife.

The knife had never been blooded. That was about to change.

Hisfour pistolswerelaid out in arow next to hisrifle and shotgun, hisrepair kit and powder
hor ns beside them.

He stopped to check the contents of the next two knapsacks. Yes, the fifty cylinders of foot-long
stedl tubing, each containing a hefty char ge of guncotton, were still intact, each bomb in a tightly
sealed tube of pig intestine for water proofing—Iike a steel sausage. They looked fine, asdid the
blasting capsin their separate bag.

A role of fusing and a firekit completed his sapper's bag.
It finally hit him: He was scared as all hell, but he was looking forward to this.

Theyoung Karl Cullinane, the one who had vomited in horror after killing those men outside of
Lundeyll, was gone. Slaughter had become second nature to him; he'd missed it since the war had
ended.

Hisonly regretsinvolved the people he was leaving behind. It had been too long.

And what does that make me?
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Hedidn't care, hedecided, as he stretched out on the too-soft surface of the raft and willed himself
to sleep.

Hewas never sure how many hourslater theraft beached itself on the M elawel shore; until the
har sh grinding of sand underneath the craft woke him, he had been sleeping. Sleeping soundly, for
thefirst timesince he'd left Biemestren.

Asit pushed itself ashore, the half-solid raft, woven by faerie out of mist, light, and air, suddenly
became mist, light, and air; with a deep sigh it vanished underneath him, leaving him lying upon
the wet sand, only half awake.

Even dleepy, warrior'sreflexestook over. In an instant, he had scooped up hisgear and dashed for
thetreeling, hisearsstraining for the sound of a cry or gunshot.

But there was nothing. Only the lapping of waves on the sand, the whisper of wind through the
trees, and a distant mocking call of a crow.

Nothing.

He peered out onto the beach. It was empty.

Therewas no sign of habitation; he was between villages, or beyond the M el range of settlement.
Thefirst was morelikely, he decided.

Dawn was still some time away; the sky was barely beginning to brighten in the east.

Hecouldn't tell where he was, but a bit of exploring would seeto that. Thefirst thingwasto find a
place to cache what gear he wouldn't need for a quiet stalk, and the second wasto hide out for the
day.

Night wasthetimeto stalk.

He dlipped the thong of hisamulet over his head. For now, he would hole up in the woods, but he
would haveto find a mor e permanent place eventually.

Whereto hide?
Of course! Therewasonly one place, and he had been afool for not thinking of it sooner.

“Now you see me, now you don't,” hewhispered, " but I'll see you.*"
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He cursed himself silently for talking aloud. Asshole. It wasn't timefor gestures; it wastimeto get
to work.

Hetook a piece of hard cheese from hisknapsack and wolfed it, then washed it down with a quick
swallow of water from his canteen.

His smile wasthat of a stalking tiger.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE:

"Ta Havath, Jason"
But patience, cousin, and shuffle the cards, till our hand a stronger one.
—Sir Walter Scott

Slaver rifle lung over one shoulder, Jason Cullinane walked along the beach in the early-morning
light, following Hervian, the leader of the five-man squad. Asfar as he could see, the sand, beaten
down by last night'srain, wasunmarked save for their own footprints and the deep hoofprints of
the two horsesthat had been ridden out to relieve the distant watch at dawn.

"Just aswell," Hervian said. " | don't see no sign of ‘em. We'll have a good hunt-down for later.
Maybe get your wick dipped for you, boy, if you can earn it," hesaid with a genial, gap-toothed
smile. " For agood bowman, you make a sorry gunner, Taren."

Pelius, alanky, spade-bearded fellow, chuckled at that. " True, true. | don't think you're going to
enjoy much of those M€l girls. Then again, if you need it, you could try the cook, although meat
that old istoo tough and stringy for me."

The villagers had long since scatter ed; undoubtedly they were back in toe hills someplace, waiting
until the daversleft.

Ahrmin had made no attempt to sneak up on Eriksen village; he had merely sailed the shipsalong
the coast, letting the M el run and hide. Thiswasn't adlaving raid, after all; the purpose was to set
up to captureor kill him, not procure hard-to-train M el as slaves. A confrontation might have
necessitated using some of their hard-purchased magical defenses against Clan Eriksen's

wizar ds—the only magical facilities the slaver s had with them, as no guild wizard had been willing
to risk going up against the possible combination of Karl Cullinane and Arta Myrdhyn's sword.
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It was easiest to chasethe M el away, although Ahrmin and thefirst party had managed to seizea
dozen or so; the men had been killed when they proved too intractable for immediate taming, the
seven women had been impressed into servicein a hut that was used asa bordello by the avers, a
treat to be withheld for poor performance of duty.

Jason had chosen to be a dreadful shot with the dlaver rule; while he couldn't do anything about
the screams at night, at least he didn't have to participate.

He was mor e than vaguely sickened by hisinaction. But what was he supposed to do? Take on
mor e than a hundred men all by himself?

It wasn't fair. It was already too great a demand of an already over exacting univer se that he kill
Ahrmin to prove himself and save hisfather from getting killed; adding the additional requirement
that herescue someMel hedidn't even know or Kill off two companies of slaverswasjust
ridiculous.

Hewouldn't doit; hedidn't feel obligated to try. Not really.

Several bowshots offshor e, Scourge bobbed lazily in the waves. Flail was somewhere over the
horizon, waiting to locate Karl Cullinane's ship if he came that way, or to prevent its escapeif it
managed to dip into Melawel —assuming he could find someone foolish enough to grant him
passage to Melawel. The scuttlebutt wasthat he'd try the overland route; if so, there was going to
be at least another tenday until he stepped into Ahrmin'strap. Ahrmin had announced yester day
that Karl Cullinane was definitely on hisway toward here, and that everyone ought to keep alert
for him.

Plenty of time, Jason thought.

All he needed was a chance. Just let him get close to Ahrmin with either aloaded gun or bow, and
he'd finish that problem.

The chance hadn't come, yet. On thetrip out, Jason and Doria had been on the Scourge, while
Ahrmin had traveled ahead on the Flail, a faster, less-broad-beamed sloop, the same ship now
lying off the coast to the west, waiting to drop off a horseman on shoreto report that Karl had
been spotted, or receive a signal from shoreto reinfor ce the Pandathaway forcesin Eriksen village.

I'll get him, Father, he thought.

The timing would haveto beright. He'd have to find the opportunity sometime befor e hisfather
arrived, and it would haveto allow for an opportunity to get Doria out. Jason felt responsible for
her, and was morethan alittle awarethat shefelt responsible for him. His woodsmanship was

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (199 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

good; given a knife and bow, Jason could feed the both of them off theland on thetrip overland.

" Deep thoughts, eh, lad?" Vikat said. The well-muscled blond fellow was only a year or so older
than Jason, but, asajunior journeyman of the Slavers Guild, he outranked all therest in the
squad, save only Hervian, the senior journeyman slaver. " Taren, Taren, whether you're going to
join the guild or no, you're going to haveto learn to concentrate on the task at hand."

Hervian chuckled again. " Fine oneto talk, guild brother. | remember when you gelded that Salke
for Lord Lund." He gave Jason a friendly nudge. " His hand was shaking so hard that instead of
just cutting off the bugger's balls, he dliced all the way through—"

" Shut your festering gob, guild brother,” Vikat hissed. " Will you mock mein front of outsiders?"

Hervian gestured an obviously insincer e apology, and fell silent, only to furrow hisbrow. " We
haven't walked so far that we've neared the watch post, have we?"

Jason followed his gaze. The hoofmarks, instead of hugging the water-line, led up acrossforty
metersor so of sand toward thetreeline.

One of the mercenaries started to break into atrot.

" Carefully, now." Undlinging hisrifle, Hervian stopped him with a gesture. " Slow and steady, now,
we'll takeit slow and steady. Check your loads, all.”

The five men crept toward the treeline, Jason taking up a position a bit to theright and front,
separ ating himself from others, just in case. They found the hor ses hitched, a short way into the
woods. Thetwo animals, stripped of saddle and all gear except for an improvised rope halter, were
idly chewing on some ferns around the base of an old oak.

" Look, over there," Jason said.
Off in the distance, Jason thought he could make out a shape, but it wasn't him.
Hervian pushed past him. " No."

Faces pale, almost yellow in death, both slaver s hung upside down by one heel from an
over hanging branch, their arms outstretched toward the ground as though raised. Each man had
been neatly ditted under the chin, unmarked save for that.

Flies buzzed around their wounds, and around the clotted blood marking the sands beneath them.
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" Cut them down, Taren," Hervian said, hisvoice quavering. " Cut them down."

Jason swarmed up thetree, then steadied himself on a limb, drawing and reaching out his bowie,
neatly dicing through first one rope, then another, the riflemen below easing the bodiesto the
ground.

Jason dropped lightly to thetrail as Vikat snatched at a piece of parchment that had been tied to a
nearby tree.

Theyoung slaver's handstrembled as heread; wordless, he handed it to Hervian, who read it and
handed it to Jason.

In steady Erendra script, the brown letterssaid, " | understand that you want to see me, Ahrmin. |
wait for you."

It was unsigned.

Despite hisrising gorge, Jason almost smiled. The dead slaverswere all the signature that Father
needed.

"Karl Cullinane," Hervian said. " He's here sooner than expected. Are you enough of a horseman
to bring the news back to camp, Taren? For Master Ahrmin'seyesonly, on my authority asa
journeyman guildsman, under stood?"

" Under stood.”
Doriawas busy at work next to the big stewpot on the lee side of camp when Jason rode up.

In astrange sort of way, the hag illusion was starting to wear a bit thin. It wasn't that pieces of
Doria were poking through, or anything like that. On the contrary, her illusion of Enna, theold,
ragged, over weight cook, was too unchanging: Enna'swrinkled skin didn't redden or darken

under the sun, her sparse, dirty gray hair neither grew longer nor lighter, the ragged sack shewore
asadressdidn't become moreragged or fall apart.

Hedidn't likeit. Therewasn't timeto talk to her, though; he had to report to Ahrmin.

" Cook!" heshouted out imperiously as he dismounted and tossed her therens. " You will take
careof thehorse" Ashe passed thereins, their fingerstouched momentarily; it was asthough
invisible spar ks passed between them.

Her eyesdidn't widen, but she nodded dlightly, then shook her head. " Patience, boy, patience,” she
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whispered. " There's nothing we can do to help him. Not yet."
"We can—"

"We can wait. If we wereto leave food out for him, he'd be surethat it's poisoned. Just watch and
wait, and make sure when you're on night guard that he can't sneak up on you without seeing you
first, understood?"

Shewasright. Jason would have to find some opportunity to shoot Ahrmin before Karl was
captured, but that opportunity was not now.

It would have to be watched for, waited for.

Sheraised her voice. " Since when isit my task to feed and water the horses? Preparethem for the
stewpot, perhaps, but—"

" Enough," hesaid, addressing both her and two guardsin front of the long lodge that Ahrmin had
appropriated for himself. " | have newsfor Master Ahrmin, for him and him alone," he said,
stripping off hisweapons and pouch, removing only the parchment note that had been found on
the bodies. " | must see him now."

Ahrmin was seated on a high-backed chair in the dark of the lodge, hisface cast into shadow. He
seemed to like the darkness, rarely venturing out into daylight, sleeping most of the day, sometimes
walking the sands at night, histwo huge bodyguards never far from his side.

They weretherenow. It wasn't that Jason was distrusted, but Ahrmin was cautious as a matter of
policy; he never saw anyone alone.

Thereweretwo other men in theroom, both short-bearded, dark-haired: Chutfale and Chuzet,
Brothersfrom Lundeyll, they wererenowned asa tracker-hunter team. Chutfale was said to be
able to follow anyone, anywhere; Chuzet was by far the best crossbowman that Jason had ever
seen.

" S0," Ahrmin said, hisvoicedistant, " Heishere. I'd thought as much."

Helifted his hand, examining a glass spherefilled with a dimy yellow liquid. In it a dismember ed
finger floated, aimlesdy. " But heisagain protected. From this. But not from you, not from me."

Hefting the now-useless sphere in the palm of hishand, Ahrmin turned to the brothers. " Find him.
Bring him to me; aliveif you can, dead if you must. Take what help you need. But find him."
Ahrmin turned to Jason. " Y ou may go."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX:

The Butcher

Ek som tymeit is craft to semefle

Fro thyng whych in effect men hunte faste.

—Geoffrey Chaucer

Reach out the arms. Wait. Pull up the legs. Pause. Push slowly, slide. Rest.

Thiswas one of the timeswhen Karl Cullinane envied Walter Slovotsky. Karl tried hard, but
creeping through the night silently didn't come naturally to him.

Reach out the arms. Wait. Pull up the legs. Pause. Push slowly, slide. Rest.

It didn't matter. It couldn't be permitted to matter. Acquired skill and unrelenting effort would
have to serve him where natural inclination couldn't.

Flat on his belly, the cold sand sticking to his damp body from face to toes, he crept along the edge
of thetreeline, the woods at hisright, the beach, and beyond it the Cirric, at his|left.

Careful. Slow and careful doesiit.
Thiscalled for stealth, not strength.
Reach out the arms. Wait Pull up the legs. Pause. Push slowly, slide. Rest.

Ahead in the dark, two nervous slaver s stared off into the night, their backsto a campfire. Karl|
crept a bit closer.

From the safety of his cache and refuges, he had watched the beach throughout the day to seeif the
slavers had set up watchmen to watch the watchmen. That would be their next step, but they
hadn't taken it yet.

They probably have as little respect for my skulking abilitiesas| do, he thought.
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Unarmed save for hisbowie, he moved closer, moving with exquisite slowness, arms moving
glacially forward before hetransferred hisweight to his hands and then pulled up hislegsto push
himself acr oss the sand slowly, tediously, deliberately. He froze in place, and repeated the process.

Reach out the arms. Wait. Pull up the legs. Pause. Push slowly, slide. Rest.

He had to make his game plan work. The slaver swould assume, at first, that they could hunt him
down during the day, and would keep their watchmen out during the night.

But after a few werefound dead, with no clueasto Karl Cullinane's hiding place, they'd set
watchmen to guard the watchmen. That would be their next step, along with setting booby traps.
Probably some sort of tiger pit, punji sticks on the bottom. Per haps some kind of deadfall.

He'd haveto keep alert, to keep awatchful eye, in order to beat that.

And after that, when that failed—if that failed—the slaver swould huddle together at night, pulling
in all of their men into one camp, hoping to chase Karl down during the day.

That would be Karl's chance.
Reach out the arms. Wait. Pull up the legs. Pause. Push. Slowly slide. Rest.

Right now, the odds wer e just weighted too heavily against him. If he'd had a dozen men, he might
have been able to launch a dozen simultaneous attacks, but hedidn't. It wasjust him. Which meant
that he would haveto get the enemy all together one night, then attack with his stash of guncotton
bombs, and blow them all to hell. Even a successful attack wouldn't kill all of them, but it might cut
the odds against him down to a manageable level.

Possibly, with the slaver s weakened, the M el might even come down from the hillsand
counter attack, and even aid Karl in setting up an ambush for any arriving slaver reserves. ,

But that wasfor later.
For now:
Reach out the arms. Wait. Pull up the legs, pause. Push slowly, slide. Rest.

First he'd haveto scarethe dlaversinto collecting in one place, and then he'd haveto takeit from
there.

Until they all gathered in the killing zone, he couldn't use any of his stash of guncotton bombs; it
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was vital not to get the dlaver sthinking about the danger s of huddling together, vital to get them
wor rying about the danger s of not huddling together.

Reach out the arms. Wait. Pull up the legs. Pause. Push slowly, slide. Rest.

Hefrozein place asa stray sound from the forest sent the two watchmen into sudden motion, the
lar ger of thetwo men bringing hisdaver rifle up whilethe other hefted his sword.

Hedidn't movefor at least fifteen minutes, until the watchmen had sat down and relaxed, until
their eyeshad glazed over again.

And even then he dlipped theindex finger of hisright hand to hisleft wrist and carefully counted a
thousand pulsebeats before he resumed his slow progress.

Reach out the arms. Wait. Pull up the legs. Pause. Push slowly. Slide. Rest.

The trouble with hisplan, of course, wasthat it probably wouldn't work. The oddswere all too
great that he'd be brought down on one of the nightly raids, or that the slaverswould dig atrap
that hewouldn't seein time.

Weéll, the plan was a long shot, but at least it held some chance. Besides, he did have an intelligence
sour cethat the slaversdidn't know about.

He hoped.
Reach out the arms. Wait Pull up the legs. Pause. Push slowly, slide. Rest.

After two hours of slow, diligent creeping, he was barely ten yards behind the nearest of the two
davers.

Two hours setting it up, and it took all of thirty secondsto finish.

Hedlid hisarm back to draw his bowie—dowly, Karl, ssowly—and like a cat setting itself up to
spring, dug into the soft dirt with his bar e toes, gaining purchase.

Karl Cullinanetook a deep breath and launched himself at the farther of thetwo davers, barely
breaking stridein his headlong flight to send the nearer one sprawling with a well-aimed kick.

Therewasa horrid scream from behind him, while the daver in front of him flung out an arm to
block the downward descent of Karl'sbowie.
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Karl turned hislungeinto a tackle, grappling with the man momentarily until hefound an opening
to set thetip of hisbowie between two ribs. Karl shoved the knife, the warm fountain of sweet-
smelling blood wetting his arm to the shoulder as he continued the motion to push the dying slaver
away.

Onedown—
Karl Cullinanerolled to hisfeet and turned to facethe other.

—No, two down; the other man was screaming in agony as he clawed at his smoking face; Kail's
kick had sent him face-first intothefire.

The dlaver dropped to hisknees, pawing blindly for something as his cries alerted everyone for
milesto Karl'slocation.

Karl'sfirst inclination wasto grab hisbowie and get going, but he decided that he could spare
another second to make this even more memor able for the slavers.

First thingsfirst: Hekicked the slaver rifles away from the screaming man's outflung hands. Even
a blind man could find a gun and shoot someone by accident.

But what was this man pawing around the ground for?
Of course. Therewas probably a bottle of healing draughtsin the bag by thefire.
Karl swept up the bag and threw it deep into the forest.

"No." Hekicked the dlaver back into thefire, and the man's hysterical screamsgrew even louder,
thoroughly piercing the night.

Ignoring the shrieks, Karl retrieved his bowie from the body of the dead slaver, and after slipping
it into its scabbard and quickly thonging it into place, he dashed for the water, turning his
headlong rush into a clean dive when the water roseto his knees.

Thewater cut the sound off asthough a switch had been thrown, but still the burned man's
screams followed him all the way throughout the long swim to his hiding place.

AsKarl Cullinane pulled himself up, wet and exhausted, onto the flat stones of the cavern of the
sword, he swore he could still smell the ghastly reek of burning flesh and hair, and the awful cries
of the dying man.
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He stripped off his clothes quickly, wrung them, then spread them on the cold stones before drying
himself off with a M el blanket and hanging that up.

The smell didn't leave him. There had been a time, long ago, when a younger Karl Cullinane, the
same smell in hisnostrils, had fallen to his hands and knees on a dusty road, vomiting until he
thought he'd puke up alung.

But that waslong ago. Kar| Cullinane spread dry blankets on the cold stone, stretched out, and
closed his eyes, pillowing his damp head on an outflung arm.

He was unconscious in seconds.
The next night, he bagged only one; the night after, three.

Karl Cullinane slept very well each night, like a mountain lion who had gorged on a fresh Kill.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN:

The Hunters
The dead don't die. They look on and help.
—D.H. Lawrence

The cavern of the sword was empty, save for a naked, shivering Karl Cullinane and the shining
sword.

Thesword...

Clutched in fingers of light, the sword of Arta Myrdhyn hungin the air above a roughly hewn
stone altar.

Therewas no sound, save for hisown breathing, the wet slap of hisfootsteps on the cold stone, and
the fast, even thrum-thrum-thrum of hisown heart.

Karl Cullinane had never felt so alone.

The sword looked the same asit had year s before, probably the same asit had for century after
century: atwo-handed broadsword with cord-wound hilt and thick brass quillons, its surface

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (207 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

shimmering in the ghostly light, unblemished save for the spidery shapesthat crept acrossthe
blade, forming lettersand then vanishing.

Take me, the letter s spelled out. Give me to Jason.
"Likehell,” hesaid.

He crouched for a moment, huddling in the Mel blanket. Under the rough blanket, he was still wet
and naked except for hisamulet, shivering from the cold; the cavern, hidden inside a close-offshore
iIsland, was accessible only by the underwater passage.

Acrossthe blade, spidery lettersagain played.
Take me, they said. | wait for your son.

“Not asfar as|'m concerned,” hesaid. Thiswaswhat thiswas all about, at least according to Arta
Myrdhyn: a sword that protected its bearer against even the strongest of magical spells; a sword
made for killing wizards.

Arta Myrdhyn'sway of preparingto strike at Wizards Grandmaster L ucius, hisancient enemy.
Not with my son, you don't.
Jason would find hisown destiny; Karl's son would not become a pawn in Deighton's game.

Karl Cullinane forced a chuckle, the laugh sounding thin even in hisown ears. Make a play for the
sword, indeed. Hah. It wasn't the sword that had brought him to Melawei; it wasn't the sword that
had brought him to the hidden offshore caverns. But he did have to seeit again; he couldn't have
come all thisway without seeing that it still stood here.

No, what Karl Cullinane had come herefor wasin the outer room: his edge against the slavers.

Ahrmin had taken Eriksen village, chasing the Eriksens back into the hills. It was under standable:
That was the area of Melawel where Kar| had defeated him before; Ahrmin would want to avenge
himself on theland and villagers, aswell as Karl Cullinane.

But there was something else near that village.

You made a huge mistake, bastard, he thought as he walked into the outer room. You picked the
wrong spot to liein wait for me.
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Glowing crystals wer e scattered acrossthe walls and ceiling of the outer chamber; captured
starlight played acrossthe mottled far wall. Karl knew that if he'd had the genesto work magic,
the dim markings on the wall would have resolved themselvesinto shar p-edged runes, the wor ds of
spellsthat could be impressed on the mind of a user of magic, to be saved, hoarded in the mind,
spilled out as needed.

But hedidn't; it wasonly adirty wall to him. It wouldn't have been to Andy, but...
But shewasn't here.

Shewasn't here. He'd likely never see her again. What would he giveto hold her in hisarmsagain?
What wouldn 't he give?

Easy, Karl. We've got work to do. He forced his mind back to thetask at hand, and decided that it
had been too long since he had last eaten, although he didn't feel hungry. Killing took away his
appetite.

At least, it used to; it used to bethat hefelt sick to his stomach both before and after akill. Lately,
over the past few days, he had returned from hisforaysravenous.

Hewasn't hungry now, but, still, the body-as-machine had to betaken care of, if only for a short
whilelonger. Karl Cullinane left the cavern of the sword and walked back through the roughly
hewn tunnel to the outer chamber where he had left hisgear.

Histunic, breechclout, and leggings wer e spread out on the cold stone, drying aswell asthey could.
He sguatted for a moment, feeling at his clothes. His? Well, close enough; the avershe'd relieved
of them wouldn't have any further usefor them. They were all still wet from last night, aswere
half the stack of blanketlike towelsthat the Mel had left in the cave, for the convenience of their
clan wizards.

He shrugged. He'd bein for wor se than damp clothes befor e the night was over .

Ignoring the two big sacks containing guncotton sticks and the small one with the detonators, he
duginto thefourth onefor a hunk of dried beef, and bit off a piece while he examined the near
wall.

What appeared to be a picture window looked down on the nighttime sea.

Wavesroiled beneath flickering stars, while a distant darkness covered the horizon. To the west,
south, and east, other offshoreisandslay, some only tiny rocky outcroppings sporting atree or
two, some lar ge ones only technically isands, just barely separated from the shoreline by passages

too narrow for any craft save a Mel dugout canoe. A bird flitted across hisfield of view; it was
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gone before Karl could make out what kind it was.

Off in the distance, a slaver ship lay, floating freely at anchor. That would make a juicy target, but
not for tonight. The slaverswere starting to pull in their outlying posts, but the processwasn't
finished.

Therewasan old Vietcong trick Karl planned to try tonight, which should speed things along,
another turn of the screw: He'd cut off tonight'svictims' genitals, and leave them stuck in the

cor pses mouths. He'd thought about doing so for days, and had decided to wait on it. M utilating
bodiesdidn't bother him, not at all. He had put off doing it to give himself something elseto add to
the pressure on the davers.

Heturned back to thewindow. It wasn't really a picturewindow, of course; the cavern was at sea
level, but the view looked down from a height. The Eye, the sphere which transferred theimageto
the glass, was on theisland's heights, waiting.

For this.

Karl ran hisfingersover the glass; in dizzying counter point, the view spun until the beach filled
the window. Karl would have given alot to be able to move the Eye out and over theforest todo a
mor e complete remote recon—village Eriksen was hidden by the trees—but even without that, it
was a power ful tool.

Besides, heliked it; the Eye and window suited him.

It was magic-as-technology—do this with this, and this happens, see? Ther e was something far
mor e satisfying about a device that he could see work, emotionally preferableto even something as
useful, asimportant, asthe amulet that protected him from being located.

He moved hisfingersagain, then examined the glass closely until he could see a distant fire that
was at least a mile down the beach. It wasthe spot where, just a few nights before, he had killed the
two watchmen, leaving one burning.

Right now, all it was was a vague glow, so helightly touched hisindex finger to theflicker, and
pressed down whiletheflicker grew, zooming in, the watchfire growing on the screen until he
could seethetwo slaverssitting in front of it, onetending a head-sized piece of meat on a spit, the
other scanning the water and forest. The view was flat, as though he was looking through a
telephoto lens.

That didn't bother him. Thetrouble wasthat it looked far too easy. By now, the slaver swould be
trying to trap him; therewould be a backup.
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" S0, let'sfind the backup.”

It took him five hard minutes of scanning to find it: another pair of slavers, hidden in a blind built
into a near by tree, visible only momentarily when the mor e skittish one would shift position.

He still didn't likeit, though. Ahrmin was clever; there was probably a second backup, at least, but
a half hour of intense scrutiny, making minuscule motionsto barely movethe Eye, didn't reveal it.

Karl Cullinane sighed. He probably wasn't going to be ableto hit that target. Not tonight. There
had to be backups, or bobby traps on the approachesto such a tempting target; until he could
figure out exactly what the slaverswere up to, he'd have to givethistarget a pass. The next step
had to be to persuade the slaversto pull their men in close, defensively. Pull all the outlying guards
into one camp, and huddletogether there.

So that Karl Cullinane could blow them to bitswith guncotton bombs. He smiled. Just a little
mor e, he thought. Just a few mor e deaths, and the daverswould gather together for him. And
then, boom. Cut them down to size, then cut them to pieces.

Back towork.

Maybe he could spot thetraps here. It would be niceto take apart a three-level trap; that would
mean killing at least five slavers. Not a bad night'swork at all. If he could doit.

He spun the view and looked westwar d down the beach, scanning slowly until a motion caught his
eye. He zoomed in, yet again, and spotted three dark figures moving single-file along thetreeline.

Not a bad job of skulking, he decided. The slaverswouldn't be visible except from the sea, and
except for their own ship, therewere no shipsin evidence—even a keen observer wouldn't have
been able to spot them from theisland, not without the Eye.

Too bad—for them—that the slaversdidn't know about the Eye.
Wait. He shook his head.
That hadn't looked right. There was something about the walk of one of them.

He zoomed in closer, but they were gone; they had probably ducked back intothetrees. He
scanned the Eye farther down the beach, and saw two others, trailing the first three by about a
hundred meters. The hunting team's backup, probably, looking for traces of him, wisaly figuring
that Karl wasn't going to be skulking inside the forest itself at night, for the same reason that the
daversweren't: Only afew dozen metersinside the forest, the overgrowth of leaves blocked out all
light.
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But... that didn't make sense. Maybe they would put out one man as a Judas goat—Ahrmin seemed
to have little concern for his men; likely most wer e hired mercenariesand not guild slaver s—but
not three, not with two following. To justify using three men as bait, there would have to be a much
larger party waiting to spring thetrap.

Granted, the two following looked to be fairly tough: two large men, one half crouching as he
followed their trail, the other holding two loaded cr ossbows.

But still. It didn't make sense at all. Unless...
Karl spun the view again, leaving the two hunterswhile he searched for their quarry.
Hefound them. Threefigures, hiding in darkness. Not hiding well enough.

Thethree cameto a spot whereawidetrail led away into thetrees. Theright move would have
been to gointo theforest, and crossthetrail under cover.

Even Karl knew that; Walter Slovotsky had taught him.
You didn't cross open spaces, not if you didn't haveto.
They crossed the open space.

“No!" Hisheart pounded in hischest as he zoomed in tight on their faces, hisfingersautomatically
making the minor correctionsto keep them in view.

It was Aeia, Tennetty, and Bren Adahan. What wer e they doing here?
Getting themselves killed, in just a few minutes, if Karl didn't do something.

Wait a minute, he thought, and then smiled. If they were here, that meant that Jason had been
found; they'd still belooking for the boy, otherwise. This had to mean that they'd found the boy;
they were hereto pull Karl's head out of the noose.

Heknew how Atlasfelt after hisshrug.

Change of plans, Ahrmin, Karl thought. " I, Karl Cullinane, her eby cancel my last run, and promise
to get my butt out of herein one piece, if at all possible.”

Hewould take another try at Ahrmin, and soon, but with better odds than were offered hereand

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (212 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenber g%620-%2004%620-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

Nnow.
Now, to rescue hisrescuers....

Heran to hisgear and pulled out hisbowie, then went into one of the leather sacks and produced a
dozen gun cotton sticks, each car efully sealed for watertightness. He dug into the small bag for
sealed packets of detonators, igniters, and fuses, putting all of theretrieved explosives and
equipment in a canvasrucksack. His guns, powder, and sword wer e cached in the woodswith his
boots; he hadn't wanted to expose his gunsto the water, and, once having tried swimming with a
sword, had no intention of swimming with it and other gear.

His clothes wer e still wet, but dark clothes would provide more cover in the night than hisbare
skin. On top of the explosive, he set a brassflask of healing draughts. Just in case.

No. He shook hishead. He couldn't afford to take the bombs, because he couldn't afford to usethe
bombs. If he did use explosives on the hunters, it would only call attention to this area—and while
the offshoreisland probably could stand a casual search, it probably couldn't takea more
thorough one. Therewasa crack in the outer chamber that let in air and, during the day, a bit of
light. A thorough sear ch might involve someone putting his eye to the crack, and seeing the crystals
inside.

Wor se, any use of the bombs might suggest to Ahrmin what Karl's game plan was, the davers
would spread out to several smaller camps, and wait Karl out.

But what if he needed the bombs?
Shit. If | need the bombs, I'm dead anyway. He set the canvas sack down. Best not to take it.

There was something wrong. It felt suddenly colder in the chamber. But only physically; inside, he
was warmed.

For amoment, hewasn't alone anymore.
He closed his eyes, and they werethere. Maybe. Hewas never sureif it wasreal or just his
subconscious sounding an alarm in a way it knew would get his attention, but it was asthough the

three of them werethere, with him: Fialt, Rahff, and Chak.

He opened his eyes, and they wer e gone; but when he closed them again, he could almost see them;
their presence was almost palpable.

Saturnine, slow-speaking Fialt, who didn't want to bea warrior, but had died on an Ehvenor dock,
distracting assassinsfor a priceless second. Karl knew the price of that second; it had been Fialt's
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life.

AsKarl squeezed his eyestightly shut, he could almost see Fialt shaking his head no.

Y oung Rahff, hisfacea mirror to his soul, never ableto resist asking why—Iike his brother
Thomen, but even more so. He'd died here, in Melawel, protecting Aeia, here on the goddam

Melawei sands, his belly sliced open, gutted like a trout.

Karl could almost feel Rahff looking up at him, a puzzled frown on his young face that would
never grow old.

And short Chak, an easy grin always on hisdark face. Chak, who had spent too much of hislife
protecting Karl's back, making sureit didn't start sprouting knives. Chak had died outside of
Kiar, blown to piecesin an explosion of slaver powder, protecting the myth of the invincibility of
Home forces.

It was asthough Chak wasthere, cocking his head to one side.

L eaving the bombs behind doesn't make sense, kemo sabe, he seemed to say. Since when do we count
on getting out of anything alive? There was a distant chuckle. If you need them, you need them. Take
any weapon you can carry.

Karl Cullinane opened his eyes.
There was nobody there. But therewas.
Take the bombs, Karl.

Karl squeezed his eyes shut once mor e, and then nodded as he opened them to stoop for two of the
packets, packed them in a small leather pouch, then tied that tightly to hisleft shoulder. It was less
than atenth of hisstock, but that would surely be enough for now; with any kind of luck at all he
wouldn't even need it.

He patted his bowie for a moment, then shook his head. He was going to have to make arun from
the sea, and take out the two of them before they could react. It was a chancy gambit, at best.
Better to have morethan fourteen inches of steel to use.

He dashed back to the cavern of the sword.

It still hung in theair, the spidery letters playing across the surface. Take me, they said.
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He fastened hisfingersaround thegrip. It was blood-warm, alive.

" No promises, Deighton,” he said. " No deals. But I'd liketo borrow this, for a while. With no
obligation." Hetightened hisfingersaround the hilt and pulled.

The sword didn't give,

Take mefor your son, the letters said.

“No." He pulled once more, hard. But the sword was anchored tightly in the air.
" Fuck you, asshole,” Karl Cullinane said.

He dropped hishand from the hilt and ran from the cavern of the sword of Arta Myrdhyn and into
the outer chamber. He paused a moment befor e the pool leading to the underwater tunnel that was
the only exit from the caverns. Karl Cullinanedidn't believein ghosts. It must have been just his
subconscious acting up, trying to prevent him from making a mistake.

Still, it wouldn't hurt. He hefted the canvas bag.

" Fialt, Rahff..." He choked for a moment, " Chak. My friends. Thank you. For everything." He
raised hisbowiein a quick salute, then dlipped it back into its sheath, thonged it into place, took a
deep breath, and dove.

He broke surface on the seaward side, quickly crossed the rocks, and resubmerged on the
landward side of theisland to keep the island between him and the offshore slaver ship.

Good. If only he could keep theisland between him and any possible observers, he might be ableto
take out the hunterswithout drawing any undue attention.

Tennetty's group was mor e than a hundred yardsto hisleft as he crept up on the shoreling; the
two slaver swere too intent on them to notice Karl Cullinane silently rise from the water and bear
down on them. The only sound he made was the whisking of his bare feet on the sand, and that was
covered by thelapping of waves on the shore.

Thedlaverscrept on silently, theleader in his curious half-crouch, the bowman lagging behind.

Unstrapping the package and setting his packet of explosives gently on the sand, Karl Cullinane
drew hisbowie and closed in on them.

Per haps he was breathing too loudly, per haps an unconscious growl for ced itself from between his
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lips, perhaps his heart was beating too hard; he was never quite sure why, but when he was only
about six feet behind the bowman, the slaver gave a gasp and turned, bringing his bow up.

Karl Cullinanetook a broken-field half-step to one side and launched himself toward the bowman,
just asthe bowman fired.

The bolt burned against the left side of Kail'sribcage; he knocked the weapon aside, the slaver
losing the other bow asthe two of them rolled around on the sand.

Thedaver clawed for Karl's eyeswith one hand; hetried to block the downward thrust of Karl's
knifewith the other, fingersstraining to grip Kail'swrist.

Fingers snapped as Karl Cullinane stabbed downward, once, twice, threetimesinto thedaver's
chest, then jerked hisknife from the enemy and rolled free, coming to hisfeet to rush at the other.

The other man stood silently wide-eyed, his mouth working asthough he wastrying to say
something. But only a harsh moan and a trickle of dark blood escaped hislips as his spastic hands
pulled at the knife that projected from histhroat.

Knife? The daver fell to hisknees.

Another knifethunked home, thistimeinto the slaver's chest.

"Tennetty, Aeia, Bren, freeze,” Walter Slovotsky hissed from behind Karl. " It seemsthat we found
him."

Karl turned to see three people: Slovotsky, Ahira, and someone hedidn't re—no, by God! it was
Avair Gannessl—emerging from thetrees.

"Oyeof littlefaith,” Slovotsky said, hissmile unforced. " You think I'd send them out without
giving them an escort?"

AsKarl stripped off his bloody tunic and examined the six-inch-long shallow gash on hisside,
Ahira hauled the bodies past the treeline, the other s gathered around him.

" Bad?" Ahiraasked, dropping to hisknees, scrubbing at hisarmswith handfuls of sand.

“I'll live" 1t hurt like hell, but it wasn't deep. Certainly not bad enough to waste any of his
precious supply of healing draughts; he let Tennetty apply a bandage and tieit in place, then he
took a brief moment to exchange hugswith Aeia and Ahira and handclasps with Bren, Tennetty,
and Ganness before turning to Slovotsky.
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"Isheback in Biemestren or with you?" Karl asked.

"Who?" Slovotsky's brow furrowed. " Oh, Jason. Well, | hope he's back in Holtun-Bieme, or
Home. —Now, let's get the hell out of here. We' ve got Ganness ship hidden in a cove about—"

"You hope?"

It wasinstantly clear.

Slovotsky had gone independent on him.
Again.

Once more.

Asgoddam usual.

Blindly, Karl swung afist at Slovotsky's face, but the smaller man wasn't there when the blow
should have arrived; Slovotsky ducked to one side, raising both palms.

" Easy, Karl. Just takeit easy,” Walter Slovotsky said.
"You wer e supposed to go after him,” Karl said. " | can take care of myself.”

Stepping between the two of them, Ahira shook hishead. " Saveit, Karl. Now, isthisgear what |
think it is?"

" Don't change the subject. You deserted my boy."
"Karl,” Ahirasaid, " Jason'snot the onewho'sreally in danger. You are."
" That'syour opinion."

"Karl." Ahiratook a deep breath. " Wedon't havetimefor this. You'd better get your temper
under control right now; we can argue later. We all decided that you would probably need our
help mor e than he would. Walter'sright; let's get out of here. | don't like the odds. We've bought
Jason as much time aswe're going to, by now. He's probably hooked up with some Home warr—"

"No." Karl shook hishead. " You get going; I'm going to finish this."

Hewasn't done here; the disappointment was like a physical blow. From the moment he'd seen
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Tennetty, Aeia, and Bren skulking along the beach, Karl had been surethat he wasfinished here,
that he could leave Melawel and Ahrmin behind, and go back to Andrea.

Back to Andy....
But not now.

To hisleft, Tennetty stood motionless, her armsfolded across her chest. " You're not going to finish
thisalone. Not alone."

" Father," Aeiasaid formally, " | won't leaveyou, either." Shetook hishand." | won't."
Bren Adahan reached out for her arm. " Compromise. We'll compromise.”

" Compromise,” Ahirasaid judicioudly. " Makes sense."

Tennetty frowned. " | don't likeit. Let's make sure wefinish the bastard here."

Slovotsky snickered. " With these odds? Areyou tired of living? | don't mind a hit and run, but
let's not just put our heads on the block."

"1 think we ought to leave,” Gannesssaid. " | don't even know why I'm here."
Karl raised an eyebrow as he looked at Walter. Cometo think of it, why was Ganness here?

Ahirasnorted. " We wanted to make surethat the ship was still there when we got back. So, since
nobody else aboard knows these water s enough to guide it out safely, we, er..."

"Wetook the keys," Slovotsky finished. " But how about it, Karl? A nice compromise, instead of a
goddam Gotterddmmerung?" Slovotsky cocked his head to one side. " An old time hit-and-run?" He
gestured at Karl's packet of explosives. " We have enough thereto put a holein their ship whilewe
makearun for it."

"We've got better than that." Karl smiled and nodded, which wasn't a good idea; he realized that
he must have lost more blood than he'd thought. His head spun as he clapped his hand to the gash
in hisleft side; heleaned against Tennetty to steady himself. " A lot morethan this. We useit all,
then werun. Okay?"

Slovotsky nodded. " Deal."

Karl turned to thedwarf. " You or me?"
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Ahiradidn't haveto think about it. " You know the lay of the land better than | do. Takeit."

"Fine." It all clicked into place. Thetrouble had not been that there weretoo many slavers, just
that there had been too few of Karl.

Now, that had changed. Even if they couldn't wipe out all the slavers, they could do a lot of
damage, and then get the hell out.

" Aeia, Bren, Walter, and Ganness—I want you to swim out to the cave and get therest of the
explosives. Bren and Aeia, you swim over to the slaver ship, set the charges, and get ready to blow
it—and be sureto—"

Aeiaheld up ahand. " Yes, Karl. Make sureto swim away fast after we striketheigniters. And |
won't," sheadded with an impish smile, " forget not to breathe underwater."

" Right. Walter and Ganness, you bring back what they don't need."
"1 likeit." Tennetty smiled. " An old-fashioned Karl Cullinane-style ambush?"
Slovotsky smiled too. " Just like Mother used to bake."

Karl nodded. Just likein the old raiding days. Dammit, those days had been too long gone; it was
good to remember them properly. " Right. We'll set up abomb attack from thefar side of the
camp, drivethem down the path toward the sea, blow the hell out of them on the path, and then
run like hell." Heturned to the dwarf. " I'll want you and Walter to take the far sde—"

"Wethrow out thefirst ball?" Slovotsky asked.

" Right. Then usetherest of your bombsto take out as many as you can —but you'd better make
fast tracks back to the ship, because your bomb will bethe signal for Aeia and Bren to light their
detonators, and that'll start all therest of the fun."

It would also stir up the slaversin the outlying watchposts, but that couldn't be helped; they'd have
to get to Ganness ship and get out beforethe savers caught up with them.

Thedwarf nodded. " M akes senseto me."
" Tennetty?"

"1 know." Shenodded as she hefted her rifle. " Ahrmin. If | can get him in my sights. Then | get
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back to the ship. I'm not asfast in the dark as Slovotsky is; I'd better get going."
"No." Karl wanted Ahrmin dead, but Tennetty didn't have the dwarf's darksight, and shedidn't
have Slovotsky'srecon skills—and, besides, he needed her here. " | need someone to watch my
back. Gannessisn't going to be enough."”

She opened her mouth to protest, then stopped herself and gavea grim smile. " Yes, Karl."

It was amazing: Hefelt young again; a weight that he hadn't realized he'd been carrying was
dropping from hisshoulders. " Let's get to it, people. Walter, the entrance to the caver n—"

" —isexactly whereit wasthelast time you told me about the cavern." Slovotsky was stripping off
his boots and shrugging out of his clothes as he spoke; he was stark naked in seconds. " Aeia, Bren,
Ganness—let'sgo. We'd better get thisshow on theroad beforethat patrol's officially missing.”

Walter's group headed into the water; the four silently swam away toward theisand.

Karl turned tothedwarf. " Lookslikeit'sjust the three of usfor a moment. Ten, you keep your
eyeson thetrail. Ahira, you want to keep watch to the east, or to the west?"

Ahira shrugged. " Dealer'schoice." He clasped Kail's hand, hard, with one hand, while he hefted
his axe with the other. " It has been too long."

It felt like hours, but it couldn't have been much morethan half an hour later when Slovotsky and
Gannessreturned, pushing the floating sacks.

With Ahira and Tennetty watching for possible slaver patrols, Karl waded thigh-deep into the
water and helped Ganness and Slovotsky drag the explosives up on the beach and back up to the
treeline, then helped Walter and Ahira assemble a dozen sticks, detonators, and ignitersinto a
dozen bombs,

The big man and the dwarf disappeared into the night.

Tennetty sighed.

" Saveit for later," Karl said. " And keep an eye open.” Heturned to the captain. " Asfar as
assembling the bombs goes, it'syou and me, Captain Ganness,” Karl said.

" Captain Crenn—" Ganness caught himself, and gave an almost Gallic shrug, " Ahh... it makesno
difference, | suppose.”
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Karl looked over the path. He mainly had to go by a memory of what it looked like in the daytime,
but therewasal little dogleg about thirty yardsin; that would be a fine place for the ambush, when
the slaver swer e sent charging down the path.

But first thingsfirst.

" Ganness, wer e you watching when | assembled the bombsfor Walter and Ahira?"

"1 could doit," Tennetty put in.

" Shut up. Just keep your eyes open. Ganness?"

Ganness spat. " No. I've been too busy trembling to watch, if you must know."

"Dowhat | do, It'snot difficult." He beckoned to Ganness. " First, you take a stick of explosive,
car efully—easy, easy; this stuff would just as soon blow up on you as not—and stick one of these
metal thingsin theend. That'sa detonator. Then thisthing that looks like a match—I mean, then
thisother thing. You stick that in the other end."

The mixtureon the end of the fuse was mainly gunpowder; the detonator s wer e fulminate of

mer cury; the explosive itself was guncotton, nitrocellulose. Karl had first used these bombs against
slaver cannons, but he had avoided making more since the end of the Holtun-Bieme war. Until
Rannella's new wash had gotten rid of impuritiesin the guncotton—if indeed it had—the stuff had

been too unstable to leave around for long.

The British had fooled around with guncotton too early; deadly explosions had forced them back
to black powder for yearsand years. Better to have to make the transition only once.

Ganness spat on his palms, rubbed them nervoudly together, and knelt next to Karl. He reached
out his hands, then drew them back. " No." The captain rose shaking hishead. " No. A man hasto
say no sometime. | won't doit, | won't do it. Thiskind of magic frightens me, Karl Cullinane, and |
won't have any part in it." Gannessfolded hisarmsover hischest.

"You'renot thinking of abandoning us, areyou?" Karl said in alow, cold voice, forcingagrim
smileto hisface. It wasintended to chill the blood.

It worked. Even in the starlight, Ganness visibly paled. “ No, no," the captain protested. " But |
don't want to touch that. That's all."

Karl shrugged. " Then you keep watch to the west. Whilel finish."
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While Ganness kept watch, Karl assembled the bombs. He was only halfway done when Tennetty
spoke up.

"Karl, | heard—"
Something whizzed by Karl'sear.

Tennetty'sword turned into a harsh scream as she looked down at the crossbow bolt projecting
from her belly; drooling blood, she fell writhing to the sands.

A harsh voice whispered, " Ta havath, Karl Cullinane. If you move, you die."

Two large men stepped out of the darkness. Each carried a dungrifle and an unslung crossbow,
the nearer reloading hiswith a fresh bolt.

Avair Gannessturned toward Karl, hisface even paler than before. " | waslooking, Karl
Cullinane, but—"

" Silence," one of the men hissed. " Karl Cullinane, step away from there, and set that device on the
sands, then stand back. Or you may fight usand die here and now. It doesn't matter." He spared
his companion a brief grin. " We've gotten him, Chuzet."

" Just be careful. Do what he says now, Karl Cullinane. Or dienow." The daver gave a half-shrug.
It didn't matter to him.

" Let me get some healing draughtsinto her, first,” Karl said. " Thebottleisin the bag over there."

Tennetty was almost motionless, her eyes staring glassily up at him. But even in the starlight he
could seethe pulse beat in her neck.

“No. I'll put her out of her misery, if you like. But put the device down now, or die now."

Play for time, he thought. Therewasn't anything else to do; these two looked like they knew what
they were doing.

Karl took three slow steps away from the explosive and then crouched to set the bomb gingerly
down on the sand in front of him.

"Now, Chutfale? May | ?"

"Now. Stand up and move away from there, Karl Cullinane."
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Chuzet pulled a horn from his pouch, brought it to hislips, and blew. The horn shrilled a pure note
into the night.

The clear, pure sound chilled Karl Cullinane quite thor oughly.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT:

The Cutting Edge

| begin to regard the death and mangling of a couple of thousand men as a small affair, a kind of
morning dash—and it may be well that we become so hardened.

—William Tecumseh Sherman
The blast of the horn shattered Jason'slight sleep.

Hehadn't wanted to sleep, but there wasn't anything else to do until some opportunity to do
something constructive presented itself.

Hervian's squad was billeted with therest of the company in one of thelarger M el feasting lodges;
even so, it was cramped. The arch-framed building was really meant to serve asa placefor an
extended family of perhapsfifty to cook, eat, and drink in close quarters; therewas barely enough
room for the hundred-plus sleeping places. If aquarter of the company wasn't always on duty, it
would have been like being back on shipboard, but at least they hadn't gone to some sort of hot-
bed system here.

It also stank. Of shit, piss, sweat, and fear.

His campaign of terror was having an effect; the mercenaries huddled together like a bunch of
sheep on a cold night.

The horn sounded again, as Jason sat upright with a start, the almost motionless snoring bodies
around him transforming into a flurry of motion.

"Thehorn! They got him—"

" Just give me my gun. It may be a false alar m—"
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" —or it could be sometrick by that murdering pig."

"Don't start counting your bonus money until—"

" Get yer foot off my scabbard, you pocked bastard, or I'll feed you your balls—"
A lantern flared, bright, at the entrance to thelodge.

Theloud basso voice of Ahod Channar, the company's commander, boomed through the noise.

" Silence, everyone," the slaver shouted, punctuating hiswordswith a thump of his staff against the
entrance arch. " We have all heard the horn. It may mean that we arefinished here, or it may mean
that thingsarejust starting. | want everyone up and awake. | want the weapons loaded, and all
outsideright now; we'll wait for information and order s befor e doing anything else.”

Pelius, who had apparently slept fully dressed, hefted hisrifle and leaned over toward Jason, who
was busy strapping on his swor dbelt. " Which meansthat we're as disorganized asusual,” he
whispered. " | bet wedon't get fed until morning."

Pelius had the usual mercenary's primary and continuing concern: his stomach. Thetall, lanky
man always seemed to feel he was at least two meals behind.

To give credit to Channar, Jason had noticed his preoccupation with getting his men fed at
frequent intervals. Jason suspected that Ahrmin didn't care any morefor the bellies of hishired
mer cenariesthan for their necks; quite probably all there was of the cripple'splan wasto let Karl
hack the hired handsto bitsuntil Ahrmin's huntersgot lucky and brought their man down.

"1 bet wedon't get fed until morning,” Peliusrepeated. " What do you think?"

"1 don't know," Jason said, cursing himself as hisvoice trembled, then realizing that a
demonstration of fear wasn't going to blow his cover; he was supposed to be scared.

"How about ammo and food?" avoicecried out. " I've only got the one flask—"

" Silence, | said!" Ahod Channar considered it for a moment. " Kakkum—take your squad, goto
thearmory, and retrieve an additional basic load for each man. Asfor food... Hervian, since your
squad has been so damn talkative, you can help the cook build up thefireand bring food to the
company."

Parts of the forest had been canopied over too thoroughly for even Walter Slovotsky's
extraor dinary—for a human—night vision to cope with, but Ahira'sdarksight was ableto pierce
the gloom, leading him down pathsthat Slovotsky could barely feel.
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Even under theselimited circumstances, for Ahirato be better than he was like somebody else
fitting better into hisclothes, or exciting Kirah morein bed than he could.

Walter Slovotsky was amused at how much he found that hereally didn't likethe feeling. On a
night skulk, he was supposed to be unequaled, much less unsur passed. He shook his head. Oh, what
fools these mortals be, he thought, including me. He could almost have laughed; Walter was always
hisown best audience.

Asthetreesthinned, the path lightened ahead of them, black touched with gray.

Indicating with atouch that Ahira should lag behind, Slovotsky took the lead. Now, thiswas
definitely hiskind of thing. It wouldn't be possible to move through the under brush without
making a sound, but the paths wer e a different matter. The slaverswould post a guard on all even
theor etically possible approachesto the camp, even a too-dark path.

Wherewasthe guard? That wasthe question. And wer e there many backups? Karl'slittlewar of
nerves with the slaver swould have them all on edge.

Walter Slovotsky crept forward, looking and listening.

A single clear note sounded through the night. There were a few seconds of silence, and then it
sounded again.

Up ahead, rough voicestalked in hushed tones.
"You heard thehorn. It's supposed to mean that they have him. We'd better get back to camp—"

"We can stay hereon guard until we'rerelieved, or Ahrmin will feed usour fingers. And that isn't
afigure of speech. Now shut up."

Karl captured? Maybe that'swhat the horn was supposed to mean, and maybe it meant something
entirely different. Ahira'sfingerstouched hiswrist; Walter knelt so the dwarf could whisper to
him.

Ahira's breath waswarm on hisear. " | think we continue. You?"

Slovotsky didn't like any of this. But following through with their part of the plan had to make
sense, and God help them all if Bren and Aeia, or Karl, Tennetty, and Ganness, weren't ableto do
their jobs.

"Yeah," Slovotsky whispered. He pulled a pair of garrotesfrom hispouch, handing oneto Ahira,
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hefting the other himsalf. " We continue.”
Maybe his feeding you your fingersisn't a figure of speech, but neither is™ I'll choke you to death."

The camp was a maze of activity, save for Ahrmin'stent and the brothel cabin. Thosetwo were
quiet, the daves apparently secured, only a single guard outside. And he, like everyone else, was
watching the approachesto the village, not worrying about his charges.

Next to Jason, by the now-roaring cookfire, Hervian shook his head, hisface sweaty in the light of
the built-up cooking fire." | don't see how we can serve stew," he said, looking at the big iron pot.
"We'd haveto collect all the bowls, spoon it out, then seethat the bowls got back to their owners."

It was a different kind of organization than Home used, more primitive, less efficient. On a Home
raiding team, there would bewarriorsresponsible for cooking and serving food and seeing that
bowls and eating utensils wer e gathered up and washed. Here, although there was a central
cooking fireand a hired cook, serving was a bit of every-man-for-himself.

"Then it will haveto be bread and ham," Doria said, her facedry, unsweaty. She gestured at the
rough stoneoven. " Thebread'sin there; you can hand it out." Shelooked from oneto the other,
"Taren, you can help me cut theham," she said, lifting alantern and walking into the dar kness of
the small hut that wasthe camp'slarder.

"You, too, Vikat," Hervian said, loading lanky Pelius armswith the hot, round, flat loaves of
brown bread. " Help the two of them."

Vikat led the way inside.

Hanging from ropes suspended from an ar ching bamboo framing member wer e a dozen hams, as
well aslong brown ropes of braided strips of jerked beef.

One of the hams had been carved almost to the bone. Doria took up a butcher's knife and seemed
to consider it for a moment before moving to the next one and scraping at the green mold that
encased it.

“Hurry up, old woman," Vikat said. " Wedon't have all night—fighting could break out at any
time."

Doriaraised afinger to her lips as she glanced toward the doorway, and then nodded at Jason.
"Then give me a hand. Now."

Now? he thought.
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She nodded. " Definitely now."
But... he set hisrifle down and approached Vikat from therear.

Walter Slovotsky had once shown him the grip, and Valeran had vouched for its usefulness; Jason
snaked hisleft arm around the slaver'sthroat and locked hisright arm against the back of Vikat's
neck, squeezing before Vikat could utter a sound, only relaxing hisgrip well after he'd dlid the
other to the ground, although Vikat went limp almost instantly.

Jason used a strand of rawhideto tie Vikat's thumbstightly together behind hisback while Doria
gagged him.

" He could chokeon that," Jason whispered.

" S0?" Dorialooked at him from an impassive, flat face. " When Ahrmin leaves hislodge, he's going
to crossthe doorway. Just hopethat that's before somebody noticesthat the boy hereismissing.”

"But—" But what? But Vikat, like Hervian, had treated Jason well? Did that matter? Didn't that
have to matter ?

Helooked down at the form of the man he had spent days on patrol with, eating with, even
laughing with. Vikat was sort of afriend; Jason couldn't just sSlaughter him like a pig.

"You can object to killing slaver s after you've been raped by one, little boy," Doria said, her voice,
although pitched low, sharp and clear. " No. After a dozen havetaken their turnson you."

Heturned.

The guise of an overweight old woman was gone; Doria stood next to him in her whiterobes. There
was a majestic quality in her bearing as she drew herself up straight; it wasthe carriage of
someone who proudly endured pressure beyond what she had thought she could.

"Doria—"

"Comehere." Sheknelt next to a pileof ragsin the corner of the tent and produced Jason'srifle,
pistol, and the leather pouch containing his powder horn and other shooting supplies. " Quickly
now, load. You won't have a second chance, and you're not going to be as accurate with a slaver

rifle.”

Acrossthe cooking firefrom the larder, Felius, the larger of Ahrmin's blocky bodyguar ds, was
standing in front of thelargelodge, hisrifle held in front of him, shadows flickering acr oss his face
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in thefirelight.

Ashetipped a measured load down therifle'sbarrel and then tamped it down, Jason realized with
a shock that it had been only a few minutes since the alarm had sounded. Ahrmin was probably
still gathering hiswits, deciding what kind of patrol to send out to bring in the hunters' catch.

Or, probably, deciding if it wasa Karl Cullinanetrap.

He might well have caught the hunters, Jason realized as he wrapped a ball in a hastily cut spit
patch, them rammed it home, reflexively replacing hisramrod in its slot underneath therifle. If he
did, he might well force oneto give the success signal, and decoy some slaversinto a trap before
running and striking again later.

Please, Father, let it be so.
If not, everything rested on Jason's shoulders. Those shoulders had already proved far too weak.

Jason primed the pan, then snapped it shut and turned to load his pistols, going by touch, hiseyes
on the compound beyond.

Ahrmin'sother bodyguard emerged from thelodge, a horn held in hishands. He blew a staccato
guestion into the night, and was immediately answer ed by three pure, clear notes.

The man raised hisfist and shook it over hishead as he shouted in triumph, "We have him! We
have him!"

Ahrmin emerged from his cabin and stepped into thefirelight.

Before, Jason had been surprised at how innocuous Ahrmin had seemed: a crippled little man,
huddling in his slaver'srobes.

Now, he seemed to gain bulk and strength as he drew himself up straight in thefirelight and
turned to face the company.

Lit by theraging central campfire, hisface was demonic; his single eye seemed to burn with an
inner fire.

" Brothers, friends, and companions,” Ahrmin called out, hisvoice carrying farther, more
powerfully than it had any right to. " We have triumphed. That is Chuzet's horn, and the noteis
too clear, too calm, the signal coming too quickly for meto believe that heisacting under threat.
We will send out—"
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"Now!" Doria hissed. " Shoot him now!"

Only one pistol was loaded; Jason cocked it and set it on the ground, then took up hisrifle,
momentarily running his hand down the smooth stock. He put histhumb on the brass hammer and
pulled it back, cocking the piece.

Jason brought therifle up and caught Ahrmin in hissights.

The crippled slaver seemed to wrap himself in power as Jason stood there, a darkness creepingin
from the edges of hisvision asthe world seemed narrowed to just Ahrmin.

Half supported by hisbodyguard, Ahrmin turned the remains of theright side of hisfacetoward
Jason.

"Now, Jason," Doria hissed.

All sound was gone. All sight, except for that face. It would have to be a head shot. Jason would
have to kill Ahrmin with a single shot, before anyone could get healing draughtsto him.

Ahrmin was dead. Thewarrant was signed and sealed. All Jason had to do was pull back on the
trigger.

But hisindex finger wouldn't move. It was the same thing that had happened in the forests outside
of Wehnest: Timelost its forward motion, and froze.

Except that thistime, the frozen time was wrapped only around Jason; therest of the universe
seemed to move faster, robbing him of hischance. As he crouched there, unmoving, Ahrmin
finished hisoration and began to move away.

| can't do it.

Hisfinger wouldn't move. Hisfather'slife depended on killing Ahrmin now, but something had
robbed Jason of hiswill.

Jason swallowed, hard.

Therewasarustling at the door, and Hervian stepped inside. " What's going—" He caught himself
as he spotted Vikat's bound form, motionlessin the corner.

Hervian reached for hissword, all the while shouting, " Traitors! Assassinsin thelarder!"
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No. Not thistime. | won't fail
"Not thistime."

Jason Cullinane gritted hisjaw tightly, and he bent timeto hiswill. Asthough he had seconds,
minutes, hours, in which to shoot, Jason car efully, slowly, gently squeezed thetrigger, keeping
Ahrmin in hissights.

The hammer fell, snapping sparksinto the night. There was a bang that he felt morethan heard,
and a cloud of acrid smoke.

Ahrmin'shead exploded. Brains splattered onto his bodyguard's chest, white curds among the red.

It felt like he was moving in slow motion as Jason Cullinane dropped hisrifleand tried to roll away
from Hervian'slunge, surethat hewouldn't makeit.

When the second note sounded, Walter Slovotsky and Ahira were standing over the bodies of the
guards, trying to decide what to do. Walter couldn't see the camp, and tryingto creep closer was
not only not part of the plan, it was almost certain suicide.

Only onething made any kind of sense: start the attack, then get the hell back to the beach and see
if they could be of some sort of use.

Slovotsky laid their dozen bombs on the ground in front of him. The brightnessthat showed where
the camp waswasjust too far away for him to reach.

"1 don't have that good a pitching arm."
The dwarf smiled, hiswhite teeth shining in the darkness. " You light'em, I'll throw them."

Slovotsky struck thetip of one of theigniters, and asit sputtered into flame, laid the stick firmly in
the dwarf's palm.

Ahirathrew it sputtering off into the night.
The night exploded into fire and screams.
" Next."

Jason rolled to one side, thetip of Hervian's sword taking him high in the left arm.
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The pain was dazzling, but hisright hand seemed to have a mind of itsown; it clawed at the pistol
on the ground, bringing it up, the thumb pulling the hammer back, the finger curling around the
trigger, jerking, astheworld outside the hut exploded into a horrid din and orangefire.

He never knew wher e the shot went, except that it must have gone wide, but the edge of the muzzle
blast must have caught Hervian in the eyes; the slaver screamed, dropped hissword, and clapped
his handsto hisface.

Jason dropped his pistol, and scooping up Hervian's sword, clumsily set the point against the
saver's chest and rammed it hilt-deep before pushing the dying slaver to one side.

Another explosion sounded outside the hut, this one turning the cooking fire into a shower of
sparks, fire, and stone, some of which pierced thed flimsy sides of the hut.

A stonetinged off Doria'srobes, knocking her down; what felt like a horse'skick caught Jason in
theside. Two ribs brokewith an awful snap. Hetried to get to hisfeet, but pieces of bonein his
chest moved asif of their own valition, in sharp, horrid counter point to the torment of the gash in
hisleft arm.

Grabbing hisgood arm, Doria helped him to hisfeet and pulled him from the hut.

Another explosion rocked the camp. Some men tried to hide from the bombs, while othersfired
their guns off into the night, trying to shoot whoever was attacking them.

"We've got to get down to the beach,"” Doria said. " Now."
L eaning on Doria, Jason Cullinane limped off into the night.

When thefirst explosion roared, somewherefar off in the night, Karl Cullinane moved. Like a
soccer player picking up aball after practice, Karl used histoesto scoop the bomb at hisfeet into
theair, then caught it, rolling away, striking theigniter on hisbelt as he did, then throwing the
bomb, immediately realizing that hisadrenaline rush had betrayed him; he'd thrown it too far.

Herolled to hisfeet and reached for hisbowie.

Thefirst crossbow bolt caught him in theright shoulder, sending hisknife falling from nerveless
fingers; the second sammed into hisright thigh, knocking his leg out from underneath him,
slamming him to the sand.

Karl Cullinanetried to breathe, but couldn't. He couldn't even force hisfeet under him.
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| will not die on my knees.

Asthe daverswent for cover, the bomb went off behind them—too far behind them—shattering
the night into fire, barely knocking them off their feet.

From the corner of hiseye, Karl could see that Ganness, too, was down, must have been stunned.

The sky behind Karl lit up asthe charges Aeia and Bren had placed aboard the slaver ship went
off.

Good kids. Therest ismine.

Ignoring the agony from the crossbow boltsin hisshoulder and thigh, Karl crawled to the nearest
slaver, falling over on hisside as he fastened his hand on the man'sthroat.

His good hand. Hisleft hand, which only had a thumb and for efinger left. Hisright sidewas
useless; thiswould have to be enough. He squeezed, hard, harder, letting the universe narrow to his
thumb, hisforefinger, and the slaver'sthroat.

Cartilage and flesh tore wetly between hisfinger and thumb; the daver died with an awful liquid
gurgling.

Beyond the offshoreisland, yet another pair of explosionsrocked the night.

The other man rose, a dagger gleaming brightly in the starlight, but fell back as a gunshot rang
out, shattering hisface into a bloody pulp.

Karl turned hishead. Half propped up by Ganness, Tennetty was holding an open bottle of healing
draughtsin one hand, a smoking pistol in the other. She dropped the pistol, groaning as she
fastened two trembling hands around the crossbow bolt that projected from her side.

She screamed as shejerked at the crossbow bolt in her side. The bottle fell from her fingers,
spilling too much of the precious stuff into the sands befor e she could snatch it up.

Shethen took another swig of the healing draughts, then pulled again. Thistime, the bolt came
free, itswooden shaft dark with her blood.

Tennetty crabbed herself over to Karl and forced the bottle between hislipswith one hand while
shefastened the other on thefletching of the bolt in his shoulder.

White-hot fire shot through him as she pulled the crossbow bolt from his flesh, and then yanked
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three times, three separ ate, awful spasms of agony, to pull the other from histhigh.

The sickly-sweet liquid dulled the pain, bringing strength back to hisvague limbs, letting him
breathe again, pushing away the darkness at the edges of hisvision.

Tennetty smiled weakly, while Ganness vomited on the sands. " Stop congratulating your self,” Karl
said, as helay on the sand, gasping for breath. Hefelt at the wound in his shoulder and at the one
in histhigh. Not good. Both wounds had closed, but that was all. Therejust wasn't enough left of
the healing draughtsto bring him back to full health, to finish the healing process. His wounds
wer e closed, but hewas dead tired, barely able to move.

Theholein Tennetty's side was a bit better, maybe, but not much. " Reload," he gasped. " Reload."
Aiea and Bren would be back on the beach in a few minutes, and they'd need cover.

" Bad news, Jimmy—uvery bad." Slovotsky shook hishead. " They'vereformed and they're heading
out the wrong way."

"Wrong way?" Ahira hefted hisaxe. " The other path? Shit."

Slovotsky nodded. Things wer e quickly going to hell. Karl was busy preparing an ambush on the
path that led most directly down to the beach, but Ahrmin, or whoever wasin charge, was leading
the slaversdown another path toward the beach.

It would bring them down to the beach west of wherethe otherswere.

Which wasn't all bad, in and of itself. Karl and therest would be between the slaver s and Ganness
ship. But the plan had been to blow up the slaver swhile they wer e crowded together on atrail.
Karl didn't have sufficient explosives or manpower to stop mor e than a hundred slaver s advancing
in the open; the laver swould spread out and fight arifle duel from a distance. A duel that they
would win, eventually.

Ahiranodded. " Let's get back down to the beach."

As heled Slovotsky down the path, Slovotsky caught a flash of whitein the night at a momentary
break in thetreesoverhead.

A dlaver limped along, supported by a woman in white robes.
Walter reached for a knife, only to let hishand drop. It wasn't a Slaver.

"Jason, Doria," he breathed.
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They turned about, Jason moving away from Doria to draw his sword, his eyes widening when he
saw who it was.

The boy was badly hurt, Walter realized, ashetook over thetask of supporting him, whilethe
dwarf and the cleric embraced silently.

Therewaslittle that could be done. The bottle of healing draughts was back at the beach with
Karl; Walter had only atiny flask of the precious stuff in his pouch.

Hedrew theflask, pulled the cork, and tilted it between Jason'slips. " Let's moveit, people. We got
troubles.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE:

Profession
Being a hero is about the shortest-lived profession on earth.
—Will Rogers

They gathered around the bombs, mor e than dlightly the wor se for wear, although Walter
Slovotsky and Ahira wereonly out of breath. Karl'sand Tennetty's wounds wer e closed, but by no
means fully healed; Karl'sright shoulder was a constant deep ache, and hisright leg refused to
support him.

Bren Adahan and Aeia were winded, gasping on the sands like fish out of water. Ganness seemed
stunned, still white-faced from his bout of vomiting.

Doria seemed physically fine, but she was almost silent, barely able to speak.

Karl gripped Jason's hand. Jason was the wor st. While healing draughts and pressure bandages
had stopped the bone-degp gash in Jason's arm from bleeding, the boy'sribs were badly broken,
and the pieces had shifted during their half-run, half-stagger to the beach. Jason screamed every
time anyonetried to move him.

"You'll haveto carry theboy," Karl said to Ahira. " Careful, now."

Slovotsky nodded. " Bren—go cut Karl a staff; we're going to have to hobble our selves out of
here."
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Bren Adahan drew hisknife and moved away in the dark.

" Not a boy, Father," Jason shot back, clenching histeeth as he spaced out the words evenly. " |
Killed Ahrmin."

"You sure?" Walter Slovotsky said.
Doriaturned a sweat-shiny face toward Slovotsky. " He shot hisfucking head off."

Karl forced asmile. " Not a boy." Helet go of Jason, and accepted the stick that Bren had cut for
him to use asa cane.

Ahirahelped Karl to hisfeet. He could barely move at a slow walk, and thiswas a situation that
called for running. He didn't likeit at all.

Best to get moving and worry later about how much hedidn't likeit.

" Let'sget out of here, people,” hesaid. " Ahira, you carry Jason; Walter, you and | will bring up
therear, sow down any pursuit.”

Slovotsky nodded. " Right, And—"
A single shot rang out.

Karl had never seen Walter Slovotsky move faster. Diving, Slovotsky drew and threw a knife at
something in the darkness, then completed hisdiveto snatch up one of Karl's pistols, brought it up
and cocked it, and pulled thetrigger.

It spat fireinto the darkness.
Two men screamed.
" Everybody down," Karl said ashelet himself fall to the sand.

He snatched up a bomb, struck itsfuseto sputtering life with histhumbnail, and threw it in the
direction that Slovotsky had fired. The slaver or slavershad missed once; even if they were
injured, it wasn't safeto assume that they would miss again.

" Cover your eyes," hesaid, throwing an arm over hisown face.
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The bomb went off with a flat crump that drowned out the slavers screams. Hot sand spattered
him.

" Okay, people,” Walter Slovotsky said. " We've drawn about enough attention to our selves.”
Walter smiled down at Karl as he offered a hand. " Nicetoss, Karl. Now, let's get out of—"

"No!" Aeia screamed. " Jason..."
Karl crabbed himself around.

Jason was still stretched out on the sand, but now he clutched at histelly, wherethe dark blood
flowed freely. The daver's shot hadn't missed.

Oh God. No. Not Jason.

" Healing draughts. We have to—"

"Wedon't have any,” Tennetty said, her toneflat, her words evenly spaced.

"Help." Jason'sface was contorted into an almost inhuman mask. " It hurts so much."

"No." Karl held hisson to him; he could feel Jason's fast-pounding heartbeat getting weaker .
" Please God, no."

Doria'svoice was calm and level.
"Let goof him, Karl,"” shesaid, her words evenly spaced, distant. " L et go of him."

Gentlefingersthat werefar stronger than they had any right to be pried Karl's arms away from
the boy.

"You must let go of him."

She stretched Jason's form out on the cold sands; the boy's body was limp, per haps unconscious,
per haps alr eady dead.

No. Not dead. Please not dead. Not Jason.
Logically, it didn't matter whether or not he was dead yet. If hewasn't dead already, he would be

in just minutes, hislife'sblood dripping away into M elawei sands. Just like Rahff.
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" No! There'sgot to be something we can do besides give up on—"
"Shh." Ahira'sgrip wasstrong on Karl'sgood shoulder. " Be quiet, Karl. Don't interfere."

"1 will heal him." Doria'sfistsweretremblingin front of her face, her jaw clamped tightly as she
stood over Jason's prostrate form.

Her forehead beaded with cold sweat, her breath camein short gasps as sheflailed her armsat
something nobody else could see, her body tightened as she matched her strength against her
invisible adversary's.

"1 will," shesaid. "1 will doas| will, not asyou would have me. | belong to me, not to you. | belong
to me!”

Bands of for ce became almost palpable, tightening around Doria. first dragging her armsdown to
her sides, then slowly driving her to her knees, forcing her head down.

You will obey me, daughter, a distant voice seemed to say in a whisper, a har sh whisper that could
shatter rocks.

n NO."

Doria weakened; she pulled her hood around her head, and, almost vanishing into her robes, began
tojerk spasmodically. But she did not give up. She struggled on.

Just when it seemed that the battle would not be won, could not be won, the for ces restraining
Doria snapped, gone to where a bur st soap bubble goes.

Doria'sstrength tore through the darkness, and the evanescent wor ds of healing poured from her
mouth in arapid torrent.

Thewordsflowed into Jason; the wound in hisbelly expelled a flattened hunk of metal before
sealing itself behind the bullet. Ribs snaked under bis skin, freezing into their proper places.
Beneath the bandage on his shoulder, skin and muscle twisted and shifted.

Doria staggered away from the boy; if Ahira hadn't reached out a supporting arm, she would have
fallen.

Karl reached out a hand as Jason's eyesflickered, then opened.

Helived.
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My son lives. Karl gave Jason's arm a quick squeeze, then called to Ahira and Walter.

“You'll haveto carry him. Now. L eave me some of your guns, and get the hell out of here, all of
you. The daverswill be along any minute." He propped himself up against thebase of atree. " I'll
hold them off."

It was a logical necessity. Hisleg wouldn't support him; the best he could do with the staff Bren
had cut him would have been a slow hobble. With slaversclosing in on them, the others needed
mor e of a head start than they had. It wasn't only necessary to get to Ganness ship; they also had
to get it moving, to get it at least far enough offshore that the slaverswouldn't be able to swarm
aboard, overwhelming them by sheer numbers.

And they had to get going now, before the other slaver ship could arrivein the morning, and be
told that someone had snuck a ship by. Thisattack, and the healing of Jason, had eaten up time
they couldn't afford. They had to go.

Now.
"The otherscan go." Tennetty clasped her hand to her side. " | won't leave you."

Therewasn't time. Somebody had to stay and slow the slaver s down. Only one. Two wouldn't do
any better.

Helooked her straight in theeye. " It'san order. Or areyou going to betray me by staying?"

There were shoutsand cries from down the beach. Off in the night, the slavers had madeit to the
sand. Only a matter of time until they headed thisway; only a matter of time until they were all
caught.

Karl looked from Bren Adahan to Aeia, to Walter, Tennetty, Doria, Ahira, and the still-woozy
Jason, staggering until the dwarf swept him up in hisarms. Doria had saved hislife; she hadn't
been able to bring him back to full strength, not after the injuriesthe boy had suffered.

Wordless, Aeia knelt beside Kar| and kissed him on the forehead, then rose.

But nobody moved. " We don't havetime for long goodbyes," Karl said. " Get going. And know
that | loveyou all."

Tennetty thought it over for along second. " Yes, Karl." Tennetty laid thelast of therifles near
him. " I'll takethe powder," shesaid." | don't think they'll give you a chanceto reload."
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" Right. Good luck."

"Karl," shesaid, dry-eyed, only alittletremor at the edge of her voice. " Isthere anything you
want meto tell Andrea?"

" She already knowsit. Move."

"Bewell." Her hand still clapped over her own wound, forced herself to her feet. " You all heard
the man. Let's move out, people. And now means now."

Aeia started to say something, but Karl shook hishead. "Wedon't havetime, girl. Just go. Run for
it. Get her out of here, Bren."

Bren Adahan threw Karl a brief salute, then caught Aeia's hand and dragged her away. She only
resisted for afew feet, then brokeinto a sprint, her shoulders shaking.

"1 said now," Tennetty first kicked Gannessinto atrot, then shoved Slovotsky into motion, while
Ahira, holding Jason in hisarms, took off in a dead run.

" Just amoment. I'll catch up with you," Doria said, her voice cracking.
"He said to moveit,” Tennetty snapped. " So you moveit."
"It'sokay, Ten," Karl said. " Get going. Get them home."

"Understood, Karl." Tennetty nodded once, and stagger ed off after the others, her pounding feet
sending sand flying into the air .

Dorialaid a hand on hisarm and looked into hiseyes. " | have something for you," she said. She
gripped hisarm moretightly. " It'snot much, but it'sall | have left. The M other took all therest, |
can't heal you, Karl, but | can sustain you. Just a littlelonger."

Thewind whispered a distant message, a vague threat.

" Oh? That's not what you left methisfor?" She addressed theair. " | don't care; wetake care of
our own, old woman. Wetake care of our own."

Staring into Karl'sface, shelaid her hands on his shoulder s and began to mutter harsh syllables,
wordsthat could only be heard and for gotten.

It wasstrange. Weren't Doria's eyesyellow on This Side? And wasn't her face gaunter here? The
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eyes seemed dark; the face seemed to soften.
Where her fingerstouched him, strength flowed into him like an electric current.

Hiswounds still ached; ashetried to get hisright leg underneath him, it still refused to support
him. But the pain in hisleg and side wer e somehow distant; all fatigue was gone.

"1t will... sustain you longer than they'll think possible, Karl," Doria Perlstein said. She was twenty
again, a bit chubby, her eyesbrown now. The Hand cleric wasgone. " | hope. It's not enough, but
it'sall | can do—"

" Get out of here, Doria."
" Goodbye." Sheturned and ran off after the others.
God, hefelt strong.

Helooked down at what he had. Six rifles, and thirty or so assembled bombs, plusthreepistols. He
crabbed himself over to the pistols and gathered them all together, then tucked one into his belt.

He waited.
Hedidn't havelong. Therewas a distant shout asthree men cameinto view.

Rolling over into a pronefiring position, Karl cocked the nearest rifle, put it to his shoulder, took
aim and pulled thetrigger; at the crack of therifleall three of the daversfell. It took him half a
moment to realizethat at least two of them had taken cover; hissingle shot couldn't have knocked
down all three.

| knew | was good, but | didn't think | was that good.

Helaughed out loud, letting them hear it. " Come on, you bastards. I'm waiting for you." He
thought about ducking back toward thetreeline, but decided against it. It would betoo hard to
haul the riflesalong with him, and he was going to need all of them. Aswell asthe bombs.

He hefted one of the bombs. Probably best to use a bomb next. Shake them up a bit.

Maybe there was another way to shake them up. Maybe he could make them think they were up
against mor e than one lone man.

" Chak, Rahff, Fialt," heshouted, " the next one of the bastardsis mine. Hold your fire."
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Another man crept around the bend, hisrifle held out in front of him asthough it was some sort of
magical shield. Karl disabused him of that notion with a misthrown bomb that sent sand flying into
the air, and the man flying for cover.

" Dammit, Chak," heshouted, " | wanted that one. | had him in my sightsuntil you threw the
bomb."

Maybe he could hold out long enough. Maybe. Give the othersjust afew minutesto get going, and
then perhaps Karl could crawl into the woods, dig himself into some sort of cover, and hide out.

" Ease back out of theline of fire, Rahff. You'll kill more of them if they can't see you."

But first he had to give the others enough of a head start. The slaverswouldn't be long in coming.
Not long at all.

Another man poked his head out from around the bend, and Karl let him fire off a shot before
taking aim with hisnext rifle. He let the man creep a bit forward, and then potted him neatly.

" Nice shooting, Fialt. We'll kill them all by dawn."”
Just a bit moretime, that was all.
He waited patiently for several minutes. What was keeping them?

Maybeit'sjust aswell | didn't go through such along goodbye scene. A few more minutes of this and
I'm getting my butt out of here, if at all possible.

Hedidn't look forward to holing up while he healed, and then trying the overland route back to the
Middle Lands, but he'd been through wor se.

Probably he had sufficient suppliesin the cave of the sword, and he could swim out there even
without the use of one leg.

He smiled as he forced himself to a sitting position and pulled two more of therifles onto hislap,
cocking one and bringing it up to hisshoulder. Just a few more slavers, a few more minutes, and—

Pain exploded in his back; hetumbled to the ground, his body gone from the chest down.

From behind—idiot! They had sent somebody to creep around him. The other slavershad just
been trying to slow him down.
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Therewasblood in hismouth. Salty, it seemed to warm him.

Theworld began to grow gray around the edges. The dark shapes gathered around him.
" Careful with him. He's still danger ous.”

"He'snothing. I'll take him."

Got to—

Hisdistant, clumsy thumb and for efinger worked hard between his belly and the sand, pried a
pistol from hisbelt, and cocked it.

But he couldn't turn over. Theworld wasjust too far away; hisarm was just too weak.
" Careful, | said. Turn him over and make sure he doesn't have another weapon. Then bind him."

Rough fingers pulled at his shoulder, adding just enough to what remained of hisfast-fading
strength to let him get his pistol out from underneath him.

Grayness spreading across hisbody, Karl Cullinane—

"Hehasagun! Stop him!"

—pointed it at the stack of guncotton bombs, each with its own detonator.
"Andy..." hesaid, then decided that he didn't have the time for fancy last words.

Hepulled thetrigger once, hard.

CHAPTER THIRTY:

The Heir Apparent

Once we have a war thereisonly one thing to do. It must be won. For defeat brings worse things than
any that can ever happen in war.

—Ernest Hemingway
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When thefinal explosion sounded, and the distant fireslit up the sky, Ahira and Slovotsky had
already loaded all of the othersinto the launch that lay half grounded on the sandy beach.

Walter Slovotsky closed hiseyesfor a moment. Dammit, Karl.
"Moveit, you two," Tennetty commanded. " Get in the boat."
In the launch, Aeia buried her facein her hands, while Bren Adahan put an arm around her.

Doria, this strange, new-old Doria who now looked likethe Other Side girl who had crossed over
with them, wept openly as she supported Jason Cullinane's half-conscious form. Ganness only
paused for a moment, then resumed passing out the oars.

Ahira'sfingersclosed on the gunwaletightly, so tightly that wood cracked and split beneath his
hands.

Only Tennetty appeared unmoved, her facerigid, her eyesflat and lifeless. " We don't havetime.
Get in."

Summoning up a bravado he most certainly did not feel, Walter turned toward the dwarf. " Shit.
Wecan't allow it. Can we?"

"Hell, no." Ahira smiled and shrugged. " And wewon't. Besides, | hate boats."

Tennetty started torisefrom her seat in therear of the launch, but as Walter and Ahira pushed
the boat out into the water, she sat back down. " What do you two think you're doing?"

"It should be obvious." The dwarf's chuckle probably didn't sound forced to the others ears, but
Walter knew him better. " We're staying,” Ahirasaid. " If Karl survived, we'll find him and we'll
get him out, no matter what it takes."

Walter blew a quick kissto Aeia. " | know thisis going to sound strange, but | want you to watch
out for Kirah and my daughters—have Ellegon bring them to you, as soon as he can leave Holtun-
Bieme."

Setting your mistressto take care of your wife and kidswas peculiar, but that, in and of itself,
appealed to him. Besides, it meant that Janie and D.A. would spend the next whilein Home and
Biemestren. Jason stood to inherit the crown; he might like the way his childhood playmate had
filled out as she had grown up, and that might work out well for Janie. Worth a shot.

“No," Jason croaked out. Hisarm shaking as hetried to prop himself up on hiselbow, he slipped
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back to Doria'slap. " No more sacrifices. Not now. Tennetty, stop them."

"Yes, Jason." One hand still holding her side, Tennetty drew a pistol and pointed it halfway
between the two of them. " | won't have you waste hisdeath." She motioned with the pistol. " Get
in."

" Don't point a gun at someoneyou aren't willing to kill,” Walter said, crossing hisfingersand
hoping that shewasn't, or if shewas, she'd explain it rather than demonstrateit. " And we're not
talking sacrifice. We can hide better than any two other people. Trust me."

" Jason?" Sheturned tothe boy.
“No. Don't let them get killed, too."

Tennetty looked Walter Slovotsky in theeye. " | haven't made a habit of disobeying Cullinane
orders.”

Walter stared back at her. " Until now. It's necessary."
Ahiranodded. " It is, Tennetty."

Shewassilent for along moment. Then: " It had fucking well better be." Tennetty uncocked her
pistol and tucked it into her belt. " Push us off, then."

“No." Again, Jason tried to raise himself up, but failed.

Tennetty gripped the boy's hand. " Sorry, Jason. Thisonce, we'll do it someone else'sway. Bren,
Aeia, Ganness, out oars," shesaid, using her free arm to wrestle her own oar up and set it into the
crude wooden oarlock. " You two, push us off."

" But what isthe point?" Ganness shrilled.

" The point isnobody is going back to Pandathaway to brag about having killed Karl Cullinane,"
Ahira said, fastening strong fingers on the gunwale. " Even if they have killed him. Now, get out of
here. If we get out of this, we'll see you someday." Wading waist-deep into the cold water, the
dwarf gave thelaunch a tremendous shove that hurled it away from the shore; the shock of the
release sent the dwarf falling face-first in the water.

Walter Slovotsky quickly waded to hisside and helped him get to hisfeet.

The oarswere set in the water; Ganness calling cadence, the launch began to make itsrough way
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away from the beach, toward the offshoreisland beyond which Ganness ship was anchored.

Asthey returned to the beach, sputtering, coughing, Ahiraturned around and waved a farewell to
thosein the boat. He couldn't say anything, not still half choking on the water.

Or maybethewater he'd swallowed wasjust an excuse, Slovotsky decided. Maybe the dwarf didn't
trust himself to speak right now.

But somebody had to say it.

" Jason?" Walter called out.

Doria helped him up to a sitting position.

"Walter..." Heworked hismouth, then shut it. Jason Cullinane shook his head. " Good luck."

"Likeyour father said, we don't have time for long goodbyes. Just remember this: You're
inheriting something mor e than a crown. Under stood?"

Jason Cullinan€e'stear-streaked face was grim. " Under stood.”

EPILOGUE:

Requiem

Let no one honor me with tears, nor celebrate my funeral rites with weeping.
—Quintus Ennius

A Few Tendays Later, in Biemestren

The cooal, clear voice of Ellegon sounded through Biemestren: *1 have found them at the border,
and we come. With sad news.*

They all came out to see, waiting not in the throne room, but in the courtyard, beneath the window
of what had been Karl's study.

They gathered—therulers Andrea Cullinane, Listar, Baron Tyrnael, and Thomen, Baron Furnasl;
thewarriors Garavar, Qarthe, Pirojil, Durine, and Kethol, plusa full troop of the House Guard,;
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Master Engineer Ranella with Journeyman Aravam and Bibuz and a dozen apprentices; fat U'len,
the castle's head cook, with her assistants Jimuth and K ozat; maids and scribes, coopers and
blacksmiths and stablemen—they gathered, waiting.

Above, a distant black spot in the sky grew slowly, then took shape and form asthe dragon
descended, leathery wings beating the air in arelentlessfury.

*We come.*
Dust flew into the air asthe dragon stooped in for alanding.

By thetime eyes had begun to clear, Bren Adahan had unstrapped himself and vaulted to the
ground, reaching up to help Aeia down, then Tennetty, Jason, and finally Doria.

"Doria!" Andrea Cullinane'seyeswidened. " Isit really you?"
The blond girl nodded, while Jason and Aelaran to Andrea.
Thomen Furnael eyed him levelly, hisface grim, Bren shook his head.

"He'sdead,” Andrea Cullinane said, her eyes sear ching hisfor some hope as she held her son and
adopted daughter to her.

| can't offer you the hope you need, Lady, Bren thought, holding hisface impassive.

On thetrip home, he thought he had gotten used to theidea of Karl Cullinane being dead. But he
hadn't, not really. Not until now, not until he had to inform Andrea that she was a widow.

They stood still for a moment, none ableto give word to what everyonein the courtyard knew.

But for just a moment. Slowly, asthough the motion was an immense effort, Jason Cullinane
nodded. " Yes."

"He'sdead, Andrea,” Tennetty said.

It still seemed impossible. Bren had heard tales of the outlaw Karl| Cullinane as a boy; when he had
first met the giant, Bren had been only a little younger than Jason now was. Kar| Cullinane had
towered over hislife.

Ellegon’'s mental voice was slow and even.
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*You are certain,* hesaid. It was no question; it was a statement.
Andrea nodded, sowly, her face holding no trace of pain, displaying no emotion whatsoever .
Doesn't it matter to her?
*She will not hold up her grief for your inspection, human,* the dragon said, looming above him,
eyesthesize of dinner platesstaring back at him. *And neither will |. It isafamily matter.* Jason
pried himself from hismother'sarms, hiseyesdry and clear.
He stood easily, resting his hands on hisbelt. " We have some things that must be handled
immediately,” hesaid asheturned to Thomen. " | may be my father's heir, but | have no business
ruling Holtun-Bieme. Not now; maybe not ever. The crown stayswhereit is. You will continueto
help my mother rule.”
"Jason!" Andreadrew back, shocked. " You'vejust—"
"1 may havejust returned home, but there are mattersthat must be handled now, Mother." The
boy drew himself up straighter, hisface holding no trace of passion, or of compassion. " Bren will
help you rule, too. He's one of you—"
" Damn you." Bren Adahan shook his head. " Damn you, Jason Cullinane."

The boy looked like he had been slapped. " What?"

Tennetty stiffened, her eyes narrowing slightly, her stare softening only fractionally when Aeia laid
a gentle hand on her arm.

"You, your father, and that arrogant bastard Walter Slovotsky have always been the same," Bren
said, letting the long-repressed fury flow. " You think that you're the only oneswho care, you think
that you Other Side peoplearetheonly onesthat..." Wordsfailed him; heflailed an arm
helplesdly. " ...that all thismattersto. You had better understand me, Jason Cullinane: Thereare
othersof usin this, too. You think Aela doesn't care? Do you think sheisn't apart of it?"

Aeia smiled at him, cocking her head to one side. For mor e than the thousandth time it occurred to
him that there was nothing Bren Adahan had or could have that couldn't be bought by one of those
smiles.

"...or Garavar?"

The old general nodded grimly, briefly clasping a strong hand to Jason's shoulder.
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"...or therest of thewarriors? Do you think they aren't part of it?"

Feet shuffled on thedirt, while grim faces stared levelly. Standing side by side, Pirgjil, Durine, and
Kethol faced Jason, each raising a hand in a sketchy salute, huge Durine adding an encouraging
smile.

" ...or Randla?"

The master engineer raised inkstained fingersin a brief acknowledgment, then returned to her
private thoughts after her lipsbriefly moved: I'll build you your railroad, Karl, | promise.

"..or Thomen?"

Thomen, Baron Furnael, the son of the man who had had Bren'sfather killed, the great-grandson
of the man who had kidnapped and raped Bren's great-grandmother, extended a hand to Bren
Adahan and clasped it firmly.

" Or even that crazy one-eyed attack bitch of yours?"

Tennetty smiled at that.

"1f you think thisrevolution your father began isthe property of the Cullinane family," Bren went
on, "you'rewrong. It belongsto everyone. We're all in thistogether ; we each have our parts. Fine:
Thomen will help your mother rule Holtun-Bieme; that'swhat he'sgood at. Agreed, I'll help; I'll
dowhat | can. Of course, Garavar will command troops, while Pirojil and Durine will fight;
Ranella and Lou Riccetti will build; U'len will cook. Ellegon, Aeia, Doria—we all do our parts. But
so will you, Jason Cullinane. You'll do two thingsfor therest of us."

" And those are?"

Hewanted to say: You'll tell your sister to marry me. But he wouldn't say that. Partly it wasa
matter of pride. Besides, it wouldn't make a difference. Aela wasjust as stubborn astherest of her
family.

"First, you'll work likea dog trying to learn everything you need to, so you can do your part,
whatever that is. | don't think you know, yet; | surely don't."

"Agreed," Jason Cullinane said. His voice, while no louder, somehow seemed to gain depth and
power. " And second?"

" Second, you'll accept that therest of usare part of it, too,” Bren Adahan said quietly, each word
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dropping into the silence. " Each in our own way; each and every one of us."

Therewasa little something of hisfather in his eyes as Jason nodded and looked from faceto face,
finding something there that he had not seen before.

And therewas morethan alittle of hisfather in hisvoice as he folded his arms across his chest,
nodded slowly, and said, " Your termsare agreed to, Bren Adahan."

His mother took Jason'shand. " Then comein and rest. Thereis much to do tomorrow."

"No." Gently, hepulled away from her. " No," hesaid. " Thereis much to do today. Today." His
face was emotionless, but his eyeswere wet. " Tennetty."

"Right here."

"My swordsmanship needswor k. Whileit's still light." Tearsran down a stern, unmoving face.
"Thereismuch work to do, and theday isn't over. Let'sget toit."

" Quiteright,” Tennetty said, with a shrug and a smile. " Walk thisway," she said, walking twenty
steps away and then drawing her sword, mirroring Jason.

While steel rang on steel, the wor ds seemed to echo: Thereis much work to do, and the day isn't
over.

The crowd dispersed until only Bren Adahan, Thomen Furnael, Doria Peristein, and the two
Cullinane women wer e left with the dragon.

*Could that not have waited?* Ellegon looked down at Bren. *You leave him littletimefor private
mour ning.*

Perhaps. Bren nodded his head. But I'm not sure he has much time. Heis Karl's heir.
*Asareweall. Thefireburns more brightly each year, doesn't it?*

| don't understand

*Of courseyou do.*

Great wingsfolded tightly against his side, the dragon lowered his saurian head, turning toward
Andrea. *|...am so sorry, Andrea. | loved him, too.*
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Clumsily, her face and her tearsburied in her daughter'shair, shereached up to pat a thick scale,
"He'sdead, Ellegon.”

Doriareached out an awkward arm, and Andrea included the younger -seeming woman in her
embrace.

At the sound of steel on steel, the dragon looked over at Jason Cullinane and Tennetty, their

swor dsflashing in the daylight. Jason parried a high-line attack, stopped hisown lunge just short
of Tennetty'storso, then backed up a few feet, saluting befor e taking an en garde position once
again.

Slowly, the majestic head turned to look down at Thomen Furnael, Aeia Cullinane, and finally at
Bren Adahan.

Ellegon stretched his neck, the huge head moving slowly from side to side, the eyes, each easily the
sizeof adinner plate, staring unblinkingly.

* Andrea, the flame burns more brightly, year by year. You say that Karl isdead?* Ellegon
unfurled hiswings, braced himself against the smooth stones, then leaped into the air. Flame
roared into the clear blue sky.

*My dear, dear Andrea, that isentirely a matter of opinion.*

In a House on Faculty Row

Even a sight that spansworlds can beblurred by tears.

Arthur Simpson Deighton sat, half bent over hisdesk, hishead buried in hisarms, weeping.
A distant voice seemed to whisper:

Strange. You treat some of them like piecesin a game, but you care about the others. I1t's most
amusing, | suppose, and while I'm used to laws and rules shifting and changing, | never will
under stand therulesyou live by, Arta Myrdhyn.

"| let myself care about him, Titania. About all of them."
You grow soft, old human. Weak. Your caringisdistant, pointless. It'snot at all amusing.

"It shall be neither distant nor pointless, someday."
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Idlethreats. Idle promises. You know what is necessary, but you have yet to do it. Coward. Crazy,
useless coward. Now, you have another excuse to wait.

Arthur Simpson Deighton wept until hisaching eyesweredry of tears.
Later, in Pandathaway: Slavers' Guildhall

"By thetimewearrived, they were dead, every one. Before we were driven off, we were able to
capture a couple of the Mel whores; they are outside, waiting your pleasure. They didn't seeit, but
they did report: Cullinane and a handful of hismen took on morethan a hundred of ours, and
won."

" All dead? All?"

" Every one. The beach was scattered with rotting bodies. It was clear that many of them had died
in some sort of gunfight, somein some kind of explosion. But therest... there were those who had
been killed by strangling, some with an axe, and some with a sword. | wastryingto investigate
further when the M el attacked—yes, with guns.”

" Captured from Ahrmin's party?"

"1 don't know if it was our powder or that accursed Cullinane powder."

" Ahrmin and a scor e of good guildsmen and a hundred mercenaries wer e killed, the M el have
guns—and you say that thereisworse?"

"Thereis. | know there'snoword of Karl Cullinanereturning to Holtun-Bieme—they seem to
think that he'sdead."

"You say that heisn't?"
"| say that nobody else has seen this. We found it nailed to the chest of one of our men; he had been
hung by the heels and slaughtered like a goat. We were meant to find it; the Mel didn't attack until

after wediscovered it.

" The symbols on the very bottom seem to be the signatures. There are three of them. Three: an
axe, aknife, and a sword. | think thewriting on top isthat accursed Englitsof his, but you can see
what'swritten in Erendra.”

He held up a piece of sun-bleached leather, on which werewritten, in dark, dried blood, some
English wordsthat they couldn't under stand.

file://IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt (251 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Joel %620Rosenberg%620-%2004%20-%20T he%20Hei r%20A pparent. txt

And below the words they couldn't understand, also written in blood, were three Erendra words
that they could:

thewarrior lives

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%...%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.ixt (252 of 252) [12/29/2004 12:59:25 AM]



	Local Disk
	file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Joel%20Rosenberg%20-%2004%20-%20The%20Heir%20Apparent.txt


