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CHAPTER 1

The dice rolled, smacked agai nst the baseboard, then bounced back and
skittered to a stop. One showed five pips, and the other two each showed si x,
clearly visible even in the flickering light of the tavern al cove.

The paunchy farmer in the greasy gray tunic stared at the dice for a
nmonent, then snapped his head up and gl ared suspiciously at his opponent. He
demanded, "Are you sure you're not cheating?" H s breath carried the warm
thick aroma of stale w ne.

The thin young man, who wore a patched but clean tunic of worn blue
vel vet, | ooked up fromraking in the stakes with a carefully contrived
expression of hurt on his face. H s dark brown eyes were wide with innocent
di smay.

"Me?" he said. "Me, cheating? Abran, old friend, how can you suggest such
a thing?"

He pushed the coins to one side, then smiled and said, "Still my throw?"

Abr an nodded. "Make your throw, and I'll decide ny wager."

The youth hesitated, but the rules did allow a | osing bettor to see the
next roll before wagering again. |If Abran did decide to bet, though, it would
be at two-to-one instead of even nobney.

That probably meant the gane was over

He shrugged, picked up the bits of bone again, and rolled them watching
with satisfaction as the first stopped with six black specks show ng, the
second seenmed to bal ance on one corner before dropping to show anot her six,
and the | ast bounced, rebounded fromthe wall, spun in md-air, and came down
with five spots on the top face.

Abran stared, then turned his head and spat on the griny floor in
di sgust. "Seventeen agai n?" he grow ed, turning back. "Sterren, if that's

really your name," he said, in a nore natural tone, "I don't know what you're
doi ng -- maybe you're just honestly |ucky, or maybe you're a magician, but
however you do it, you've won enough of ny noney. | give up. |I'mleaving and

hope | never see you again."

He stood, joints creaking.

An hour earlier the purse on his belt had been bulging with the proceeds
of a good harvest; now it clinked dismally, only a few coins renai ning, as he
wal ked stiffly away.

Sterren wat ched himgo wi thout comment and dropped the coins of the fina
wager into the purse on his own belt, which had acquired nmuch of the bul ge now
m ssing from Abran's.

VWen the farmer was out of sight he allowed hinself to smle broadly. It
had been an exceptionally successful evening. The poor old fool had stuck it
out | onger than any opponent in years.

And of course, where two could be seen having a game, others would sit in
for a round or two. A dozen besides poor Abran had contributed to Sterren's
Wi nni ngs.

For perhaps the thousandth tine in his career as a tavern ganbl er
Sterren wondered whet her he had been cheating. He honestly did not know. He
knew he certainly was not guilty of anything so comon as using wei ghted dice
or muttering spells under his breath, but there were nagi cks that needed no
i ncantations, and he had been apprenticed to a warlock once -- even if it had
only been for three days before the warlock threw himout, calling hima
hopel ess inconpetent. Hi s nmaster had tried to give himthe ability to tap into



the source of warlockry's power, and it hadn't seemed to work -- but maybe it
had, just a little bit, without either his master or hinself realizing it.

War | ockry was the art of noving things by magically enhanced wi || power,
nmovi ng them wi t hout touching them and it was quite obvious that a warl ock
woul d have no trouble at all cheating at dice. It wouldn't take rmuch warl ockry
to affect sonmething as small as dice, and it was said only warl ockry coul d
detect warl ockry, so the wi zards and sorcerers Sterren had encountered woul d
never have known it was there.

Mght it be that he controlled the dice wi thout knowing it, using an
uncontrolled trace of warlockry, sinply by w shing?

It mght be, he decided, but it mght also be that he was just |ucky.
After all, he didn't win all the tine. Perhaps one of the gods happened to
favor him or it mght be that he had been born under a fortunate star --

t hough except for his luck with dice, he wasn't particularly bl essed.

He stood, tucked the dice in his pouch, and brushed off the knees of his
worn vel vet breeches. The night was still young, or at worst m ddl e-aged;
per haps, he thought, he nmight find another sucker

He | ooked around the dimy lit tavern's main room but saw no prom sing
prospects. Mst of the room s handful of rather sodden inhabitants were
regul ars who knew better than to play against him The really easy marks, the
backcountry farmers, would all be asleep or outside the city walls by this
hour of the night; he had no real chance of finding one roam ng the streets.

O her serious gamers would be settled in somewhere, nost likely on Ganes
Street, in Canmptown on the far side of the city, where Sterren never ventured
-- there were far too many guardsmen that close to the canp. Guardsnmen were
bad busi ness -- suspicious and able to act on their suspicions.

A few potential opponents mght be over in nearby Wstgate or down in the
New Merchants' Quarter, which were famliar territories, or in the waterfront
di stricts of Shiphaven and Spicetown, which he generally avoided; but to find
anyone he would have to start the dreary trek fromtavern to tavern once
agai n.

O of course, he could just sit and wait in the hope that sone | ateconer
woul d wal k in the door.

He was not enthusiastic about either option. Mybe, he thought, he could
just take the rest of the night off; it depended upon how much he had taken in
so far. He decided to count his noney and see how he stood. If he had cl eared
enough to pay the innkeeper's fee for not interfering, the past nmonth's rent
for his room and his |ong-overdue bar tab, he could afford to rest.

He drew t he heavy gray curtain across the front of his little alcove for
privacy, then poured the contents of his purse on the bl ackened pl anks of the
fl oor.

Ten minutes later he was studying a copper bit, trying to deci de whet her
it had been clipped or not, when he heard a disturbance of sone sort in the
front of the tavern. It was probably nothing to do with him he told hinself;
but, just in case, he swept his nobney back into the purse. The clipped coin --

if it was clipped -- didn't really matter; even without it he had done better
than he had realized and had enough to pay his bills with alittle left over.
Only a very little bit left over, unfortunately -- not quite enough for a

decent neal. He would be starting with a clean slate, though

The di sturbance was continuing; |oud voices were audible and not all of
t hem wer e speaking Ethsharitic. He decided that the situation deserved
i nvestigation and he peered cautiously around the end of the curtain.

A very odd group was arguing with the innkeeper. There were four of them
none of whom Sterren recall ed having seen before. Two were huge, hul ki ng nmen
clad in heavy steel-studded | eather tunics and bl ood-red kilts of barbarous
cut, with unadorned steel helnmets on their black-haired heads and swords

hangi ng from broad | eather belts -- obviously foreigners, to be dressed so
tackily, and probably soldiers of sone kind, but certainly not in the city
guard. The kilts m ght possibly have been city issue -- though if so, sone

clothier had swindled the overlord's officers -- but the hel nmets and tunics



and belts were all wong. Both of the men were tanned a dark brown, which
inmplied that they were fromsome nore southerly cline -- sonewhere in the
Smal | Ki ngdonms, no doubt.

A third man was short and stocky, brown haired and lightly tanned, clad
in the sinple bleached cotton tunic and blue woolen kilt of a sailor, wth
nothing to mark himas either foreign or local; it was he who was doi hg nopst
of the shouting. One of his hands was cl anped onto the front of the
i nnkeeper's tunic. The other was raised in a gesture that was apparently
magi cal , since a thin trail of pink sparks dripped fromhis raised forefinger

The group's final menber was a wonan, tall and aristocratic, clad in a
gown of fine green velvet enbroidered in gold. Her black hair was trimred and
curled in a style that had gone out of favor years ago, and that, added to the
shoddy wor kmanshi p of the enbroidery and her dusky conpl exi on, marked her as
just as much of a foreign barbarian as the two sol diers.

"Where is he?" The sailor's final bellow reached Sterren's ears quite
pl ainly. The innkeeper's reply did not, but the finger pointing toward the
curtained alcove -- toward Sterren -- was unm stakabl e.

That was a shock. It was obvious that the foursome nmeant no good for
whonever they sought, and it appeared they sought him He did not recognize
any of them but it was possible that he had won nmoney fromone or all of them
in the past, or perhaps they were relatives of some poor fool he had fl eeced,
cone to avenge the fanmily honor

He tried to remenber if he had won anything fromany barbarians |ately;
usual |y he avoi ded them since they were reputed to have violent tenpers, and
the World was full of gullible farmers. He did not recall playing against any
bar bari ans since Festival, and surely nobody woul d begrudge anythi ng short of
vi ol ence that had happened during Festival

Per haps they were hired, then. In any case, Sterren did not care to neet
t hem

He ducked back behind the curtain and | ooked about, considering
possibilities.

There weren't very many.

The al cove was absol utely sinple, conposed of three gray stone walls and
the curtain, the plank floor with betting |lines chalked on it, and a beaned
wooden ceiling, black with years of snoke, that undoubtedly served as a floor
for an upstairs room There were no doors, no w ndows, and no way he coul d
slip out. No hiding places were possible, since three wooden chairs were the
only furniture. Snoky oil |anps perched on high shelves at either end provided
what |ight there was, as well as the fishy arona that conbined with stale ale
in the tavern's distinctive stench

No help was to be had in here, that was plain, nor could he hope to rally
the tavern's other patrons to his aid; he was not popular there. Ganbl ers who

usually win are rarely well-liked -- especially when they play for stakes so
low that they can't afford to be lavish with their w nnings.
Sterren realized he would have to rely on his wits -- and those wits were

good enough that he knew he woul d rather not have to rely on them

They were, however, all he had, and he had no time to waste. He flung
back one end of the curtain and pointed at the door to the street, shouting,
"There he goes! There he goes! You can still catch himif you hurry!"

Only two of the foursome paid any heed at all, and even those two treated
it only as a minor distraction, giving the door only quick glances. The two
i mense soldiers did not appear to have heard him Instead, upon seeing him
they turned and marched heavily toward him noving with a slow relentl ess
tread that renminded Sterren of the tide conming in at the docks.

The other two, the sailor and the foreign nobl ewonman, followed the
soldiers; the sailor flicked his forefinger, and the trail of sparks vani shed.
Sterren did not bother ducking back behind the curtain; he stood and

wai t ed.
It had been a feeble ruse, but the best he could nanage on such short
notice. As often as not, simlar tricks had been effective in the past; it had



certainly been worth trying.

Since it had failed, he supposed he woul d have to face whatever these
peopl e wanted to do with him He hoped it wasn't anything too unpleasant. If
t hey had been sent by one of his creditors he could even pay -- if they gave
hi m a chance before breaking his arm or maybe his head. Even if soneone
demanded interest, there was no one person he owed nore than he now had.

The quartet stopped a few feet away; one of the soldiers stepped forward
and pull ed aside the curtain, revealing the enpty al cove.

The sailor |ooked at the bare walls, then at Sterren. "That was a stupid
stunt," he said in a conversational tone. His Ethsharitic had a trace of a
Shi phaven twang, but was clear enough. "Are you Sterren, son of Kel der?"

Cautiously, Sterren replied, "I mght know a fell ow by that nanme." He
noticed the tavern's few remaini ng patrons watching and, one by one, slipping
out the door.

The spokesman exchanged a few words with the velvet-clad worman in sone
foreign | anguage, which Sterren thought m ght be the Trader's Tongue heard on
t he docks; the wonman then spoke a brief phrase to the soldiers, and Sterren
found his arns clanmped in the grasp of the two | arge barbarians, one on either
side. He could snell their sweat very clearly.

It was not a pleasant snell.

"Are you Sterren, son of Kelder, son of Kelder, or are you not?" the
sai | or demanded once agai n.

"Why?" Sterren's voice was unsteady, but he | ooked the sailor in the eye
wi t hout bl i nki ng.

The sail or paused, alnost smiling, to admre the courage it took to ask
t hat question. Then he agai n denanded, "Are you?"

Sterren gl anced sideways at the unnoving mass of sol dier gripping his
right arm obviously not in the nood for civilized discourse or casual banter
and admitted, "My nane is Sterren of Ethshar, and ny father was called Kel der
t he Younger."

"CGood," the sailor said. He turned and spoke two words to the wonan.

She replied with a | ong speech. The sailor listened carefully, then
turned back to Sterren and said, "You're probably the one they want, but Lady
Kalira would like me to ask you some questions and nake sure."

Sterren shrugged as best he could with his arnms i mobilized, his nerve
returni ng somewhat. "Ask away. | have nothing to hide," he said.

It nust be a fanmly affair, he decided, or his identity wouldn't be a
matter for such concern. He might talk his way out yet, he thought.

"Are you the el dest son of your father?"

That was not a question he had expected. Could these people have sone
arcane scruples about killing a man's first heir? O, on the other hand, did
they consider the eldest of a famly to be responsible for the actions of his
kin? The latter possibility didn't matter nuch, since Sterren had no |iving
kin -- at least, not in any reasonabl e degree of consanguinity.

Hesitantly, he replied, "Yes."

"You have a different name from your father."

"So what? Plenty of eldest sons do -- repeating nanes is a stupid custom
My father let his nother nane ne, said there were too damm nmany Kel ders around
al ready. "

"Your father was the eldest son of his nother?" This nade no sense to
Sterren at all. "Yes," he said, puzzled.

"Your father is dead?"

"Dead these sixteen years. He ran afoul of--"

"Never mind that; it's enough we have your word that he's dead.”

"My word? | was a boy of three, scarcely a good w tness even had | been
there, which | was not. But | was told he was dead and | never saw hi m again."
This line of questioning was beginning to bother him Wre these people cone
to avenge sone wong his father had comnitted? He knew not hi ng about the old
man save that he had been a merchant -- and, of course, the lurid story of his
death at the hands of a crazed enchanter had been told tinme and tine again.



It would be grossly unfair, in Sterren's opinion, for his own death to
result from sonme ancestral misdeneanor, rather than fromone of his own
of fenses or failings; he hoped he could convince these people of that.

It occurred to himthat perhaps this sailor with his pink sparks was that
very same crazed enchanter, but that idea rmade no sense, and he discarded it.
It was far nore likely that the pink sparks were part of sone shop-bought
spel | .

In fact, they nmight well be all there was to the spell, a little
something to inpress the | adies, or anybody else, for that matter
"Hi s nmother, your grandnother -- who was she?" the sail or asked.

Hi s grandnot her? Sterren was even nore baffled than before. He had been
seven when she died and he remenbered her nostly as a friendly, winkled face
and a warmvoice telling inpossible tales. H s grandfather, who had rai sed him
after all the others were dead, had m ssed her terribly and had spoken of her
of t en, expl ai ni ng how he had brought her back froma tiny little kingdom on
the very edge of the world, tal king about how she got along so well wth
everyone so | ong as she got her way.

"Her nane was Tani ssa the Stubborn, | think; she came fromthe Smal
Ki ngdons sonewhere." As did these four, he realized, or at |east three of
them The questions suddenly began to make sense. She rmust have stol en
somet hing, or committed some hei nous of fense, and they had finally tracked her
down.

It had certainly taken them | ong enough. Surely they wouldn't carry their
revenge to the third generation! "She's dead,"” he added hel pfully.

"Was she ever called Tanissa of Semmma?"

"l don't know, | never heard her called that."

There was anot her exchange in the fanmiliar but inconprehensible |anguage,
i ncluding his grandnmother's name as well as his own. By the end of it the
worman seened excited and was smling.

The smile didn't |ook vindictive, but that was very little confort;
what ever crime his grandnother had comitted nmust have been half a century
ago, and this woman coul d scarcely have been born then. She wasn't exactly
young, but she didn't ook that old -- and she didn't | ook young enough to be
using a youth spell. She nust have been sent on the hunt by soneone el se;
per haps her father or nother was the wonged party. In that case she'd be gl ad
to have the job done, but woul d have no reason for personal dislike.

A glance to either side showed the two sol diers as imnpassive as ever, and
he wonder ed whet her they understood what was goi ng on any better than he did.

The interpreter, as the sailor apparently was, turned back to Sterren and
asked, "Do you have any fam|y?"

"No." He didn't think it was worth trying to lie.

"No wife?"

Sterren shook his head.

"What about your nother?"

"She died bearing ne." Perhaps, he thought, they would take pity on him
because he was an orphan

"Since you're the eldest, there could scarcely be brothers or sisters if
she di ed bearing you. \What about ol d Kel der, your grandfather?"

It occurred to Sterren, a bit belatedly, that he was renoving the
possibility of spreading the blane or getting off on grounds of famly
support; but it was too late already, and he continued to tell the truth. "He
died three years ago. He was an old man."

"Uncl es? Aunts? Cousins?"

“None. "

"Your other grandparents?"

"Dead before | was born, fromdrinking bad water."

"Good!" the sailor said with a smle. "Then you should be able to | eave
i medi atel y!"

"What ?" Sterren exclaimed. "Leave where? |'m not goi ng anywhere!" He nade
no attenpt to hide his surprise and indignation



"Why not?" the sailor demanded. "You're not still an apprentice, are
you?"

"What if | anP \Were are you taking me? Who are you?" Hi s remaining
assurance faded a little nore; they wouldn't dare kill himhere in the tavern
probably not anywhere in Ethshar, but if they managed to renmove himfromthe
city they could do anything they pleased. There was no | aw outside the walls
-- or at least Sterren knew of none.

"I"'mjust an interpreter..." the sailor began

"What were those sparks?" Sterren interrupted.

The sail or waved the question away. "Nothing; | bought themon W zard
Street to help find you. Really, I'mjust an interpreter. |I'mnot the one
| ooking for you."

"Then who are these others, and what do they want with ne?"

"The Lady Kalira is taking you to Semma," the sailor replied.

"The hell she is!" Sterren said. "I"'mnot leaving the city!" He was cl ose
to panic; visions of death by slow torture flickered through his m nd
The sailor sighed. "I'"'mafraid you are, whether you like it or not."

"Why?" Sterren asked, letting a trace of panic into his voice in hopes of
i nducing pity. "Wat do these people want with nme?"

The man shrugged. "Don't ask me. They hired ne in Akalla to get themto
Et hshar and find you, so | got themto Ethshar and found you. It's none of ny
busi ness what they want you for."

"I't's nmy business, though!" Sterren pointed out. He tried to struggle;
the sol diers gave no sign they had even noticed. He subsided and demanded,
"You can ask, at least, can't you?"

"I can ask Lady Kalira," the sailor adnitted. "Those two don't speak
Trader's Tongue, and for all | know they' re the ones who want you." He seened
appal I i ngly disinterested.

"Ask her!" Sterren shrieked

The sailor turned and said sonet hi ng.

The tall woman did not answer him but stepped forward and spoke directly
to Sterren, saying very slowy and distinctly, "On Sterren, Enne Karna
t' Semma. "

"What the hell does that mean?" Sterren asked. He was about to say
somet hing further when he realized that the two barbarians had rel eased his
arms. He | ooked up at them and saw that their huge flat faces were broken into
broad grins. One stuck out an i mense paw and shook Sterren's hand vigorously,
clasping it hard enough to sting. Uterly confused, Sterren asked the sailor
"What did she say?"

"Don't ask me; that was Senmat, not Trader's Tongue. | don't speak
Semmat . "

Lady Kalira saw Sterren's continued i nconprehension and said, "Qd' na ya
Semma! " When he still | ooked bl ank, she said, "Et'sharitic is bad." Her
pronunci ati on was horrendous.

Sterren stared for a nmonent, then turned to the sailor and demanded, "Is
she telling me my native tongue isn't fit for her to speak? Is this sone sort
of barbarian ritual thing?" He was even nore thoroughly confused than before.

"No, no, no," the sailor said, "she's just saying she can't speak it very
well. | don't think she knows nore than a dozen words, to be honest, and
taught her half of those on the way here."

The Semman aristocrat apparently gave up on direct comunication with her
captive and gave the interpreter a |l ong nessage to relay. He interrupted her
twi ce, requesting clarifications -- at |east that was what Sterren judged to
be happeni ng, since each interruption was followed by a careful repetition of
an earlier phrase.

Finally, the sailor turned to Sterren and expl ai ned, "She says she was
sent by her king, Phenvel the Third, to find the heir of your grandnother's
brother, the Ei ghth Warlord, who died four nonths ago. She consulted a
magi cian -- I'mnot clear on what sort -- and that led her to you. She is to
bring you back to Semrma to receive your title and inheritance and to fulfill



your hereditary duties as the new warlord -- you're Enne Karnai, the Ninth
Warlord."

"That's silly," Sterren replied. He relaxed somewhat. |If the story were
true, then his worries about vengeance were groundl ess, and he saw no reason
for the woman to bot her 1vying.

"That's what she said," the sailor replied with a shrug.

"What if | won't go?" he asked. While it mght be nice to have an
i nheritance waiting for him that bit about 'hereditary duties' didn't sound
good, and he wanted nothing to do with wars or warlords. Wars were dangerous.
Besi des, who would want to |ive anong barbarians? Particularly anong
bar bari ans who apparently didn't speak Ethsharitic.

The idea was | udicrous.

The interpreter relayed his question, and Lady Kalira's face fell. She
spoke an authoritative sentence; the sailor hesitantly translated it as,
"Failure to performone's duty to one's country is treason, and treason is
puni shabl e by i medi ate summary execution."

"Execution?" The inheritance suddenly sounded rmuch nore attractive.

Lady Kalira said sonething in Senmat; the smiles vani shed fromthe faces
of the soldiers, and each dropped a hand to his sword hilt.

"But it's not nmy country!" Sterren protested. "I was born and raised here
in Ethshar, of Ethsharitic parents!" He |ooked fromthe sailor to Lady Kalira
and back.

The sail or shrugged, a gesture that was getting on Sterren's nerves. Lady
Kalira said, in halting Ethsharitic, "You, the heir."

Sterren | ooked despairingly at the two soldiers; he could see no chance
at all that he could outrun or outfight either of them I|et alone both. The
one on the left slid a few inches of his blade fromits scabbard, in warning.

"Hai! No bl oodshed in here! Take himoutside first!" The innkeeper's
voi ce was worried

No one paid any attention to his outburst -- save that, Sterren hoped he
woul d call the city guard

Hopi ng for the city guard was a new experience for him

Even if they were sumoned, though, they could not possibly arrive in
time to do himany good. He had no way out. Struggling to smile, Sterren
managed a ghastly parody of a grin as he said, "I guess I'll be going to
Semma, then.”

Lady Kalira smiled snugly.

CHAPTER 2

Sterren stared at the decayi ng, sun-bleached town of Akalla of the
Dianond in dismay. It lived up to his worst imaginings of what the barbaric
Smal | Ki ngdonms woul d be |ike.

He had been given very little warning of what to expect. H's captors had
spirited himout of the tavern, paused at his roomon Bargain Street only |ong
enough to gather up his few bel ongi ngs, and then taken him protesting
vi gorously, onto their chartered ship.

He had | ooked desperately for an opportunity to escape, but none had
presented itself. At the last mnute he had dived off the dock, only to be
fished i gnom niously out of the nud and dragged aboard.

After that, he had given up any thoughts of escape for a tine. Were
could he escape to froma ship? He wasn't that strong a swimer. |nstead, he
had cooperated as best he could, biding his tine.

Hi s captors had separated himfromthe interpreter and made it plain that
they expected himto learn their barbaric tongue, Senmat, they called it. He
had swal | owed his revul sion at the thought of speaking anything but proper
Et hsharitic and had done his best to oblige. After all, if he couldn't
under st and what was being said around him he would have little chance of
| ear ni ng anyt hi ng useful.



Hi s | anguage | essons had not covered very nuch when the ship docked in
Akal la of the Dianmpond, just ten days after |eaving Ethshar of the Spices. The
weat her had been hot and clear, and fairly calm which is why it took ten days
just to cross the Gulf of the East and sail the South Coast. One of the two
i mense Senmman sol diers, the one who called hinself Al der d' Yoon, told Sterren
in a mxture of baby Semmat and sign | anguage that the voyage in the other
direction had taken only four days because the ship had been driven before a
storm nuch of the way, a very expensive storm conjured up for that very
purpose, if Sterren understood himcorrectly.

Al der guessed the total distance between the two ports at less than a
hundred | eagues, a figure that surprised Sterren considerably. He had al ways
t hought of the Small Kingdons as being a very long way off, on the far side of
t he ocean, and a hundred | eagues across a nere gulf didn't seemthat far

O course, Sterren was not absolutely certain that he had understood
Al der correctly. He knew he had the nunbers straight, because he had | earned
them from counting fingers, but he wasn't conpletely sure of the Semmat ternmns
for "day" and "l eague." He wi shed that he could check with the interpreter
but Lady Kalira, or rather, Aia Kalira, in Senmmat, had expressly forbidden the
man to talk to himin any | anguage, and she was payi ng enough that the sail or
woul d not take any chance of |osing his job.

Several menbers of the crew spoke Ethsharitic, but Lady Kalira had paid
each of themto not speak it to Sterren except in emergencies. He was to
communi cate in Semmat or not at all.

Too often, it was not at all, |eaving himunsure of nmuch of his linmted
vocabul ary.

Wat ever the exact distances, there could be no doubt that on the
afternoon of the tenth day their ship put into port at Akalla, in the shadow
of the grimpile of guano-whitened stone the Semmans cal |l ed Akal |l a Karnak
Sterren thought that karnak probably meant castle, but again he was not quite
sure. He had never seen a castle before, and the forbidding fortification at
Akal l a did not encourage himto seek out others.

He had gathered that Semma | ay somewhere inland, and that Akalla of the
D anond was the nearest seaport to it. He was not yet clear on whether Akalla
was a separate country, a conquered province, or a district within the kingdom
of Semma. The truth was that he didn't nuch care, since it did not seem
rel evant to any plans to escape back to Ethshar

And Akalla | ooked like a place that very few people cared about. It
consi sted of three or four streets lined with small shops and houses, al
huddl ed onto a narrow stretch of beach in the castle's shadow, between two
jagged stretches of broken cliffs.

The buil dings of the town were built of some sort of yellow sh bl ocks
that | ooked nore like brick than stone, but were far larger than any bricks
Sterren was famliar with. The joints all seened to be covered with faded
greenery, brown nosses or gray lichen or half-dead ivy clinbing the walls. The
roofs were of turf, with thin, scorched brown grass on top. He saw very few
wi ndows. Flies buzzed in clouds above the streets, and the few people who were
visible on those streets seenmed to be curled up asleep, conpletely covered by
dirty white robes. The whol e place snelled of dry rot.

Sterren was not at all inpressed by the town.

The castle was far nore inpressive, but it, too, was streaked with dying
plant |ife and seened |ifel ess, al nost abandoned.

As Sterren watched the sailors tying up to the dock, he asked the soldier
besi de him not Alder, but the other one, Alder's conrade Dogal d' Ga, how far
it was to Semma

Rather, he tried to ask that, but his Iinmted know edge of Semmat forced
himto say instead, "How many | eagues is Semmma?" That assuned that he was
using the correct word for | eagues and hadn't screwed up the grammar
sonewher e

VWhat he had thought was a sinple question plunged his guard into deep
concentration; the Semman nuttered to hinmself, saying in Semmat, "Akalla,



maybe one; Skaia, four or five; Ophkar, hmm™"

Finally, after considerable calculation, he arrived at an answer.
"Twel ve, thirteen, maybe fourteen | eagues.”

Sterren knew the nunbers up to twenty beyond any question, and a good
many beyond with reasonabl e confidence, but to be sure he held up his ten
fingers and said, "And two, three nore?"

Dogal nodded. "Yeah."

Horrified, Sterren stared back out at the port. Thirteen | eagues? The
entire city of Ethshar was little nore than a | eague from corner to corner
yet he had never managed to explore it all. It took a good hour just to walk
fromWstgate to the Arena, nore, if traffic was heavy. They woul d have to
wal k all night to reach Senma!

In the event, as he later |earned, they would not walk at all, and
certainly not at night. Instead, when the ship was secured at bow and stern
and the gangpl ank in place, he found hinself escorted not out onto the hi ghway
to Sermm, but to a small inn near the docks, small by Sterren's standards,
that is, since it was, except for the castle, the largest structure in town.

The interpreter, to Sterren's consternation, stayed behind on the ship;
he had fulfilled his contract and woul d not be acconpanying them further

Upon | earning this, Sterren suddenly wi shed he had tried even harder
during his |anguage | essons. Now if an emergency arose he would have to rely
on his limted command of Semmat, rather than finding an interpreter. He felt
nore cut off than ever

Once inside the inn, out of the hot sun and into the cool shade, Sterren
| ooked around, and his opinion of Akalla went up a notch. The inn was laid out
wel I enough, with several cozy al coves holding tables and one wall lined with
barrels. A stairway at either side led up to a bal cony, and the roons for
travel ers opened off that. A good many custoners were present, eating and
drinking and filling the place with a pl easant hum of conversation, while
harried but smling barmaids hurried hither and yon

Most of the custonmers wore the thin white robes Sterren had seen on the
street, but here they were thrown back to reveal gaily colored tunics and
kilts beneat h.

Lady Kalira ignored the bustle and headed directly for the innkeeper, who
stood | eani ng agai nst one of the barrels. She took two roons for her party,
one for herself, and one for Sterren, Al der, and Dogal

Sterren gl anced around and deci ded that even though it was a pl easant
enough inn, he did not really want to be there, not with A der and Doga
wat chi ng himconstantly, and with, he presuned, nobody around who spoke
Et hsharitic.

Since he had no choice, however, he resolved to nake the best of it.
Whi | e Dogal took the party's baggage up to their roons and Lady Kalira settled
wi th the innkeeper on the exact ampunt of the party's advance paynent, Sterren
attenpted to strike up a conversation with a wi nsone barmaid, using his very
best Semmat .

She stared at himfor a few seconds, then snmiled, said sonmething in a
| anguage he had never heard before, and hurried away.

He stared after her in shock

"What was..." he began in Ethsharitic, and then caught hinself and
switched to Senmat. "Wat was that?" he asked Al der

"What ?" the sol dier asked in reply.

"What the... the... what she said."”

Al der shrugged. "I don't know, " he said, "She was speaking Akallan."

" Akal | an? Anot her | anguage?"

"Sure," Alder said, unperturbed.

Sterren stared about wildly, listening to first one conversation, then
anot her. Lady Kalira and the innkeeper were speaking Trader's Tongue, he
realized. A couple at a nearby table was whispering in some strange and
si bilant speech that didn't sound |ike Trader's Tongue, Akallan, or Semmat,
and which certainly wasn't Ethsharitic. O her voices were speaking any nunber



of dial ects.

"CGods," Sterren said, "How does anybody ever talk to anyone here?"

Al der asked, "What?"

Sterren realized he'd spoken Ethsharitic again; he wasn't sure whether he
wanted to weep or scream He did know he wanted a drink. He sat down heavily
in the nearest chair and resorted to a | anguage understood everywhere; he
waved a finger in the air in the general direction of the barmaid and threw a
coin on the table.

That worked, and the barmaid smled at himas she placed a full tankard
before him He began to feel nore cheerful

After all, he rem nded hinself, he was in a port. Naturally, there would
be a variety of travelers, speaking a variety of tongues. "In Senma," he said
to Alder, "all speak one | anguage?" He knew, as he said it, that his phrasing
was awkward, but it was the best he could do.

"Sure," Alder said, settling down at Sterren's table. "Everyone in Senmma
speaks Senmat. Just about, anyway; | guess there m ght be sone foreigners now
and then who don't."

Sterren struggled to follow his guard's speech. He had been resigned to
| earning Semmat, but now he was becoming really eager to | earn. \Watever the
i gnom ny of being forced to use a barbarian tongue, it was nothing conpared to
the isol ati on and i nconveni ence of not being able to speak with those about
hi m

And it |ooked as if he was, indeed, going to be stuck in Semma for the
foreseeable future, if he didn't get away very, very soon. Thirteen | eagues
i nl and! There was sinply no way he would be able to slip away and cover that
di stance without being caught and dragged back, not if the Senmans had any
sort of magic avail able, as they surely did.

If he was going to escape, he would have to do so tonight, here in
Akal | a, and stow away aboard a ship bound for Ethshar

And how could he do that when he couldn't find three people in Akalla who
spoke the sane | anguage as each other, let alone anything that he, hinself,
under st ood? How coul d he | earn which ship was bound whither, and when?

Even if he once got aboard a ship, how could he earn his way hone, when
he coul dn't even understand orders, or argue about the rules of a friendly
gane? No, it was hopel ess. He was doonmed to go to Semma, a country that his
grandmot her had been only too glad to flee, even at the | oss of her noble
status. Being thus dooned, all he could do was nmake the best of it. He would
have to find some way to fit in.

He m ght even have to actually be a proper warlord. First though, he
needed to know the | anguage. "Alder," he said, "I want to |learn Semmat better

Al der gul ped beer, then nodded. "Sure," he said. "Wat do you want to
know?"

[ M SSI NG PAGES??7?]

The road had vani shed, but they seenmed confident of the route, so he did
not question it. For one thing, he was far too busy trying to ninimze the
brui sing of his backside to worry about where he was goi ng, or why. He put
aside all worries about wars and warlords and |ife anong the barbari ans,
concentrating solely on matters closer to hand, and closer still to his seat.

By the time the party stopped by a tiny streamfor a m dday rest and
refreshment, out of sight of even Akalla Karnak's highest tower, Sterren's
t hroat ached from dryness, his hands ached fromclutching the reins, his feet
ached frombeing jammed into the stirrups, his back ached fromtrying to keep
hi mupright, and worst of all, his runp ached fromthe constant abrasive
collisions with his saddle. He did not descend gracefully, but sinply fell off
his mount onto a tuft of prairie grass.

Al der and Dogal politely pretended not to notice, but Lady Kalira was
| ess Kind.

"You haven't ridden before, have you?" she demanded wi t hout preanble.

Sterren took a noment to nmentally translate this into Ethsharitic. "No,"
he admtted. He was too thirsty, weary, and battered to think of any sarcastic



comment to add, let alone to translate it into Semmat. Her blithe assunption
that an Ethsharitic street ganbler would know how to ride seemed to call for a
cutting remark, but Sterren could not rise to the occasion

"You should have told me back at the inn," she said. "I could have gotten
a wagon. Or we could have wal ked. O at the very |least we could have given you
a few | essons.”

Sterren tried to shrug, but his back was too stiff for any such gesture.

"I... It was... It did not... dam!" He could not think of any word for
"appeared" or "looked" or "seenmed." Before any of the Semmans coul d vol unt eer
a suggestion, he managed, "l saw it was not bad, but | saw wong."

"I't | ooked easy, you nean."

Sterren nodded. "l guess that's what | nmean."

"A warlord really should know how to ride," Lady Kalira pointed out.

"I'"'mno warlord," Sterren said bitterly.

"You are Sterren, Ninth Warlord of Senma!" Lady Kalira rem nded him
sternly.

"I'mSterren of Ethshar. | play dice in taverns," Sterren retorted.

Lady Kalira backed away slightly. "You know, you rmustn't tell anyone that
when we get to Senma," she said.

"Why not ?" Sterren demanded

"Because you're the warlord!" Lady Kalira replied, shocked. "You hold a
position of great power and respect. W can't let it be compn gossip that you
made your |iving cheating at ganbling.”

Sterren did not follow all of this speech, but he guessed one vital word
fromcontext. "I didn't cheat!" he shouted; the effort sent a tw nge through
his back and | egs, and nore than a tw nge through his buttocks.

"Then how did you win regularly enough to live?"

"I was lucky," he nuttered unconvincingly. He had | earned the word aboard

shi p.

"Ha!" she said. "Wzard's luck, if you ask ne."

"W zard?" Sterren asked. He knew the word neant one variety of nmgician
but wasn't sure which. "Warlock," he said in Ethsharitic.

Lady Kalira did not recognize the word; instead she changed the subject.

"You must relax," she said, denonstrating by letting her arns fal
linply, "when you ride. Move with the horse, not against it."

Sterren nodded, not really believing that he woul d ever learn the skill.

"And we can pad the saddle, that velvet tunic in your pack will help. And
you can wal k sonetinmes."

Sterren nodded again, with a bit nore enthusiasm

By m dafternoon, thanks to additional cushioning, a slower pace, and
wal ki ng when the blisters on his runp becane unbearabl e, he had inproved
enough that, although he still ached in every joint and in several unjointed
pl aces as well, he was able to think about his future and to carry on sone
limted conversation with his conpani ons as he rode.

He began by pointing in each direction and asking what lay there. Al
they could see was sand and sun and grass, which nade it obvious that he was
aski ng what |ay beyond.

Ahead, of course, was Sermmm; behind was Akalla of the Dianond. To the
left, the north, Dogal told him "Skaia." The nane neant nothing to him

The reply when he pointed to the right was nore interesting.

"Not hi ng," Dogal told him

" Not hi ng?"

"Well, alnmost. A couple of |eagues of sand, and then the edge of the
Wrld. If you stand up in the stirrups and stare, you may be able to see it."

"See it?"

"Yes."

That, Sterren thought, was a very interesting concept, seeing the edge of
the Wrld. Standing up in the stirrups, however, was a terrifying concept, so
he decided to forgo the view

How, he wondered, could one see the edge of the World? What did it |ook



like? What | ay beyond it? The southern horizon, he noticed, did | ook slightly
different fromthe others; there seened to be a yellowi sh tinge to both ground
and sky in that direction. He stared, but could make out not hing.

The very idea fascinated him all the sanme. To be so close to the actua
edge!

He had thought that Ethshar of the Spices was in the center of the Wrld,
but if he had cone so close to the edge so quickly, then that could not be so;
he knew the World was bigger than that. He had heard travel ers speak of
Et hshar as being in the southeast, but had, until now, put it down to a
di storted worl dvi ew.

Qoviously, it was his own view that had been in error

That was quite a realization, that he had been wong. He wondered if he
had ever been w ong about anything inportant.

Dogal distracted himfromthat line of thought. "M ght be Ophkar to the
north of us now, " he remarked. "Skaia's not that big. Bigger than Semma or
Akal l a, smaller than Ophkar."

"Semma i s next, beyond Ophkar?" Sterren asked.

Dogal nodded. "That's right. Your accent is inproving greatly, Lord
Sterren; congratul ations."

Sterren said nothing in return, but felt a touch of pride. He had tried
very hard to get the accent right on the barbaric names of the surrounding
ki ngdoms, and it was good to know he had succeeded.

He had conme to realize that Akalla, Skaia, and Ophkar were all indeed
separ at e ki ngdons, squeezed into the thirteen | eagues between Semma and the
coast, and he marveled that the Small Kingdons were that snall

He al so wondered all the nmore just what he was getting into. If the
ki ngdoms were crowded together that closely, they nust surely rub each other
the wong way every so often. No wonder they needed warl ords.

"What is Senma... What... Tell ne about Semma," he said, unable to cone
up with the words to ask, "Wat is Semma |ike?" or "Wiat sort of a place is
Semma?"

Dogal shrugged. "Not nuch to tell."

"There nust be something you can tell mnme; are there many cities?"

"No cities."

Sterren could not think of a word for "town." Instead, he asked, "Are
there many castles?" The word for castle was i ndeed karnak; he had checked on
that back at the inn

"Just one, Senma Castle. That's where we're going."

Dogal was not exactly a torrent of information, Sterren decided; he
nudged his mount over toward Al der, on his right.

"Hello," he said.

Al der nodded politely. "Hail, Lord Sterren."

Sterren sighed; he supposed he woul d have to get used to that ponpous
greeting. "Tell me about Senma," he said.

Al der glanced at himcuriously. "Wat do you want to know?"

"What it... what I... howit is there."

"What it's like, you nean?"

Gatefully, Sterren latched onto the phrase he had been m ssing. "Yes,
what it's like."

"Well, Lord Sterren, it's hard for me to say, because it's the only place
|'ve ever been, except for this trip to Et'shar to fetch you. I was born
there, never lived anywhere else."

"Et hshar, not Et'shar," Sterren said idly, pleased to be the one
correcting for once, rather than the one corrected.

"Et'th' shar,"” Al der said, spitting nmessily as he struggled with the
unfam | iar conbination of aspirants.

"Are there many peopl e?"

Al der shrugged. "I don't know, really,"’
crowded enough. "

"I didn't just nean the castle.”

he said. "The castle is certainly



"Well, that's where everyone |lives except the peasants."

That startled Sterren and caused himto wonder if he was stil
m sunder st andi ng the word karnak after all. "Everyone?"

"Just about."

"Peasant s?" The word was new to him

"The conmon people, the farmers," Al der expl ai ned.

Sterren nodded, he knew about the easy marks fromoutside the walls. "Are
t here many peasants?" he asked.

Al der shrugged again. "l guess so."

"Are you a peasant?"

"I"'ma soldier, Lord Sterren." The reproof was obvious in Alder's tone.

"You weren't born a soldier,” Sterren pointed out, proud he had
remenbered the word "born" from Al der's earlier conments.

Al der reluctantly admtted, "True. | was born a peasant."

"Not hing wong with that," Sterren said, seeing he had hurt the big
guard's feelings. "I was born a peasant, too."

This was a lie, of course; he had been born into the merchant class. He
nmeant, however, that he had been born a conmoner

Startled, Alder corrected him "No, Lord Sterren, you were born a
nobl eman. "

"Well, | didn't knowit," Sterren retorted. Al der considered that, then
smled. "True," he said. Sterren rode on in silence for a | ong nonent,
mar shal i ng hi s thoughts.

At | east he would be living in the castle, which woul d presumably be at
least an imtation of real civilization. He had feared that he mght find
hinself in sone nuddy little village somewhere. A castle was not a city, but
it was, he hoped, better than nothing.

In the remai nder of the afternoon and around the canpfire that night,
Sterren pieced together a rough idea of what Senma was |ike froma constant
qguestioning of his two guards. This also served to inprove his Semmat
consi derably, adding to his vocabulary and giving himpractice in
pronunci ati on and sentence construction

Senma was a quiet little kingdom alnmost all of it occupied by peasants
on small family farnms, scraping a living out of the sandy soil by grow ng
oranges, |enons, dates, figs, olives, and corn, or by raising sheep, or goats,
or cattle. At one tine sonme peasants had grown spices for export, but Semma
had lost its spice trade | ong ago, when Ophkar had tenporarily cut off all the
routes to the sea and the markets had found other, nore reliable sources. The
sol di ers knew of no nmines, or towns, or any sort of manufacture or trade.

In the center of the kingdom stood Semma Castle, with a large village
clustered around it, the closest thing to a town or city that the ki ngdom
could boast. The castle itself was hone to sonething over a hundred nobl es.
Sterren had balked initially at believing that, but both Dogal and Al der had
insisted it was the truth. Sterren could inagine a hundred people willingly
jamred into a single building readily enough, since he had seen the crowded
tenenments of his native city, but he could not imagi ne a hundred people living
i ke that who called thensel ves nobl es.

Back home in Ethshar, Azrad VII surely had a hundred or nore people
living in his palace, but only a few could call thensel ves nobl es; npbst were
servants and courtiers and bureaucrats.

Al der had noticed his disbelief and had expl ained, "Well, that's counting
the kids, and besides, a lot of themare |esser nobility, and it's a big
castle. You'll see.”

Sterren considered that, and Lady Kalira took this opportunity to present
himwi th a salve for his devel opi ng saddl esores.

"It's always a good idea to bring a healing salve when traveling," she
said, "though this wasn't exactly the use | had in mnd."

Sterren accepted it gratefully and crawl ed away fromthe canmpfire
somewhat in pursuit of privacy. Lady Kalira discreetly turned away, and the
Et hsharite slid down his breeches and applied the ointnent l|iberally.



That done, he rejoined the others. He had just begun to inquire about the
arnmy he was supposed to conmand when Lady Kalira announced it was tinme to shut
up and sl eep

Sterren obliged, leaving mlitary matters for the norning.

CHAPTER 4

They spotted the castle's central tower by mdnorning of the third day,
scarcely an hour after they had buried the ashes of their breakfast fire and
set out again. Sterren had to admit that it |ooked like a big castle, as Al der
had sai d.

At that point they had just begun to pass farnms, rather than open plain,
conpact yell ow houses surrounded by small stands of fruit trees, patches of
tall corn, and m scellaneous livestock grazing the native grass down to
stubbl e. The various inhabitants of these establishnents, intent on their own
concerns of herding or cultivation or hauling water, invariably ignored the
travel ers.

The plain was no |onger quite so smooth and flat as it had been for nost
of the journey; the ground they traversed had acquired sonething of a roll
though it was still far fromhilly.

Sterren had never gotten around to asking nuch about the army, but he had
| earned that Semma was roughly triangul ar, bounded on the southeast by the
desert that stretched to the edge of the Wrld, on the north by the relatively
| arge and powerful kingdom of Ksinallion, and on the west by Ophkar. Sema had
fought several wars agai nst each of her neighbors over the last two or three
centuries, particularly Ksinallion, but under the Seventh and Ei ghth Warl ords
had stayed at peace for an amazingly long tinme. Al der and Dogal did not
renenber any of the wars thensel ves, but Alder's maternal grandfather had
fought against Ksinallion in the Sixth Ksinallionese War, about fifty years
ago. Sterren was still patiently listening to tales of ancestral bravery when
the castle canme into view

Not long after that a cloud of dust appeared ahead of them and grew unti
a dozen horsemen energed fromit. Sterren was worried, but the three Senmmans
seened very pleased by this welcom ng committee.

The horsenen were all |arge, dark-skinned men dressed nmuch |ike Al der and
Dogal , riding horses in red and gold trappings, and Lady Kalira announced t hat
this was an honor guard, sent to escort the newfound warlord to the castle.

Sterren was relieved to discover, when the party came to a halt a few
paces away, that this was correct. The governnent had not been overthrown
since Lady Kalira's departure.

The conversation between his original escort and the new arrivals was too
fast for himto follow, so Sterren sinply sat astride his horse until it was
over.

The newconers wheel ed about and formed up into a colum around Sterren
Lady Kalira, and the two soldiers, and waited.

Sterren | ooked about, puzzled, and saw Lady Kalira gesturing with her
head. It dawned on himthat he was in conmand; this guard was in his honor
and they were waiting for himto start.

Rel uctantly, he urged his nount forward, and the entire party rode on
toward the castle.

Sterren found his inquiries about Semma's arny inhibited by the presence
of a dozen uniforned strangers. He shrugged and accepted the situation. After
all, he would be able to see for hinself, soon enough, just how matters stood.
He rode on in dignified silence, up the dusty road and into the village that
surrounded the castle.

The travelers were greeted at the castle gate by a ragged fanfare of
trunpets, at |east one trunmpeter was always a fraction behind the others, and
an occasi onal sour note could be heard, but in general it was an inpressive
and gratifying experience for Sterren. He had heard far better, far nore



stirring nusic played in the Arena, or in the overlord s occasional parades,
or even by inpronmptu street bands, back in Ethshar, but never before had he
heard nmore than a brief cheer in his own honor. He counted a dozen trunpeters
spaced along the ranparts; inpressed, he tried to sit up a little straighter
on his horse, to live up to his role.

Certainly, being a warlord had its positive aspects; as |long as he could
avoid any actual wars, he thought it mnight be enjoyable. Unfortunately, he
doubted he would be able to avoid wars; the Small Ki ngdoms were notorious for
constantly going to war over stupid little disputes.

On the other hand. Al der and Dogal had said that Semma had been at peace
for nore than forty years. Maybe that peace would | ast.

O maybe a war was overdue. He sinply didn't know anythi ng about the
si tuation.

It was time, however, to start |learning as nuch as he could, as quickly
as he could. Wth that in nmnd, even as he tried to ride with dignity and
pride, and to | ook the part of a warlord despite his shabby, travel-worn
cl ot hes, he was studying everything in sight.

The castle stood upon a slight rise, the closest thing to a hill that
Sterren had seen since |leaving Akalla; Sterren could not tell if the little
pl at eau, standing eight or ten feet above the plain, was natural or man-nade,
but it was certainly not new, in either case. Surrounding the castle and its
rai sed base were scattered two or three dozen houses and shops, all the sane
dull yellow as the outlying farnmhouses, all built of sone substance Sterren
had never seen before and could not identify, all with thick walls and only a
few heavily shuttered wi ndows. Gaily col ored awni ngs shi el ded nost of the
doorways and served as open-air shops; there was no single market square, just
a small plaza at the castle gate, and the streets were rather haphazard. Al
the ground in the castle's vicinity was dry, hard-packed bare dirt, tranpled
snoot h and even, and the houses and shops were not arranged in clear, sharp
streets, but just ragged lines that wi ggled every which way.

Qutside the village in any direction Sterren could see scattered
farmhouses, built in the sane way as the village's structures, strewn unevenly
across the plain.

The castle itself was a stark contrast to these hunble dwellings; it was
an i mrense and forbidding structure built of dark red stone. An outer wall
topped with iron-braced battlenents stood nore than fifteen feet high, with no
openi ng anywhere in it save the gate by which Sterren's little party entered.

As they passed through this portal, Sterren saw that the wall was roughly
twenty feet thick and the gateway equipped with three sets of heavy doors as
wel | as a spiked portcullis and openi ngs overhead through whi ch assaults m ght
be made on anyone trying to enter uninvited.

It was not, perhaps, as overwhel mi ng a piece of engineering and defense
technol ogy as Ethshar's city walls and gate towers, but it had its own grim
power, certainly. Sterren was quite sure that he would not care to try to pass
that wall and gate without a very clear invitation

O course, his escort, now nunbering fifteen in all, clearly constituted
an invitation.

The castle within that outer wall was vaguely pyramdal in its overal
shape. Low wings, a nere two stories in height, stretched out to either side
of the central nmass, which stood some six stories, and was in turn topped by a
great central tower whose peak was, Sterren judged, fully a hundred feet from
t he ground upon which the castle stood. A few turrets protruded here and
there, ruining the stepped outline. Wndow openi ngs were nonexi stent at ground
| evel, but grew steadily fromnarrow slits on the second floor to broad
expanses of gl ass under graceful stone arches on the uppernost |evel of the
t ower.

The strip of ground between the curtain wall and the keep was entirely
taken up with paved wal ks and cl ose-packed patches of garden; Sterren was a
bit surprised to see no inner |line of defense there. The gap between Ethshar's
wal s and its outernost street, he knew, was carefully kept clear of trees and



per manent structures of any sort, to allow for the depl oynent of troops and

mlitary equipment in the event of siege or assault; in tines of peace, such
as the past two centuries, this area filled up with the city's crininals and
honel ess. Semmma Castl e had no equival ent of this infanbus Hundred-Foot Field.

He had little tine to | ook at the gardens, though. As soon as the |last of
t he conpany had passed the outer-nost gate, the trunpet fanfare ended with a
final flourish, waiting guards slamed the outernost pair of the heavy doors,
and servants in red and yellow garb | eaped forward to take charge of the
horses. Sterren was quickly lifted fromthe saddle and | owered to the ground
by half a dozen of the men in his escort, as his mount was led to the stables
besi de the castle's inner gate.

Thi s assi stance was wel cone, since he suspected he would be too stiff,
after so long in the saddle, to have di smounted under his own power.

He was whi sked past the stables and into the castle proper. The nain door
was, |like the outer gate, equipped with a full range of defenses, but on foot,
and alerted by the intervening greenery, he looked a little nore closely this
time and saw signs of disuse, dust on the hinges, a spider web across one of
t he overhead openings. Forty years of peace, he guessed, had naturally had an
effect.

He had expected the party to stop and di sband once they were all inside,
perhaps | eaving himin the charge of servants, or a guard or two, but instead
t he whol e contingent marched on down a broad, marble-floored central corridor
The soldiery kept himcarefully centered in the group

"Where are we goi ng?" Sterren demanded in Semmat .

Lady Kalira gl anced toward the commander of the honor guard and whi spered
a question Sterren could not catch. The soldier nodded in reply, and Lady
Kalira called back to Sterren, "The king is waiting to neet you."

"The king?" Sterren wasn't certain he had heard the word correctly; he
did know its nmeaning, as it had cone up in discussions with Al der

"Yes, the king, his Mjesty Phenvel, third of that nane, by right of
successi on King of Serma and |lord of the southern deserts.™

"Ch." Sterren had never met a king before and was unsure how to react.

A pair of heavy, gold-trimred doors swung open, and Sterren found hinself
swept into what he inmmediately identified, despite a conplete |ack of previous
experience with such things, as a throne room A broad red carpet stretched
fromthe door to the base of a dais and up three steps to the feet of a portly
man in scarlet robes, seated on a large black chair. To either side of the
carpet stood a small crowd of people, all well dressed, of all shapes and
si zes.

Lady Kalira stopped at the foot of the dais; the soldiers stopped at the
same instant she did and gracefully stepped away to either side, with the
exception of Alder and Dogal, bringing up the rear, who remained on the
car pet .

Sterren, not having known what was comi ng, took a step or two forward
bef ore he stopped hinsel f, com ng unconfortably close to wal king into Lady
Kalira's back.

Kal i ra bowed deeply, going down on one knee before her sovereign
Hesitantly, and awkwardly, since he had never nade such an obei sance before,
Sterren copi ed her actions.

Lady Kalira rose, and Sterren stood again.

The hall was al nost, but not quite, silent; Sterren could hear a steady
hi ss of whi spering anong t he wat chers.

"Your Mpjesty," Lady Kalira said, "may | present your servant Sterren
Ni nth Warlord of Senmma." She gestured toward Sterren and stepped aside,
turning so that she stood on the edge of the carpet, her back to the audi ence
and able to speak to either nonarch or Ethsharite.

Thi nki ng sonme action was called for, Sterren bowed again, fromthe wai st
this time, w shing somebody had seen fit to coach hima little.

"Hello," the king said.

"Hello," Sterren replied nervously. He tried to judge the king' s age and



guessed it at something over forty, but alnost certainly still short of sixty.
"Are you really Tanissa the Stubborn's grandson? It's hard to believe."

Sterren, still unfamliar with the |anguage, needed a noment to puzzle
that out and phrase a response. This was not the sort of question he had
expected froma king in what he took for a formal audience. "Yes, |... Yes,

your Majesty, | am" he replied. He was grateful that Lady Kalira had provided
him in her introduction, with the correct form of address.

"I never met her," the king said, "but |I heard about her when | was a
boy, especially fromher brother, your great-uncle, that is, the old warlord.
She ran away with that nerchant a couple of years before | was born. And
you're really her grandson, are you?"

St erren nodded.

"There's no need to be shy, lad," the king said, snmling. "After all,
we're all fanmly here."

"W are?" Sterren asked, puzzled.

"Ch, certainly; didn't you know? You're my seventh cousin once renoved.
| ooked it up." He gestured expansively, taking in the crom of observers. "And
these," he said, "are the collected nobility of Semma. And all of us, lad, are
descended from Tendel the First, first King of Semma."

"You are?"

"You, too, lad," Phenvel corrected him gently.

"l anP"

"Yes, indeed; I'min a direct male line, of course, and you descended

fromthe second son of Tendel the Second, rather than the first son. You're
al so descended froma couple of Tendel the First's daughters, the nobles here
tend to marry back into the famly."

This came as sonething of a shock to Sterren, once he had puzzl ed out
exactly what had been said, and at first he sinply didn't believe it. A king,
one of his ancestors? Al these people his relatives? He was in the habit of
t hi nking of hinself as having no family at all; to find hinmself in a room
crowded with his distant relations was nore than he could absorb. He could
i magi ne no reason for the king to lie about it, however

"Ch," he said.

"That's one reason you're here, straight fromyour journey. W all wanted
a |l ook at you, our long-lost cousin."

"Ch," Sterren said again.

Thi s whol e situation was beginning to seemunreal. Ch, the castle was
real enough, and the people, he could snmell them as well as see and hear
them and he'd never heard of an illusion as detailed as that, but the idea
that they were really the ruling class of one of the Small Kingdons, just a
few | eagues fromthe edge of the Wrld, and that he was one of them a
hereditary warl ord, seenmed so conpletely absurd that for a nmonent it was
easier to believe the whole thing was a gigantic joke of some kind.

An unconfortable silence fell, to be broken by Lady Kalira.

"Your Majesty," she said, "I believe that our new warlord is weary from
his journey and overwhel ned by nmeeting you. Nor has he eaten since dawn."

This was not strictly true, since Sterren's party had finished breakfast
wel | after sunrise, but it was close enough

"OfF course," the king agreed. "Of course. Take himto his room then, and
et himrecover hinself. W'Ill speak with himnore when he's rested and has
eaten.” He waved a hand in dismn ssal

Lady Kalira bowed, and Sterren inmtated her again. Then she notioned for
himto follow and |l ed the way to the right, through the crowd to a door, and
out of the throne room Al der and Dogal foll owed discreetly.

They energed into a corridor, where Lady Kalira turned left and led the
way up curving stairs. Sterren's stiff |legs protested, but he foll owed her

At the second-fl oor she kept going, and Sterren foll owed w thout
guesti on.

At the third floor he paused, hoping she woul d change her mind, but she
kept on clinbing. He suppressed a noan.



At the fourth floor he considered asking how much further they had to go,
but couldn't think of the right words in Senmat.

At the fifth floor he was panting heavily.

At the sixth floor the staircase ended, and he breathed a sigh of relief
as Lady Kalira | ed himdown a passageway, and then she reached anot her
staircase and started up again. He bal ked.

Al der and Dogal came up behind himand did not stop; he yielded and
hurried on, up into the tower.

After just one nore flight, on the seventh floor, they left the staircase
and headed down one nore short passage, to an iron-bound door. Lady Kalira
turned a | arge black key in the | ock, then swng the door open to reveal the
room beyond.

"This is your room as the warlord,"” she announced. She stood back to |et
himenter. "It was your great-uncle's for alnost twenty years, and his
father's, your great-grandfather's, for half a century before that."

Sterren stepped in cautiously.

He was in a large, airy chanber, one side nostly taken up by three broad,
curtai nl ess, many-paned wi ndows. Thick tapestries, slightly faded but stil
handsome, hid the stone walls. A high canopied bed stood centered agai nst one
wall, with a table on either side, a wardrobe beyond the | eft-hand table, and
a chest of drawers to the right. Opposite the bed was a desk, or worktable,
fl anked by tall bookcases janmed with books and papers. A chair was tucked
away i n each corner of the room counting the one at the desk, there were five
inall.

Sterren turned and di scovered that the wall around the doorway was
covered with di splays of weapons, swords, knives, spears, pole-arms, and a
good many he could not put a nane to, even in Ethsharitic. He wondered if he,
as warlord, was expected to learn to use them

The weapons were all dusty. In fact, everything was covered by a | ayer of
dust, the desk, the books, the papers, everything. The air was full of the
dry, dusty snell of disuse. It was plain that nobody had been living in the
roomrecently.

Hesitantly, he crossed to the wi ndows and | ooked out. He judged the angle
of the sun and deci ded he was | ooki ng al nbst due north.

The view was spectacul ar; he could see the castle roofs bel ow him hiding
his view of the outer wall and nost of the surrounding village. Beyond that he
could see a few houses, and then the plain, rolling on into the distance,
spotted with farmhouses, orchards, and various outbuil dings, marked off into
i ndi vi dual hol di ngs by hedges and fences. He saw no roads, however; what
traveling was done here was apparently done strai ght across country.

To the right he thought he could see, out near the horizon, the farms and
grassl ands fading into desert sand; somewhat to the |left of center he thought
he m ght be seeing the peaks of distant nountai ns somewhere beyond the
hori zon.

He turned back to the doorway and saw that Lady Kalira and the two
soldiers were still standing in the corridor. He had a sudden vision of the
door slamming, trapping himinside.

"Aren't you com ng in?" he asked.

Lady Kalira nodded and stepped in.

"What did you wait for?" he asked.

"I would not enter your private chanber wi thout an invitation, Lord
Sterren," she replied

Baf fl ed by this pronouncenment, which clearly inplied that he had sone
authority and was not merely a prisoner, it took Sterren a nonment to realize
that Al der and Dogal were still waiting in the hall. He | ooked at Lady Kalira.

She | ooked back, paying no attention to the soldiers. "May | sit down?"
she asked.

"Yes," Sterren said in Ethsharitic, again caught off guard by her sudden
deference. He corrected hinself, repeating it in Semmat, as he renenbered his
escort waiting for him back out on the plain.



Maybe they were serious about calling hima lord.

She pulled a chair froma corner and sat. Sterren considered for a | ong
nmonent before | owering hinself cautiously into the chair by the desk.

The healing sal ve on his saddl esores was working; he could sit with only
mld disconfort.

"You must have questions,’
maybe | can answer them"

Lady Kalira said. "Now that we're safely hone,

Sterren stared at her for a noment, still puzzled, and then sniled
crookedly. "I hope so," he said.
CHAPTER 5

"Everything in this roomis yours," Lady Kalira said. "This, and the
position of warlord, are your inheritance fromyour great-uncle Sterren
Not hi ng el se; everything he owned when he died is right here, or was given, at
his request, to others."

Sterren struggled with that for a noment and carefully phrased a
guesti on.

"How did he give anything to me? How did he know I... | was alive, when
he hadn't seen ny grandnother for so | ong?"

"Ch, he didn't know you existed, but he had no choice in the matter,"
Lady Kalira said, waving the question away. "Semma has very clear and definite
laws on the lines of succession. This roomand its contents were his as the
warl ord, not his, personally, so he had no say about who woul d receive them
nor who would receive the title. If people were allowed to influence
successions it would result in all sorts of intrigues, and frankly, we have
too nuch of that even as it is."

"Successi on? Intrigues?"

Lady Kalira explained the words as best she could, and eventually Sterren
t hought he under st ood.

"But why nme?" he asked. "Isn't there anyone here who could be warl ord?"

The nobl ewoman snorted in derision. "Your ancestors,"” she said, "were
about the worst line in the whole famly at providing enough heirs. It doesn't
help that warlords tend to die young, in battle."

That statenent, when the unfanmiliar terns had been defined, did little to
help Sterren's peace of m nd, but he made no comment.

"After you," Lady Kalira continued, "the next heir is the old warlord's
third cousin, your third cousin twice renoved. That's only the seventh degree
of consanguinity. You're an heir in the third degree of consanguinity. That's
a pretty big difference. And besides, you' re young and strong..."

Sterren took this as flattery, since he knew he was relatively scrawny.

"She's past fifty. If she had a son, well, that would be the eighth
degree, but it mght do. Unfortunately, her only child is a daughter
Unnmarried, even if we allowed inheritance by narriage instead of blood."

An attenpt to explain the new words this tine was unsuccessful until
exasperated. Lady Kalira rose and crossed to the desk, where she found a sheet
of paper, a pen, and ink, then | eaned over and began drawing a famly tree.

Sterren, still seated, watched with interest as she ran down the history
of Senmma' s ni ne warl ords.
The first, Tendel, was the younger brother of King Rayel |1, born al npbst

two hundred years ago. Hi s son, also naned Tendel, followed him and a
grandson after that, but this third Tendel managed to get hinmself killed in
battle early in the disastrous Third Ksinallionese War, before he could get
around to marrying and siring heirs. His brother Sterren inherited the title
as Fourth Warlord, only to get hinmself killed three years later in the sane
war .

This first Sterren had been kind enough to produce five children, though
three of them were daughters, and the younger son died w thout issue. The
el der son succeeded as Fifth Warlord. His only child became Sixth Warlord, and



in turn produced only one son, the eventual Seventh Warlord, before neeting a
nasty end after |osing a war.

Sterren, Seventh Warlord, was only twenty-one when he inherited the title
and lived to be seventy-three. He was sonmething of a | egend. He broke with
tradition and, instead of marrying a distant cousin, married an Ethsharitic
woman he found somewhere

They had three children, though the second one, Dereth, died in infancy.
The el dest, Sterren, eventually becane the Ei ghth Warlord, and the youngest,
Tani ssa the Stubborn, ran away with an Ethsharitic trader in 5169 and was
never heard from agai n.

She, of course, was Sterren of Ethshar's grandnother. And since her
br ot her never did get around to marrying or producing children, that made
Sterren the Ninth Warlord

The next-cl osest heir was Nerra the Cheerful, a granddaughter of the
Fourth Warlord's el dest daughter, not exactly an obvi ous choice.

Lady Kalira put aside the sketchy geneal ogy after that and continued her
expl anati on wi thout further pronpting. Sterren listened politely, follow ng
the unfamliar words as best he coul d.

VWhen it had becone clear that old Sterren was finally dying, the royal
geneal ogi st, unaware of Tanissa's son and grandson, had needed over an hour
simply to deternmi ne who the heir should be.

He had noticed the notation in the records of Tanissa's el openent and had
reported it, along with his conclusions, to the king and his advisors. After
consi derabl e debate Agor, the castle theurgist, had been called in; he in turn
had called up Unniel the Discerning, a mnor goddess, who after nuch coaxing
had, in her turn, called upon Al bem a nore powerful god, who had, finally,

i nforned everybody that although Tani ssa was dead, her grandson was stil
alive and wel .

After that, of course. Lady Kalira and her little entourage had been sent
to find Sterren and bring himback to Serma and they had done just that. Lady
Kalira, who was not anywhere in the |line of succession for warlord, had gotten
the job because she was the heir presunptive to her cousin Inria, Seventh
Trader. Inria, eighty years old, could not have made the trip herself.

VWen Lady Kalira had finished, Sterren nodded. "And here I am" he
agreed. "Now what do | do?"

"I would think that would be obvious, you' re to take conmmand of the arny
and defend Senma."

"Def end Senmma?"

"Protect it fromits enemes,'’

"What eneni es?"

"All enemies."”

"Senma has eneni es?"

"Of course it does, idiot! Ksinallion, for one, and Ophkar, for another."

Up until that nmonent, Sterren had entertai ned a vague hope that his
unwanted new job would turn out to be a sinecure, with a title and pay and no
duties. He suppressed a sigh of disappointnent.

It came as especially bad news that both Semma's | arger nei ghbors were
consi dered enemies, but at |east, he told hinself, he hadn't arrived in the
m ddl e of a war.

"Do you think that... that a war may come soon?"

Lady Kalira grimced. "Mich too soon," she said, "fromthe | ook of you,
and what |'ve seen in the barracks of late."

Had his know edge of Semmat been good enough for the job, Sterren would
have nade a retort about being glad to relinquish his position as warlord,
whi ch he hadn't asked for in the first place, if she thought soneone el se
could do better.

I nst ead, he asked, "Wat do | do now? Today?"

"Well," Lady Kalira said, |ooking about the chanber, "I suppose you'l
want to settle in here, maybe clean up a little. 1'll have Dogal fetch water
and something to eat; | don't suppose that you'll want to cone down for |unch

she expl ai ned.



You' || be expected to eat at the high table at dinner, of course, to talk to
his Majesty and neet sone of the people here, the princes and princesses, for
exanpl e, but | think you can leave all that until dinner. For this afternoon

I would recommend that you take some time to learn the situation here, talk to
your officers, maybe | ook over the barracks, that sort of thing. You're the
war | ord; you must know nore about it than | do."

Ast oni shed, Sterren said, "But | was never a warlord before!"

"I't's in your blood, isn't it?"

"Not that | ever noticed," Sterren replied.

Lady Kalira ignored that, as she turned to the doorway and call ed,
"Dogal, go down to the kitchens and get wash water and something for Lord
Sterren to eat, would you?"

Dogal bobbed his head. "Yes, ny lady," he said, and then quickly
depart ed.

"Al der, here, will help you unpack, if you like," she suggested.

Sterren nodded absently. Al der stepped into the room carrying the bundle
of possessions that Sterren had collected fromhis room back on Bargain
Street. He deposited it upon the bed and began untying it.

"My officers, you said," Sterren said. The phrase carried an inpression
of power and authority, and he felt a sudden surge of interest.

"Yes, of course," Lady Kalira replied.

"l suppose | should neet them talk to them"

"Yes."

The thought of all those stairs came to him and he asked, "Could you
send them up here?"

"OfF course, Lord Sterren," Lady Kalira said, with a faint bow.

The bow startled him Lady Kalira noticed his surprise, and expl ai ned,
"Lord Sterren, | think | really should tell you that as warlord, now that you
have accepted the position and that the king has acknow edged you, you outrank
me. In fact, you are now one of the highest-ranking nobles in Senma.

H storically, the warlord and the foreign nminister are equal in rank and
second only to the king and his inmrediate fanmily, with all others, steward,
treasurer, trader, all of them your inferiors.”

"Real | y?"

"Real ly."

Sterren mused on that for a while, wondering just what such an exalted
rank would actually mean in terms of power, privilege, and responsibility. He
al nost forgot Lady Kalira was there until she rem nded him

"My lord?" she asked.

"Ah," Sterren said, startled. "Yes?"

"Lord Sterren, I'mtired and hungry, too. If you have no nore questions,
may | have your | eave to go?"

Startled anew, Sterren stanmered. "Of course,” he nanaged at | ast.

Lady Kalira curtseyed, then turned.

"Send up ny officers," Sterren called, "when |I'm done eating."

He was sure she had heard him but she said nothing as she slipped out of
the room

He stared after her for a nonent.

The switch fromher role as exasperated jailer to one of deferential
subordi nate was curiously unnerving. He was not accustoned to havi ng anyone
defer to him He had always settled for sinple tolerance, which was all a
tavern ganbl er or street brat could reasonably ask

There was sonething very seductive about the thought of a wonan unable to
| eave his roomuntil he granted permnission. Admittedly, the aging and
irritable Lady Kalira was not herself seductive in the least, but the idea of
such power certainly had its appeal

But it came with the job of warlord, with all the unknown hazards and
duties that nust surely inply. War nmeant swords and bl ood and death and
killing, and he wanted no part of it.

But Semma had been at peace since twenty years before he was born. Maybe



he could defend it without fighting any wars, as his inredi ate predecessor
t he great-uncle he had never known, had.

"My lord," Alder said, startling himfrom his nuddl ed thoughts, "shall
hang this in the wardrobe?" He held up one of Sterren's old tunics.

"Yes," Sterren said. He took a sudden interest in his bel ongi ngs, seeing
t hat everything went somewhere appropriate, and that he knew how the room was
arranged. It was beconming clear that, barring the unforeseen, he was going to
be staying for quite some tine.

He was unsure, now, whether that was good news or bad.

CHAPTER 6

He pushed away the plate and stood up. Alder |ooked up, startled, and
began, "My lord--"

"Ch, go ahead and eat," Sterren said crossly. He was already getting
tired of the strange new deference paid him Al der had just started to eat,
but he was obviously ready to |leap up and follow orders, should his warlord
care to give any.

H's warlord did not. H's warlord was feeling very nmuch out of place. H's
nmoods kept swi nging back and forth. This room and title, and rank were al
very well, and could be a lot of fun, but they al so seemed to be permanent and
i nvol untary, which could be tiresone, quite aside fromthe acconpanying
responsibilities and risks. It was clear, despite the subm ssive gestures from
Al der and Lady Kalira, that he was still sonething of a prisoner; if he tried
to just walk out of the castle and head back toward Ethshar, he was quite sure
that Al der or Dogal or both would follow himand probably stop himbefore he
got out of the village.

And he was tired of seeing Al der and Dogal, after several days spent
traveling in their close, very close, company.

At | east Lady Kalira was gone, and he would be neeting ot her people soon

O course, that, too, had both its appealing and frighteni ng aspects.
These peopl e were barbarians, not Ethsharites; he was sure that he was not
what anybody expected in a warlord and he had no idea just how the Semmans
m ght deal with his shortcom ngs. That nention of summary execution, back in
the tavern on Bargain Street, had stayed with him always sonewhere in the
back of his m nd.

Dogal and Al der had eaten in turns, and Dogal was now guardi ng the door
keeping Sterren's officers, who had arrived a nonent earlier, waiting in the
hal I .

"Dogal ," Sterren called, "send themin."

Dogal said nothing, but stepped aside and allowed the three waiting nmen
to enter.

Each in turn stepped into the chanber, bowed, spoke, and then stepped
aside to make roomfor the next.

"Anduron of Semmm, Lord Sterren," said the first, with a graceful bow and
ajingle of jewelry. He was tall and sturdy, richly dressed in blue silk,
perhaps thirty years old, certainly rmuch ol der than Sterren. Like every Semman
Sterren had yet seen, he was dark-haired and deeply tanned. Sterren thought he
detected a fam |y resenbl ance to the king.

He al so detected, nore definitely, a trace of scent, something vaguely
fl ownery.

"Arl of the Strong Arm" said the next, bobbing his head. He was shorter
but Sterren guessed his weight to be no |l ess than Anduron's, and his age was
probably simlar. He wore a red kilt and red-enbroi dered yell ow tunic and
snel l ed of nothing but |eather and sweat.

"Shender the Bold," said the third, wi thout cerempny. He fell between the
others in height, but clearly weighed | ess than either of them being thin and
wiry, and was younger as well, surely no nore than twenty-five, but stil
ol der than Sterren. Hs garb was simlar to Arl's, but nore ornate and better



kept, and Sterren could detect no odor at all.

These three were nore or |less displaying the fornms of deference due a
superior, but it was obvious they did not really feel any of the respect those
forms inplied.

Lady Kalira had been subtler in her contenpt.

“I'mSterren of Ethshar," Sterren replied, bowing in his turn. He
pronounced "Ethshar" correctly, refusing to yield to the Semman usage. After
all, he thought resentfully, Senmat did use the th sound, just not in
conbi nation with sh

"Your pardon, ny lord," said Anduron, "but would it not be nore proper to
call yourself Sterren, Ninth Warlord of Semma?"

Anduron's words were snoot hly spoken, and Sterren would have liked to
make a graceful reply. His Iimted know edge of the |anguage forced himto
make do with, "I guess you're right. I"'mstill new at this." He smled, not
very convi ncingly.

Behind him Al der was hurriedly stuffing the |ast few bites of
gravy-soaked bread into his nouth.

The three new arrivals stood stiffly silent for a nonent.

"Lord Sterren," Shender said, finally, "you sent for us?"

"Yes," Sterren said. "Of course. Sit down." He waved at the chairs in the
various corners. Alder was just getting up fromthe chair at the desk, and
after an instant's hesitation Sterren settled on the foot of the bed instead
of trying to maneuver behind the soldier

The officers obeyed, bringing the chairs to a rough semicircle. Once
seated, they stared stonily at Sterren

He took a deep breath and delivered his little speech, two of the |ongest
sentences he had yet contrived in Semmat.

"I called you here because | amtold I ama warlord now, whether | |ike
it or not. I think | need to find out what that nmeans, and what it is | am
expected to do."

The officers still stared silently.

"You aren't making this easy," Sterren said, blinking at them

"Lord Sterren," Shender said, "you still haven't told us what you want of
us."

"What | want," Sterren said, "is to know what |, your warlord, am
expected to do. | want you three to tell ne."

The t hree exchanged | ooks.

"My lord," Shender said, "it is not our place to tell you what to do. It
is your job to tell us what to do."

Sterren suppressed a sigh. Wiether they resented the elevation of a
stranger as their superior, or whether they were testing hi msonehow, or
whet her they were sinply stupid or stubborn or unimaginative, Sterren had no
way of knowi ng, but he could see plainly enough that his officers were not
going to be a great deal of help.

At least, not at first. Perhaps they woul d adjust eventually.

"Lord Shender--" he began

"I amno lord," Shender interrupted.

Sterren acknow edged the correction with a nod and said, "Shender, then
tell me your duties."

"My duties. Lord Sterren?"

"Yes, your duties." He hoped he hadn't gotten the w ong word.

"I -have no duties at present, ny lord; | amthe conmander of the Semman
cavalry, not a nere guardsnan.”

"Caval ry?" The word was unfamiliar

"Caval ry. "

Sterren | ooked at Al der, who supplied, "Soldiers on horses."

Sterren nodded, filing the word away. "Cavalry. Good. You're the
conmander of the Semman cavalry. Do you have a particular title? Do |l call you
nmy |ord, or conmander ?"

"Captain, ny lord," Shender said grimy. "You call nme Captain."



"Thank you. Captain Shender. And Captain Arl, is it?"

"Yes, Lord Sterren." Were Shender had sounded barely tol erant of his new
lord, Arl sounded resigned and despairing.

"Captain of what?"

“"Infantry, my lord, foot soldiers."

Sterren nodded politely, appreciative of Arl's trace of cooperation in
explaining an unfanmiliar word without forcing Sterren to ask.

"And Capt ai n Anduron?"

"Lord Anduron, ny lord. | amyour second in command, in charge of
everything that Captain Arl and Captain Shender are not, archers, the castle
garrison, supply, and so forth." He spoke with studi ed nonchal ance, spraw ing
confortably on his chair.

"Ah!" That sounded prom sing, especially once Al der and Lord Anduron
bet ween t hem had expl ai ned the unfamliar words. Sterren wondered if he could
pal moff all his duties on Lord Anduron and | eave hinmseif to enjoy his
position as a figurehead. Lord Anduron had a | ook of cool conpetence about him
that Sterren hoped was not nmere affectation. "How many archers are there?" he
asked.

Lord Anduron's reply burst Sterren's bubble instantly.

"None, at present," he said calmy.

"None?"

"None. W've had no need of any for forty years, after all; archers
aren't particularly inpressive in parades or display, and bowwod is
expensive. Od Sterren, that is, your esteened predecessor, the Eighth
Warlord, allowed all the old archers to retire and left it to me, or my father
before ne, to replace them and we didn't trouble to do so. If we need
archers, I"'msure we can find and train them quickly."

"Ah." Sterren tried to | ook wi se and understandi ng, although he had
m ssed several words and was fairly certain that training a conmpetent archer
took a good deal nore time and effort than Lord Anduron thought, especially if
there were no trained archers around to serve as teachers. "Wat about the
castle... garrison? |Is that the word?"

"My lord speaks Senmat |ike a native, of course,” Lord Anduron said.
Shender interrupted himw th a quickly suppressed burst of derisive |aughter
Lord Anduron cast hima cold glance, then went on, "The castle garrison, ny
lord, is composed of whoever happens to be inside the castle at the time of an
attack."

"l see, you nean the nobles, and the servants, and so on?"

"Why, no, Lord Sterren, of course not. One could hardly expect the
nobility to soil their hands with the hauling about of gates and bars, or
hurling-stones, and the servants will have their normal duties to perform No,
| mean whatever villagers reach the shelter of the castle walls in tinme."

Sterren stared at Lord Anduron for a nonent, then decided argunent woul d
do no good, nost particularly in his limted Semmat. He turned his head and
asked, "Captain Shender, how many nen and horses do you have?"

"Twenty men, ny lord, and twelve horses," Shender replied pronptly and
proudly.

Sterren realized with a shock that his escort into the castle had been
nmost of the cavalrymen in the entire kingdom and all the cavalry's horses.

"Captain Arl?"

"At present, Lord Sterren, | have sixty-five nen and boys, all fully
arnmed, well trained; and ready for anything."

Sterren sonehow doubted that the Semman infantry was ready for anything.
What, he wondered, would they do in the face of an attack by the overlord of
Et hshar of the Spices? Azrad VII had ten thousand nmen in his city guard al one.
He coul d overwhel m Semma conpletely with a tenth of his soldiery, wthout
calling on any of his nore inportant resources, the mlitia, the navy, his
magi ci ans, the other two-thirds of the Ethsharitic triunmvirate, and so on

But these were the Small Ki ngdons, and things were obviously different
her e.



The three officers all seemed very confident, certainly, and they surely
knew nore of the situation than he, a foreigner, did.

Even so, eighty-five nen and a few frightened refugees did not seemlike
a very large force for a castle the size of Semm's.

"Lord Anduron," he asked, "what about magi c?"

The young nobl eman | ooked puzzl ed. "\Wat about nagic, ny |ord?"

"What magi ci ans do you command?"

"None, ny lord; what would | have to do wi th nagicians?"

"Are they infantry or cavalry, then?"

"No," Arl said, as Shender shook his head.

"Aren't there any magicians in the castle, then?" Sterren asked, truly
fri ght ened.

The three officers stared at each other. It was Lord Anduron who spoke,
finally, saying, "l suppose there mght be one or two. Queen Ashassa keeps a
t heur gi st about, Agor by nane, and |'ve heard the servants chatter about a
wi zard anong their nunmber. The village has an herbalist or two, and a witch, |
believe, but they aren't in the castle. Lord Sterren, forgive me, but why do
you ask?"

"Don't you use magic... Isn't it..." Sterren's Semmat failed him
monentarily. He took a deep breath and began agai n.

"I'n Ethshar," he said, "Lord Azrad keeps the best nagicians with him
They would use their... their magic, if the city were attacked. Ships carry
magi ci ans, to defend against... against other ships, which of course have
their own magici ans. No one would dare a big fight w thout magic." He cursed
hinmsel f and all of Senmma for his lack of a correct title for Azrad, and the
words for "spells,"” "pirates,"” and "battle."

For several |ong seconds the roomwas absolutely silent. Then Shender
spat a word that Sterren had never heard before.

"Lord Sterren," Lord Anduron said, "we do not use nmagic in war here."

Lord Andyron's tone was flat and final, but Sterren could not stop
hi nsel f from shouting, "Wiy not?" In his thoughts, which were in Ethsharitic,
his phrasing was a good bit nore col orful

"It isn't done. It never has been.”

Sterren stared at himfor a nonment. "| see," he said at last. He blinked
and then said, "If you will forgive ne, | amtired fromny journey. | need to
rest."” In truth, what he felt a need for was tinme to digest the situation. "o
now, and I will speak with you again |ater. Perhaps after dinner. | would like
to... to look at the soldiers."

"Revi ew t he troops?" Arl suggested.

"I think so," Sterren agreed, nodding. He stood up

The other three |l eaped up as well. Each in turn bowed, then left the
room

Lord Anduron bowed deeply and swept out; Arl bowed stiffly and marched
out; Shender bobbed his head and stal ked out.

Sterren stared after them then burst out, in Ethsharitic, "Wat a bunch
of idiots!" He had been willing to give themthe benefit of the doubt in
regard to the nunbers and preparedness of their forces, but to so conpletely
and arbitrarily rule out the use of magic in warfare was ridicul ous! \Wat
woul d guard them agai nst treachery? How coul d they know what the eneny was
pl anni ng? Who woul d heal wounds? Sending soldiers out to fight with nothing
but swords and shields was truly barbaric.

And nost inmportantly, what would they ever do if they fought an eneny who
did not bother with such scruples?

Qovi ously, they would | ose, and | ose quickly and deci sively.

He coul d only hope that nothing |ike that happened while he was warl ord.
H's duty, Lady Kalira had told him was to defend Semma, but some things were
i ndef ensi bl e.

An Ethsharitic obscenity escaped him

"My lord?" Alder inquired, startled by the outburst.

"Not hing," Sterren said, "It's nothing." His initial amazenent at the



i dea of fighting a war wi thout using nagic was beginning to fade, and anot her
t hought struck him "Wat was that that Shender said, about using magic to
fight?"

Unconfortably, Alder asked, "You nmean that word, gakhar?" He shifted
uneasily.

"Yes, that's it." Sterren saw Al der's disconfort, but declined to let him
of f the hook; he stared inquiringly.

Rel uctantly, Alder said, "It neans a... a person of no culture, a person
not fit to be anong ordi nary people.™

Sterren considered that, then stared after the vani shed Shender the Bol d.

"You nmean he called ne a barbarian?" Sterren was dunbfounded. He wasn't
sure whether to laugh or screamw th rage at the unbelievable insult of being
call ed a barbarian by people such as these, but after a nonent |aughter won
out .

Al der stared at him puzzled and anused, but not particularly displeased
with his new warl ord.

CHAPTER 7

The clothes in the wardrobe did not fit him Sterren, Ei ghth Warlord had
obvi ously been considerably |larger than was Sterren, Ninth Warlord. Not that
he had been anything |ike Al der or Dogal, but he surely had the advantage of a
few i nches over his great-nephew, both in height and circunference.

Even so, Sterren thought that he would do better to wear sonething from
t he wardrobe, belted up tight, than to try to get any nore use out of his own
tattered garnents. He was to eat dinner with the king, at the Hi gh Table, and
he had not a single tunic left that had neither patches nor mgjor stains.

Furthernmore, he saw that all his clothes were cut differently fromthe
prevailing nmode in Senma. The | ocal style was |ooser, nmore flowing, but with
nore fancywork to it.

He picked out an el egant black silk tunic enbroidered in gold, and a pair
of bl ack | eather breeches, black seened to be the predom nant color in the
collection, and he guessed it had sonething to do with the office he held. It
seenmed an appropriate color for a warlord.

O course, it mght just be that his great-uncle had |iked the dramatic,
or maybe he had a norbid streak, but in any case, black clothes m ght not | ook
quite so oversized on him

He woul d, he thought with a sigh, have to alter all the clothes, take
themin to fit him

No, he wouldn't, he corrected hinself, brightening up; he was an
aristocrat now He could find a servant to do that. The castle probably had a
tail or sonmewhere

He pulled the tunic over his head and | ooked in the flaking, yell owed
mrror that hung in the back of the wardrobe.

He shuddered. The tunic al nost reached his knees; he |looked like a little
boy.

He pulled on the breeches, then began adjusting belts and fabric.

By tucking in the top of the breeches and fol ding under the cuff on each
l eg, he was able to make themfit, though they were still rather baggy in
spots. The tunic was | ess cooperative, but he finally contrived an arrangenent
of two belts, one under and one over, that pulled the hemup to a height he
could live with. The enbroidered sleeves he had to roll up

He was studying his appearance critically when someone knocked on the
door.

"Who is it?" he called, unthinkingly using Ethsharitic.

"What ?" soneone answered in Semmat. The voice was femal e, young and
fenal e.

"Sorry,"

he called, switching to Semmat as he adjusted his belts. "Wo is
it?"



"The Princess Lura, Lord Sterren," Alder's voice replied.

Sterren whirled around and stared at the door. A princess? He gl anced
down at hinsel f.

He | ooked foolish, he knew, but he would have to face this soon enough
He pursed his lips and decided not to put off the inevitable. "Conme in," he
cal | ed.

The door swung open and Sterren | ooked up to see who was there, but at
first he saw no one. Then he let his gaze drop

"Hello," Princess Lura said, smling up at him "You look funny in those
cl ot hes; don't you have any that fit?"

Sterren was not particularly fond of children, but Lura, whom he guessed
to be no nore than nine, at the nost, had an irresistible grin.

Besi des, she was a princess. He smiled back, and it was only slightly
f orced.

"No," he said, "I'mafraid | don't. The clothes | brought with ne are al
worn out."

"Can't you get new ones?" she denanded.

"I haven't had tinme," he expl ai ned.

"Ch, | guess not." Her gaze dropped for a nonent, and an awkward sil ence
fell, to be quickly broken when she rai sed her eyes again and said, "I wanted
to neet you. | never met anybody from Et hshar before.™

Sterren noticed that she pronounced "Ethshar" correctly, even when
speaki ng Semmat, and nodded approvingly. "l can understand that," he said. "I
must seem.. um.. | nust be like... | guess you haven't." Hi s Semmat
vocabul ary had failed himagain. He hastened to cover over his slip. "I never
met a princess before.”

"No?"

He shook his head. "No," he said.

"Not even back in Ethshar?"

"Not even in Ethshar. There's only one princess in all of Ethshar of the
Spices, and | never met her."

Actual ly, technically, there were no "princesses” at all, but Azrad VII's
sister, Inra the Unfortunate, was a reasonably cl ose approxi mation. Sterren
had no idea what her correct title would be in Senmat; in Ethsharitic she was
simply Lady Inra.

"Ch, we have lots of princesses here!" Lura announced proudly. "There's

me, of course, and ny sisters -- Ashassa doesn't live here any nore, she's in
Kalithon with her husband Prince Tabar -- but there's Nissitha and Shirrin,
still. And there's ny Aunt Sanda. That's four of us, not counting Ashassa."

Sterren nodded. "Four's a good number, | guess," he said, smling
foolishly.

Lura's expression suddenly turned suspicious. "lI'mnot a baby, you know,"
she said. "You don't have to play along with ne."

"I"'msorry," Sterren said, dropping the false smle, "I didn't nean to..
to do as if you were a baby. Umn.. how old are you?" He looked a little nore

closely at her face. He could not tell her age with any certainty, but he
noti ced a resenbl ance to her father, the king.

"Seven," she said. "I'lIl be eight in Icebound. The ninth of Icebound."

"I was born on the eighth of Thaw, nyself," Sterren said.

Lura nodded and anot her awkward silence fell. The two of them stood
there, | ooking at each other or glancing around the room until Sterren
desperately, said, "So you just wanted to neet ne because |I'm from Et hshar?"

"Well, nostly. And you are the new warlord, so | guess you're inportant.
Everybody el se wants to neet you, too, but they didn't cone up here, | did. My
sister Shirrin was scared to, and N ssitha says she doesn't have tine for such
fool i shness, but she's just trying to act grown-up. She's twenty-one and not
even betrothed yet, so | don't know why she's so proud of herself!"

Sterren nodded. Lura obviously loved to talk, another resenblance to her
father, he thought. He wondered if he had finally found someone who woul d tel
hi m everyt hi ng he wanted to know about Semma Castle and its inhabitants;



certainly, Lura wasn't reticent.

On the other hand, how nuch woul d she actually know? Gossip about her
sisters was one thing; a warlord's duties were quite another

"Are you really a warlord?" she asked, breaking his chain of thought.

"So they tell nme," he said.

"Have you killed a | ot of people?"

Sterren shuddered. "I've never killed anyone," he said, enphatically.

"Ch." Lura was clearly disappointed by this revelation. She did not |et
that slow her for I|ong, however.

"What's it like in Ethshar?" she asked.

Involuntarily, Sterren glanced out the broad w ndows at the endl ess

plains to the north. "Crowded," he said. He pointed out the w ndow. "Imagine,"
he said, "that you were on the top of the tower at Westgate, |ooking east
across the city. The eastern wall would be halfway to the... to where the sun

cones up, and everything in between would be streets and shops and houses, al
crowded inside the walls." He didn't know any word for "horizon," and hoped
Lura woul d under stand what he neant.

Lura | ooked out the wi ndow and asked, "What about farns?"

"Qutside the walls, never inside."

She | ooked skeptical, and he saw no point in arguing about it. "You
asked,"” he said with a shrug.

She shrugged in reply. "You're right," she said, "I did. When are you
com ng downstairs? Everybody's waiting to neet you."

"They are?"

"Well, of course they are, silly! Come on, right now, | know Shirrin
wants to neet you, especially."

"She does?" Even when he renenbered who Shirrin was -- one of Lura's
sisters, and therefore a princess -- Sterren could not imagi ne why she woul d

particularly want to nmeet him

"Yes, she does. Cone on!"

Sterren gl anced hel pl essly around at the room He had no idea what his
position was relative to this little terror of a princess; certainly, she nust
outrank him but would her youth affect her authority to order him about?

He couldn't be sure of that. Reluctantly, he foll owed her as she marched
out of the room

Once in the hallway. Al der and Dogal fell in step behind him and
toget her the four of themtranped down the six nights of stairs to the door of
the throne room He stopped there to catch his breath while Lura waited
i mpatiently.

They did not enter the throne room but turned aside at the |ast noment
and headed down a short corridor and through an unmarked door of age-darkened
oak. Beyond was an ant echanber, panel ed in snoke-stai ned wood and furni shed
wi th heavy vel vet-uphol stered benches; Lura led Sterren directly through this
and on through anot her door

This gave into a sunny little sitting room and as Sterren entered, Lura
| eadi ng hi mby the hand, he glinpsed the inhabitants |eaping to their feet.

He found hinmself facing two women and a girl a few years younger than
hinself, all richly dressed, all standing and staring at him

"Shirrin, look who I found!" Lura announced.

The girl blushed bright red and gl anced about as if |ooking for sonme way
to escape. Seeing none, she stared defiantly back at Sterren, her cheeks
crinson.

The ol der woman | ooked reprovingly at Sterren's guide. "Lura," she said,
"wat ch your manners."

The younger wonman sinply stood, silently gazing down her nose at Sterren
It was quite obvious that she had noticed his attire and didn't think nuch of
it.

O maybe she didn't think nmuch of himin any case; Sterren couldn't be
sure. He had the distinct inpression, however, that the woman woul d have
sniffed with disdain if sniffing were not perhaps a trifle vul gar



He smiled politely.

"Hello," he said. "lI'm Sterren of Ethshar, Sterren Ninth Warlord, they
call me."

"My lord Sterren,” the ol der wonan said, snmiling in return, "what a
pl easure to nmeet you! |'m Ashassa, formerly of Thanoria, and these are ny
daughters, Nissitha,” with a nod toward the younger worman, "and Shirrin," wth
a nod toward the blushing girl. "Lura you have already net, | take it."

"Yes," Sterren said, "she introduced herself." He realized, with a tw nge

of dismay, that he was speaking to the Queen of Senma, and had presumably just
cone barging into the royal famly's private quarters.

At that thought, he glanced around quickly.

The room was pl easant enough; a floor of square-cut white stone was
partly covered by bright-hued carpets, and white-painted paneling covered the
wal s on three sides. The fourth side was nostly w ndow, the glass panes
arranged in ornate floral patterns and the |eading picked out with red and
white paint. Several couches stood handy, all covered in red velvet, and a few
smal | tables of white marble and black iron were scattered about.

Not hi ng was extraordinarily |uxurious, however. Sterren had seen roons of
simlar size and appoi ntments, though never in any style quite |ike this one,
back in Ethshar.

The queen was nodding. "lI'mafraid Lura can be sonewhat inpetuous,"” she
said. "OfF course, we've all been |ooking forward to neeting you, our |ong-I ost
cousin."”

"A very distant cousin, of course,” Nissitha interjected, with a
meani ngf ul gl ance at Sterren's tunic.

"Lura said that you wanted to neet me," Sterren acknow edged. " She
mentioned Shirrin in particular, thought I don't--"

He was interrupted by a shriek fromPrincess Shirrin. The red had faded
somewhat from her cheeks, but now it flooded back nore brightly than ever, and
she turned and ran fromthe room

Sterren stared after her, astonished.

Lura burst into giggles. N ssitha stared down at her youngest sister in
cl ear disgust. The queen's expression shifted to polite di smay.

"Did | say sonething wong?" Sterren asked, hoping he hadn't just
condemmed hinself to a dungeon or worse.

"Ch, no," Queen Ashassa reassured him "or at least, not really. It's
Lura's doing. And of course, Shirrin's being foolish, too. She's thirteen, you
know, a very sensitive age, and Lura's doing her best to enbarrass her. Don't
let it worry you." She turned to Lura and said sternly, "Lura, you go
apol ogi ze to your sister!™

Lura's giggling suddenly stopped. "For what?" she demanded, "I didn't do
anyt hi ng! "

"Do as | say!" the queen thundered, pointing.

Lura knew better than to argue any further; she nmarched off after
Shirrin.

"I"'msorry, ny lord,"” the queen said when Lura had cl osed the door behind
her. "Those girls love to tease each other. You see, Shirrin's all full of
romantic stories about Ethshar and warlords and | ost heirs ever since our
t heurgist, Agor, first told us about you, and Lura's been making fun of her
for it."

"Silly things," N ssitha remarked. "CGetting worked up over nothing!"

Sterren was at a loss for a reply. "Ah," he said.

"Well, then, ny lord," Queen Ashassa said, "as long as you're here, Lura
was quite right, we've all been eager to nmeet you and talk with you. You nust
under st and, none of us have ever been nore than a few |l eagues fromthis
castle; my ancestral hone in Thanoria is only six |eagues or so, and that's
the furthest any of us has travel ed. Ethshar seenms unspeakably exotic. Do sit
down and tell us something about it!"

Sterren glanced at his guards, but Dogal and Al der were being steadfastly
silent. Seeing no polite way to refuse, he reluctantly and delicately seated



hi nrsel f on one of the velvet couches, while Queen Ashassa and Princess
Ni ssitha settled onto others, and asked, "Wat can | tell you?"

Princess Nissitha's expression plainly said that he couldn't tell her
anything at all, but Queen Ashassa asked, her tone sincerely interested, "Is
it true the city of Ethshar is so large that you can't see fromone end to the
ot her ?"

"Well," Sterren said, considering the question, "It would depend where
you were standing. | suppose fromatop the... the lord s castle you could see
the city walls on both sides. But nostly, it's true."

The overlord's pal ace was not really a castle, but his limted Seman
vocabul ary did not include a nore suitable term

The queen asked nore questions, and Sterren did his best to answer;
gradual ly, as the topics ranged fromthe city's size to the recently-begun
overlordship of Azrad VIl to w zards and ot her nmgicians, Sterren found
hi nsel f rel axi ng and enj oyi ng the conversation. Queen Ashassa, despite her
royal title, was a pleasant enough person

Princess N ssitha never said a word and eventually rose and glided
haughtily away.

After a time, a servant entered quietly and announced that di nner was
ready. Queen Ashassa rose, and for a nonent Sterren thought she was going to
offer her arm to be escorted in to the neal, as he had seen ladies do in
Et hshar.

Ei ther Semman etiquette was different, or the difference in their
stations as queen and warlord was too great; Ashassa marched off on her own,
leaving Sterren to follow in her wake.

The dining hall, Sterren di scovered, was the throne room where the king
had first received him Trestle tables had been set up and covered with white
linen, and chairs brought from somewhere to line either side. A smaller table
stood upon the dais, crossing the T, with a dozen chairs behind it.

As yet, alnost all the chairs were still unoccupi ed.

Queen Ashassa took a seat at the high-table, near the center; Sterren,
recogni zi ng that the high table was a position of special honor, guessed that
it was reserved for the royal famly and headed for a seat at one of the |ong
t abl es.

A servant caught his el bow

"My lord,"” the servant whispered, "you sit on the king's right." He
pointed to the high table, indicating a chair two spaces over fromthe
queen's.

Sterren froze, suddenly overcome with fright at the idea of sitting up
there and eating in full view of dozens, maybe hundreds of people, in his
ill-fitting clothes, with his sinple Ethsharitic manners that were surely
foreign to these barbarians with their noble trappings. The servant pushed
gently at his elbow, and, reluctantly, he allowed hinself to be prodded
forward, up the steps onto the dais.

He seized control of his dignity, once he reached the top step, and
marched on to his place unai ded.

The princesses, he saw, were taking their seats on the queen's side of
the table, to his left. To his right, a young man of roughly his own age and
with a resenblance to the royal famly took a seat two places over. Another,
per haps a year younger, took the seat just beyond that. A nutter of
conversation filled the room but Sterren, with his still-poor grasp of
Senmat, could not catch any of it.

Then the king entered, foll owed by an entourage of soldiers and
courtiers. Silence fell. Everyone who had been seated rose; Sterren foll owed
suit a bit tardily. The courtiers gradually peeled away fromthe group and
found seats at the long table as the party progressed up the Ilength of the

hall, but they remained standing by their chairs.
Ki ng Phenvel reached his place and sat, and his guards took up
unobt rusi ve positions along the back wall. He nodded politely, and the rest of

t he conpany sat as well.



That was the sign for the nmeal to begin, and the | ow nutter of
conversation resumed. It quickly built up to considerably nore than a nutter
punctuated by the occasional clash of cutlery as diners sorted out their
t abl e-war e.

The knives and forks appeared to be silver, and Sterren wondered what
t hey were worth.

As yet, he had nothing to eat with them so he let his own inplenents lie
undi sturbed on the tabl ecloth.

The noi se | evel was roughly that of a busy but well-behaved tavern, and
Sterren found that somewhat startling. He had sonmehow expected a roonful of
aristocrats to eat in dignified silence.

That, he realized, was foolish. People were people, regardless of titles.

QO her people continued to drift in and take seats as the king exchanged a
few pleasantries with the queen. Sterren | ooked about the room feeling a
little lost.

A m ddl e-aged nan sat down to Sterren's right and smled at him

"Hello," he said, "I'm Al garven, Eighth Kai'takhe."

"Ei ght h what?" Sterren asked before he could catch hinself.

"Kai'takhe... Ch, you don't know the word, do you? Let ne think." The
fellow blinked twice, frowning, then smled again, and said, in Ethsharitic,
"Steward!"

"You speak Ethsharitic?" Sterren asked eagerly, in Ethsharitic.

Al garven smiled. "No, no," he said in Semmat, "just a few words."

"Ch," Sterren said, disappointed.

He suddenly remenbered his manners and introduced hinself.

"Ch, we all know who you are," Al garven assured him

Sonehow, Sterren did not find that reassuring.

"Here, let me tell you who everybody is," Algarven said. He began
poi nti ng.

"You know t he king and queen, of course. There to the queen's left is the
treasurer, Adrean.”

Adrean was a plunp nman of perhaps fifty, making hima decade or so ol der
than Al garven; he wore a heavy gold chain around his neck, and his tunic was
an unusual ly ugly shade of purple.

"Beyond him that's old Inria, our Trader. If she were a little younger,
she'd have been the one to go and fetch you."

Inria was an ancient, toothless hag, wearing black velvet and grinning
out at the inhabitants of the hall.

"And then there are the three princesses, Nissitha, Shirrin, and Lura..."

"I nmet themthis afternoon," Sterren remarked.

"Ah! And did you neet the princes?" Algarven turned to the other side and
gestured at the four youths there, ranging in age froma young man of perhaps
ei ghteen to a boy of ten or eleven

"No," Sterren adnmitted.

"W have here Phenvel the Younger, heir to the throne, and his brothers
Tendel, Rayel, and Dereth."

"Afine famly," Sterren said.

"The king certainly hasn't shirked his duty in providing heirs, has he?"
Al garven agreed. "And his father didn't, either; down there at the first
table, those three on the end here, that's the elder Prince Rayel, and Prince
Al der, the king's brothers, and his sister. Princess Sanda. Another brother
the el der Tendel, got hinself killed seven years ago in a duel."

"Ah." Sterren could not think of anything further to say and was saved
fromthe necessity of inventing something by the sudden arrival of servants
bearing trays of food, breads, fruits, neats, and cheeses.

Fromthen on, the neal was sinply another neal; Sterren forgot his
exposed position on the dais, forgot his inprovised garb, and set about
filling his belly.

Bet ween bites he continued to make polite conversation with both the
steward Al garven and Ki ng Phenvel hinself, but this largely consisted of



sinmple questions and required little thought. Any tine he found hinself at a
| oss for words he sinply reached for another orange or buttered a roll

By the end of the neal he felt fairly confortable with the royal fanily
and his fellow lords. They were, after all, just people, despite the titles,
and he was one of them

VWhen he reflected on this, he was anazed at hinself for accepting his
situation so readily.

CHAPTER 8

The barracks adjoining the castle gate was reasonably tidy, but Sterren
woul d not have applied the word "clean" to it. The cracks between the stones
of the floor were filled with accunul ated bl ack gunk, and cobwebs dangl ed
unnol ested in the | ess-accessible corners of the ceiling. Various stains were
visible on the whitewashed walls; some of them particularly those near the
floor, were very unappeti zi ng.

He had certainly seen worse, though; his own room back on Bargain
Street, had been only marginally better

H's belly was pleasantly full, and his head very slightly aswmw th
wi ne, and he decided not to pick nits.

He had cone directly fromthe dining hall out to the walls to make this
i nspection of his troops and their lodging, so as to get it over with. His
mai n purpose, he rem nded hinmsel f, was to see what sort of nen he was supposed
to command, not to criticize anybody's house-keepi ng.

But still, it seemed to himthat a really first-rate group of soldiers
woul d keep their quarters in better shape.

He did not bother to look in the cabinets or kit bags at each station
nor under the narrow beds. He would not have known what to | ook for, and
besides, it seened like an invasion of the soldiers' privacy. He glanced at
t he bunks, each with one bl anket pulled taut and another rolled up to serve as
a pillow, and could see nothing to conment on

He wal ked on through to the arnmory, where a fine assortnment of weapons
adorned the walls and various racks. He reached out at random and picked up a
swor d.

It came away fromthe rack only reluctantly and left a little wad of rust
behi nd. The area of blade that had been hidden by the wooden brackets was
nothing but a few flakes of dull brown rust, and the |eather wapping on the
hilt cracked in his grasp. Gay dust swirled up, and he sneezed.

Behi nd him he heard some of his men shuffling their feet in
enbarrassment. He carefully placed the sword back on the rack

He shoul d, he knew, reprimand sonebody for the incredibly poor condition
of the sword, but he was unsure who, specifically, to address. Furthernore,
even if he was the warlord, he was also a foreigner and a nere youth and not
even particularly large. The soldiers were all considerably ol der and | arger
than himself. He knew that his title should give himsufficient authority to
berate them all despite being so thoroughly outwei ghed and out nunbered, but he
could not find the courage to test that theory.

Maybe | ater, he told hinmself, when he had settled in a bit nore, he could
do sonething about it.

Even as he thought it, he was slightly ashaned of his cowardi ce.

"My lord," sonmeone said, "these are the weapons we use for practice." A
hand indicated a rack near the door

Sterren picked up another sword. This one was in far better shape,
wi t hout a spot of rust, the grip soft and supple, but the blade, he saw, was
dul I .

Well, it was only a practice blade. You wouldn't want to kill anyone in
nmere practice, would you? he asked hinself. He nodded and returned the weapon
to its place.

He wi shed he knew nore about swords and ot her weapons. He had no idea



what to check for.

The rust, however, was obviously a very bad sign

He turned back to face his nen.

Al of them as he had noticed before, were |arger than hinself, but not
all were mountains of nmuscle Iike his personal escorts, Al der and Dogal. In
fact, the mpjority seened to be pot-bellied or otherwi se running to fat. He
mental ly conmpared themto the city guards he had seen back in Ethshar
strolling the streets to keep the peace, or rousting the beggars from Wl
Street, or carousing in the taverns.

The Royal Arny of Senma did not fare well in the conparison. Ethshar's
guardsmen cane in all sizes, but they all had a certain toughness that this
oversi zed bunch did not display. Guardsnen might be fat, but they were never
sof t.

Much of Semma's sol diery | ooked soft.

Sterren suppressed a shrug. Things were different here. Watever duties
t hese nen had, they obviously didn't require the sort of ruggedness that was
needed to nmaintain order in the world's largest, richest, and rowdiest city.

Al der had told himthat Semma had been at peace for nmore than forty
years; Sterren hoped that was not about to change.

If it did, though, and all he had to fight with was this pitiful handful
of men, well, Semma wasn't his honel and. He coul d al ways surrender

Couldn't he? It occurred to himthat he had no idea what the custons were
in the Small Kingdons regardi ng prisoners of war.

He wal ked fromthe arnory back into the barracks and noticed sonething he
had m ssed before. One of the bunks had been noved. It had been shoved up
against a wall, so that the space between that bunk and the next was tw ce the
space between any other two. As further confirmation, half the floor in the
wi dened space was cleaner and lighter than the rest of the barracks floor.

His curiosity was piqued. "You," he said to the nearest soldier, "slide
that bunk out fromthe wall, would you?"

The soldier glanced at his mates, who all sonehow managed to be | ooking
in other directions.

"Come on," Sterren said, using the phrase Lady Kalira had used when
urgi ng her horse onward.

The sol di er stepped forward, noving slowy as if hoping for sone
m racul ous reprieve, and pulled the bunk out, back to its original position.

In doing so, he uncovered several lines of chalk drawn onto the dirty
pl anks.

Sterren recogni zed the lines imediately and grinned. He suddenly saw
that he had sonething in comobn with these oversized barbari ans.

"Thr ee-bone?" he asked, in Ethsharitic.

The sol di ers | ooked bl ank, and he puzzled out a Senmmran equival ent and
tried that.

One sol di er shook his head and replied, "No, double flash."

Hi s companions glared at him too late to hush him Sterren waved their
di spl easure aside. "What stakes?" he asked. "And do you pass on the first |oss
or the second?" He had picked the word for ganbling stakes up from Doga
during the journey from Et hshar. Double flash was not his favorite dice gane,
by any neans, he would greatly have preferred three-bone, but it was certainly
better than nothing.

A friendly game was just what he needed to help himfeel at hone.

It would al so serve nicely to get to know sone of his nen and perhaps to
build up alittle noney that the other nobles woul d know not hi ng about. That
could be very useful if he ever decided to |eave.

He still had his purse, and the winnings fromhis |ast night in Ethshar
He pulled out a silver bit. "WIIl this buy ne a throw?"

Feet shuffled, and sonmeone coughed.

"Well, actually, nmy lord..."

"For now, just call nme Sterren, all right?"

"Yes, ny lord. Ah... Sterren. W usually play for copper."



"Good enough; can soneone nake change? And who's got the dice?"

Coi ns and dice enmerged from pockets and purses, and a nonent |ater
Sterren and three soldiers were crouched around the chal ked di agram tossing
copper bits into the various betting slots. Any further inspection was
forgotten.

VWhen the dice were passed, Sterren felt the famliar thrill of
conpetition, but the sense of cal moneness with the dice that he usually felt
was absent. He dismissed it as an effect of the unfamliar surroundings and
proceeded to throw a deuce, losing his turn.

It was well after mdnight when Sterren wearily clinbed back up to his
roomin the tower. H's purse was lighter by several silver bits, the
equi val ent of over a hundred coppers. H s luck had been consistently bad.

VWat ever talent or charm had kept himalive and solvent in the taverns of
Et hshar obvi ously had not worked in this alien place.

He wondered, as he hauled hinself up the dimy lit stairs, if it would
ever work again. If it didn't, he would have to give up dice for good.

Now, that was a really terrible thought!

He thrust it aside as he reached the top and saw Al der standing by the
door of his room As he wal ked down the short stretch of corridor and into his
room he ran over the rest of the day in his mnd

It had certainly been an eventful one.

He hoped he never had another like it.

Al der opened the door and followed himinto the room As Sterren stood
yawni ng, the big soldier Iit a candle on the desk and stood awaiting orders.

CHAPTER 9

Sterren stretched, thought for a nmonment, and then shooed Al der out. When
t he door had cl osed behind Alder's back he took a nonent to nake sure all his
bel ongi ngs were stashed where he could find them That done, he lay down on
the great canopied bed and tried to sleep

Hi s blood was still pumping hard fromthe excitenent of the game, the
shock of losing so badly, and the long clinb up the stairs fromthe barracks,
all coming at the end of an extraordinarily |long and bew | dering day; sleep
was slow in conming. He was still |ying awake when he heard a qui et knock on
hi s door.

"What is it?" he called.

The door opened partway, and Al der stuck his head in.

"There's sonmeone here who wants to see you. Al der said apologetically.
"He says he has business with you."

"At this hour?"

Al der expl ained, "He's been stopping by regularly all evening, but you
weren't in before."

That was true enough. "All right," Sterren said, "what kind of business?"

"He won't say. Something about settling an account your great-uncle |left,
| think."

"Settling an account?" That did not sound encouraging at all. "W is
it?"

Al der considered before replying, "He's a traveling merchant, | think, if
that's not too grand a word for him He deals in trinkets and whatnot. | don't

know his name, but |'ve seen himbefore. He really did deal with the old
warlord. "

"Tri nket s?"

Al der explained, "This and that. Little things."

Sterren considered telling Alder to get rid of this uninvited visitor
but his curiosity got the better of him what had the old warlord had to do
with a traveling dealer in trinkets? Wy was the nerchant so eager to see him
that he had not been able to go to sleep at a reasonabl e hour and | eave the
busi ness, whatever it was, until norning?



"Send himin," he called, as he sat up on the bed.

Al der ducked back out of sight, and a nonent |ater another nan slipped in
t hrough the hal f-open door, then carefully closed it securely behind him

He was short and dark, his hair graying, and he | ooked as if he had been
fat once, but was not eating well lately. He wore a greasy brown tunic and
even greasier gray breeches; his boots were well made and al so well worn.
Despite his clothing, his face and hair were clean, and he had no
obj ecti onabl e odor.

After closing the door he checked the latch carefully, then turned and
made a polite but perfunctory bow.

"Hello, Lord Sterren," he said. "Allow ne to introduce nyself. I"'mcalled
Lar Sanber's son. As your guard said, |I"'ma dealer in trinkets and oddities,
and the occasional |ove charmor poison."

Sterren nodded an acknowl edgnent, but before he could say anything, Lar
continued, "And |I'm sure you're wondering what old Sterren had to do with ne,
and what this account is | want to settle. That wasn't really ny reason for
com ng here. | have anot her business besides ny trading, you see, or rather, |
trade in a product |ess tangible, but nore inportant, than beads, and gewgaws.
Your great-uncle was my only custoner and the only person who knew about it."
He paused, eyeing Sterren, his face curiously expressionless.

Sterren nodded expectantly. "Go on," he said.

Lar hesitated for the first tine.

"l don't know you," he said.

"I don't know you, either,"” Sterren pointed out.

Lar nodded slowy. "True enough, and it's not as if | have a choice." The

nmer chant hesitated again, but only briefly. "I'myour chief spy," he burst out
hurriedly. "I deal in information. Naturally, this is a secret, one that your
great-uncl e kept well; nobody else in Semma ever knew, until now |'mtrusting

you with nmy life, nmy lord, by telling you this."

Hi s face remained oddly blank even as he said this; if he felt any great
anxi ety over the risk he was taking, it did not show

Sterren puzzl ed over the word "spy" for a nonent, then smled and pointed
to a chair. "Sit down," he said, "and tell e about it."

Lar's face did not change as he took a seat, but Sterren was sure he was
relieved.

He was relieved hinself; it was good to know that his predecessor had
even had spies, and had not relied entirely on his three officers and their
nen.

A thought occurred to him Lar was a traveler and a dealer in
i nformation. "Do you speak Ethsharitic?" he asked.

Startled, Lar admitted, "Some. Not much. Mstly | speak Ophkaritic,

Ksi nal I i onese, Thanorian, and Trader's Tongue."

Sterren had never even heard of Thanorian, but he didn't let that worry
him Instead, he burst out with a string of questions in his native tongue.

Lar had to repeatedly ask himto sl ow down, and several times the
conversation switched back into Senmat for a tine, or slipped into a pidgin of
the two | anguages that they inprovised on the spot. Even so, Sterren was able
to comunicate nore freely than he had in days.

Unfortunately, what Lar had to communi cate was not encouragi ng.

Bot h Ophkar and Ksinallion were planning to i nvade Semma.

Sonehow, although he had been trying to convince hinself war was
unlikely, this news did not really surprise Sterren at all.

Thi s inpending invasion was not really a secret; in fact, the suspicion
that it was being planned had been responsible for the urgency of Lady
Kalira's mssion to Ethshar. The aristocrats of Semma were confident that they
could survive a war, if they had a warl ord.

So they had sent for Sterren

Lar, however, did not stop his revelations at the mere fact of the com ng
war; he went on to detail the reasons for it, and also the reasons it had not
yet begun.



The underlyi ng reasons were sinple enough: Ophkar and Ksinallion both
wanted Semma's | and and wealth and people. For three hundred years, Ophkar and
Ksinal lion had been bitter enenmies; they had fought six wars in that time. In
the first, Ophkar had captured the Ksinallionese province of Senma; in the
second, Ksinallion won it back. It was during the Third Ophkar-Ksinallion war,
in 5002, that Senma, under Tendel the Great, had rebelled against the crue
yoke of Ksinallion and asserted its independence, siding with Ophkar and
| eading to an Ophkarite victory.

Five years |l ater, when Tendel died, Ophkar invaded Semma and attenpted to
annex it. Semma survived by enlisting Ksinallion's aid.

Fromthen on, Senma's policy was to maintain a bal ance of power between
Ophkar and Ksinallion by siding with whoever was weaker at any given tine,
playing the two off against each other in order to maintain its independence.
Tendel's son and heir, Rayel the Tenaci ous, had understood that; it was only
when he was old and ill that matters had gotten out of hand, and a war with
Ksinallion resulted in 5026. Hi s successor, Tendel 11, known as Tendel the
Gentle, reigned for twenty-two years without ever letting the bal ance slip.

He was foll owed by Rayel the Fool, who only lasted nine years, six of
t hem spent fighting Ophkar -- and | osing.

Phenvel |, also called Phenvel the Fat, had done nuch better; no wars
were fought during his twenty-one years on the throne.

The idea of the bal ancing policy was beginning to fade, though, as the
ki ngs of Semma forgot how precarious their position actually was; Phenvel |1
Phenvel the Warrior, fought Ophkar for seven years of his seventeen.
Admittedly, he won, the only time Semma ever single-handedly defeated Ophkar,
but seven years of war could not have been pleasant. Many stories of the
horrors of that Third Ophkar-Sema War were still told.

And the resulting weakness was largely responsible for Ksinallion's
victory over Semrma in the Third Ksinallion-Semma War, during the reign of
Rayel 111. He earned the nane Rayel the Patient by waiting el even years,
carefully building up his forces and waiting until the time was right, before
he | aunched his counterattack and won the Fourth Ksinallion-Senma War

Even that victory was probably a mistake; it laid the groundwork for the
di sastrous defeat Rayel |1V suffered in 5150, in the Fifth Ksinallion-Semm
War. Only Ophkar's threat to cone in on Semma's side had prevented Ksinallion
from annexi ng Semma outri ght.

That was Rayel the Tall; he was followed by Rayel V, Rayel the Handsone,
whose death brought about the negoti ated peace at the end of the Sixth
Ksi nal I i on- Semma War, establishing the present borders. That had al so been the
Si xt h Ophkar - Ksi nal I i on \War

Tendel 111 had been called Tendel the Di pl omat because he managed to tal k
his way out of war several tines in his twenty-four year reign; he was an
expert at playing Ophkar and Ksinallion off against each other, even bringing
in their other neighbors: Skaia, Thanoria, Ennurinon, Kalithon, even little
Nushasia, far to the north, at Ksinallion's farthest extrenme. None of those
bordered on Semma, but the threat of a two-front war was surprisingly
ef fective. Ophkar had no desire to fight Skaia or Ennurinon; Ksinallion
preferred peace with Kalithon and Nushasia; and Thanoria served as a threat to
bot h.

But then Tendel I11 died, in 5199, and his son Phenvel Ill canme to the
t hr one.

Lar hesitated to characterize his sovereign unfavorably, but fromhis
mutterings about inbreeding and "other interests" it was plain to Sterren that
t he nerchant consi dered the king an idiot.

Fortunately, Phenvel 11l had retained the services of a few people who
were not idiots, notably Sterren, Seventh Warlord, and Sterren, Eighth
Warl ord. Father and son had kept up the policies of Tendel 111, using

di pl omacy, threats, saboteurs, and whatever el se was necessary to keep peace.
Ki ng Phenvel had nmade this difficult, with his arbitrary insults directed
at both his | arger neighbors. When Prince El ken of Ophkar asked for the hand



of Princess Ashassa the Younger, Phenvel had instead sent her to Prince Tabar
of Kalithon. When King Corinal Il of Ksinallion offered a treaty on trade
routes, Phenvel had first ignored it, then sent an envoy to Ophkar asking if
they cared to nake a better offer. \When a secret envoy cane from Ophkar to

di scuss the possibility of war with Ksinallion, Phenvel publicly announced the
whol e affair; when Ophkar reacted with protests and Ksinallion offered an

al liance, Phenvel had dism ssed the whole thing as a foolish joke.

There had been other incidents, as well, and now, for the first time in
t hree hundred years, Ophkar and Ksinallion had arranged an alliance agai nst
Senma, considering Phenvel 111 a mutual foe.

VWile they lived, the warlords had prevented such an alliance, but with
the death of the Eighth Warlord, all the el aborate network of checks and
treaties had col |l apsed. Enmurinon and Kalithon and Thanoria and Nushasia and
Skai a were no |onger involved; despite the web of inter-marriages that had
allied themto Semma, they all refused to nake any further promi ses. Phenvel's
nmot her had cone from Ennurinon, his wife from Thanoria; a daughter was a
princess in Kalithon, and an aunt had been queen in Nushasia. Still, Semma was
on its own. Phenvel had sonehow of fended every single one of his foreign
rel atives.

Sterren's spirits sank steadily as he listened to all this.

"Why aren't the Ophkaritic and Ksinallionese arm es already here?" he
asked.

Lar sighed and expl ained that the only reason the arm es of Ophkar and
Ksinal lion had not yet invaded was that they were still settling how the booty
and conquered territory were to be divided. Lar and his |like, he enployed
several people hinself, and was fairly sure that old Sterren, Ei ghth Wrlord,
had some others in his own enpl oy, had done their best to delay these
negoti ati ons, bringing up potential difficulties, picking at nits, |osing
nmessages, and so forth, and had nanaged to hold things off this |long. The
com ng winter rains would presunably provide another short breathing space,
but in the spring both armies would surely march

And it was Sterren's job, as warlord, to hold themoff indefinitely, or
if possible to defeat them outright.

"How am | supposed to do that?" Sterren denanded.

Lar shrugged. "I wish | knew," he replied, "I really do."

CHAPTER 10

As usual, the off-duty soldiers were playing dice in a corner of the
barracks. Sterren sighed at the sight.

Hi s dismay was partly due to the fact that despite his best attenpts at
speech making, his repeated tal ks about how inportant it was that Semma's
chosen defenders do all they could to get thenselves ready to fight had
obvi ously had no effect on how his nmen spent their leisure tine.

It was al so due, however, to the know edge that he didn't dare join the
gane. Since arriving in Senma, his once-notorious luck at dice had deserted
hi m conpl etel y.

He had been enbarrassed to discover that w thout that edge, he was
actually a very poor ganbler. Wenever he played, he lost steadily.

At | east he now knew, beyond question, that he had indeed picked up a
trace of warlockry in his brief apprenticeship; nothing el se could explain how
he had flourished for so long back in Ethshar. Wzards and w tches had been
unable to detect any nagic in use, but w zards and wi tches knew not hi ng about
war | ockry.

It was slightly odd, perhaps, that he'd never been caught by a warl ock
but maybe warl ocks took pity on him or chose to protect one of their own, no
matter how feeble his talents.

And his talent had to be warl ockry, because no other formof magic was so
dependent on | ocation. He knew that nuch. Wzardry and witchcraft and sorcery



and theurgy and denonol ogy and herbalismand all the others worked equally
wel | al nost everywhere, or so he had heard, though there were those who
conpl ai ned that so rmuch w zardry had been used in the city of Ethshar of the
Spices that its residue fouled the air and weakened subsequent spells.

War | ockry, though, a warlock's power depended on how cl ose he was to the
mysteri ous Source of the Power that all warl ocks drew on

Nobody knew exactly where the Source was, or what it was, because nobody
who went to find it ever cane back, but every warlock knew that it was
somewhere in the hills of Al dagnor, near the border between the Baronies of
Sardiron and the Hegenony of Ethshar. It supposedly called to warl ocks who
grew strong enough to hear it and lured them away, and since all warl ocks
i nproved with practice, that neant nost of them heard it, sooner or later, and
if they stayed within range they were eventually drawn away to Al dagnor. This
was referred to as the Calling, and it was invariably acconpanied by weird,
frightening dreams and ot her strangeness, and it was sonething that warl ocks
did not talk about to outsiders; it frightened them and admitting that
war | ocks were afraid of anything was not in the best interests of the art.
Sterren only knew about it because his forner master had explained it, in
lurid detail, in trying to discourage himfrom his apprenticeship.

Even warl ocks, though, even those who had heard the Calling and woke up
every night with nightmares about it, did not know what the Source was. Nobody
knew what it was, or why it should be in that particul ar place.

Sone peopl e theorized that that spot was the exact center of the Wrld,
and that the Power was a gift of the gods, but others maintained that the
Source was something fromoutside the Wrld entirely, a mysterious sonethi ng
that had fallen fromthe heavens on the N ght of Midness, back in 5202, when
war |l ockry first emerged. Sterren had been a babe in arns on that night when
hal f the people in Ethshar woke up screaning from ni ghtmares they could never
renenber, and when one person in a thousand or so was suddenly transformed,
forever after, into a warlock, able to nove objects wi thout touching them to
kill with a thought, to start fires with a nere gaze.

Wat ever the Source was, whatever the Power was, Sterren had never had
nore than the faintest trace of it, and here in Semma, dozens of |eagues to
t he sout heast of Ethshar and al most that nuch farther from Al dagnor, which |ay
well to the north of the city, even that trace was gone.

In fact, in two sixdays of careful investigation, Sterren had been unable
to find any evidence that anyone in all of Semma had ever heard of warl ockry,
or ever had any trace of the Power at his or her command. Nobody coul d provide
himwith a Senmat word for "warl ock™ or "warlockry." Nobody even renenbered
anyt hi ng about a night of bad dreans, twenty years before, and Sterren had
al ways thought that the effects of the N ght of Madness had been worl dw de.

War | ockry was totally, conpletely unknown in Senma.

Sterren had to give up playing dice.

Wat ching the men toss down their coins on the betting lines, totally
i gnoring the presence of their warlord, he also gave up any hope of
successful ly defendi ng Senma agai nst the arm es of Ophkar and Ksinallion with
the forces at his disposal

Lar had brought another report the night before; Ophkar had two hundred
men under arns, Ksinallion two hundred and fifty.

Senma had ninety-six. And that was after Sterren had calls for volunteers
posted in all the surrounding villages. Furthernore, although fifteen or
twenty of themtook their role seriously, the rest seened to think being a
sol di er meant nothing nore than an excuse to go drinking and wenching in
exchange for a few hours a day of marching and weapons drill, or, in the case
of the cavalry, riding and weapons drill.

Sterren knew t hat war was com ng. Lar knew that war was com ng. Lady
Kalira and a dozen ot her nobl es knew war was comi ng. The rest of the castle's
i nhabitants, including the king, refused to worry about it.

Princess Shirrin apparently believed that war was com ng, but thought
that it was all very exciting, and that Sterren, her valiant warlord, would



save the ki ngdom by singl ehandedly sl aughtering the foe, as if he were sone
| egendary hero |ike Val der of the Magic Sword. At |east, that was what
Princess Lura reported her sister's thoughts to be; Shirrin herself stil
found it inmpossible to say nore than a dozen words in Sterren's presence

wi t hout bl ushing and falling into an enbarrassed sil ence.

She hadn't actually run away fromhimfor nore than a sixday, though, and
he had seen her, several tines, watching himand his nen froma w ndow, or
around a corner.

Princess N ssitha deigned to speak to himon occasion, now, but stil
obvi ously considered himfar beneath her

He sighed again. Hs life was not going well.

He had carefully broached the subject of defeat to Lady Kalira one night,
in the castle kitchens, when both of them had been dri nking.

"You don't want to think about it," she had said, very definitely.

"Why not ?" he had replied.

"Because if you |l ose a war, you'll be killed."

"Not ness... ness... necessarily. Surely you don't expect the arny to
fight to the last man..." he began

"No, you silly Ethsharite, that's not what | nean.'
hi m

"What do you nean, then?" he asked, puzzled.

"I mean," she said, "that for the last century or two it's been
traditional for a victorious army to execute the eneny's warlord, as a
symbolic gesture. You can't go around killing off kings; it sets a bad
precedent. And you don't want to sl aughter anyone useful, not even peasants.
But a defeated warlord isn't any good to anybody and he m ght go around
plotting revenge, so he gets beheaded. O hanged. O burned at the stake. O
somet hi ng. " She hi ccupped. "Your great-great-grandfather, the Sixth Warlord,
got drawn and quartered, back in 5150."

Sterren, who up to that point had been nore or |ess sober, had proceeded
to finish the bottle and a second one as wel|.

He had no desire to die, but he was beginning to run out of alternatives.
He still saw no way to escape from Semma; his door was al ways guarded, as was
the castle gate, and any time he set foot outside at |east one soldier
acconpani ed him He had not tried ordering his escort away; it seened
poi ntl ess.

Even if he did | ose an escort and nmake a dash for it, he would probably
be caught and brought back | ong before he could reach Akalla of the Di amond
and get out to sea, and that was assunming he could find Akalla despite the
| ack of roads, maps, guides, and | andmarKks.

Chances of escaping back to Ethshar | ooked slim and a fail ed escape
attenpt woul d mean execution for treason. That nade it too dangerous to risk.

If he stayed, however, he would wind up leading his pitiful arny into
battle and inevitably being defeated. If he survived the battle, which was
certain to be a rout and probably a bl oodbath, he would still be executed by
the victors.

He coul d not imagi ne any strategem whereby he could win, with his
ni nety-six men agai nst nore than four hundred. A purely defensive war woul d
t ake | onger, perhaps, the castle could probably hold off the invaders for a
month or two, at least, but a |long siege would not put the eneny in a very
favorabl e frame of mnd, and Semma had no friends who m ght cone to lift a
si ege, nor much hope of outlasting the foe.

Sterren wi shed he had some way of coaxing his native Ethshar into aiding
Senma; Azrad's ten thousand guardsnen woul d make short work of these silly
little armies that the Snmall Kingdons fi el ded.

VWen Azrad VII had cone to power a little over a year before, however, he
had inherited fromhis father, Azrad VI, a |ong-standing policy handed down in
unbroken line from Azrad | against interfering in the internal squabbling of
the Small Kingdoms. On the rare occasi ons when an arny from Lamum or Perga or
some other little principality had strayed across the border into the

She had gl owered at



Hegenmony, it had been quickly obliterated; but Ethsharitic troops were never,
ever, sent into the Small Kingdons thensel ves.

Sterren | eaned agai nst the whitewashed stone wall of the barracks and
told hinmself that he needed a niracle.

Well, he replied silently, every Ethsharite knows that miracles are
avail able, if one can pay for them

Mracles were avail able in Ethshar, though, in the Wzards' Quarter; not
in Senma.

The only nagician of any sort that the royal fanmly put any trust in was
Agor, the castle's resident theurgist. Oher than a glinpse or two of that
rat her confused and confusing fellow, Sterren had not as yet encountered a
singl e magi ci an worthy of the name during his stay in the Small Ki ngdons.

He hadn't been able to do much | ooking, of course; his duties, and his
desperate attenpts to train his "arny" into sonething useful, had not left him
the free tinme to go wanderi ng about investigating village herbalists and the
l'ike.

It was al ways possible that sone eccentric hermit was lurking in a hut
somewhere out there, a hermit with sufficient magic to defeat both of the
woul d- be invaders, but how could Sterren locate him if he existed?

Wl |, how had the Semmans | ocated him when they needed a warl ord?

They had asked Agor, of course.

And Agor might actually be quite a good theurgist, for all Sterren knew.
He mi ght be all the miracle-worker Sterren needed.

Sterren gl anced again at the dice-players, at the unnade bunks, at swords
| yi ng about unsheathed and dropped carel essly anywhere conveni ent, and deci ded
that it was tine he spoke with Agor. He had tried acting like the warlord he
was supposed to be and had gotten nowhere; now, thinking Iike the Ethsharite
he had al ways been, it was tine to call on a nagician. Wen all else fails,
hire a magician, that was sound Et hsharitic thinking!

He turned and marched out the door of the barracks.

He knew exactly where he was going, for once. Princess Lura had pointed
out the theurgist's door to hima few days earlier. Agor made his hone in a
small roomin one of the snaller towers, far above the barracks, but a |evel
bel ow Sterren's own nore | uxurious quarters.

Sterren stood in the corridor for a mnute or twd, gathering his courage,
bef ore he knocked.

"Cone in," someone called fromwthin.

He lifted the Iatch and stepped in.

Agor's chamber was hung with white draperies on every side, covering al
four walls. Two narrow wi ndows were | eft bare, and provided the room s only
light, but given all that white and the sunny weat her outside, that was
pl enty. The chanmber snelled of something cloyingly sweet, incense, perhaps?
Sterren was unsure.

A few trunks, painted white and trimred with silver, stood against the
various walls. A plunp feather bed, also white, occupi ed one corner

In the center of the room seated on a grayish sheep-skin that had
probably been white once, was Agor hinself, a rather scrawny fellow of thirty
or so, with a pale, narrow face and a worried expression

He wore white, of course, white tunic worked with gold, and off-white
breeches. His feet were bare. A scroll was unrolled on the floor in front of
hi m

"Yes?" he asked, |ooking at Sterren in puzzl enent.

“I"'mSterren, Ninth Warlord," Sterren said. "You' re Agor, the theurgist?"

"Ch, yes, of course, nmy lord. Yes, |I'mAgor. Do cone in!" He gestured
wel com ngly.

There were no chairs of any description, so Sterren rather hesitantly
seated hinself on the stone floor, facing the theurgist.

"So you're Sterren," Agor said. "I'mglad to neet you. | take a special
interest in you, you know, | was the one who found you." He smled
uncertainly.



"I know," said Sterren, while inwardly wondering just what sort of
special interest the other was referring to. After all, in the dozen days
since his arrival in the castle, Agor had not bothered to say as nuch as a
single word to himand had apparently not even bothered to get a ook at him
since he had not imredi ately recogni zed hi m

He knew he should say nore, but found hinself unsure how to begin. He
knew he wanted a miracle that would keep himfromgetting killed as a result
of the comi ng war, but he did not know how to ask for it.

He didn't really know just what sort of a miracle he wanted. He did not
really want anyone to get hurt or killed.

He was still thinking about this when, after a slightly
| onger -t han-confortabl e silence, Agor asked nervously, "Wat can | do for you,
nmy | ord?"

Sterren resolved to sinply present the situation to Agor and then see
where the discussion went. Perhaps a way out of his quandary woul d appear

"Well, first, you can promise nme that anything I tell you won't be
repeated outside this room" he replied.

"If you wish it so, ny lord."

"I do. Ah... tell ne, have you taken any interest in Semma's nmilitary
si tuation?"

"No," the theurgist inmredi ately answered, "would you like ne to?"

Thi s response caught Sterren off guard, and his tongue stunbl ed over his
answer .

“I... that... | nmean, that's not..
tried again.

"What | meant was, are you aware that Semma is in very serious danger?"

"No," Agor replied calmy. "Is it?"

"Yes!" Sterren collected his wits and continued. "This is what | don't
want you telling anyone. A war with both Ksinallion and Ophkar is com ng, and
soon. | expect both of themto attack as soon as the nud dries in the spring.
And we don't have a chance of defeating them we're outnunbered four to one,
and our arny is in terrible shape, and I'mthe warlord, but | have no idea at
all howto run a war, or even how to get these dam soldiers to take it
seriously!"

"Ah," Agor said, his face bl ank

"Yes," Sterren said.

"So you expect to lose a battle? Do you want ne to try and get a god's
bl essing on our troops, is that it? | don't suppose that would violate the ban
on using magic to fight wars."

"No! Or at least, not just that, though | suppose it couldn't hurt." He
paused, considering. "Wuld it really hel p?"

"No," Agor said, without an instant's hesitation. "l've explained this to
everybody before, but | suppose you weren't here. The gods don't approve of
war or fighting and they won't have anything to do with it. They don't take
si des. "

"I don't approve of it, either! Are you sure they wouldn't be willing to
take into consideration that we're being attacked, that we don't want to
fight?"

"I't wouldn't matter. The gods swore off war after they w ped out the
Nort herners two hundred years ago and they don't change their mnds easily.
Besides..." This tine Agor did hesitate, but at length he said, "besides, can
you tell themthat we did nothing to provoke an attack?"

"I didn't do anything!"

"But did anyone?"

Sterren renenbered what Lar had told hi mabout King Phenvel's behavi or
"l suppose so," he admitted.

"Then the gods won't help. At least, not directly."

That rem nded Sterren of his original intention in visiting Agor. "But
they might indirectly?" he asked.

"Ch, certainly. It mght seemodd to a |aynan, but the fact is, the gods

He paused, caught his breath, and



tend to be very carel ess indeed about the |ong-term consequences of their
actions. You could probably get a great deal of useful advice fromthem as
long as it's not overtly mlitary."

Locating a powerful w zard would hardly be overtly nmilitary, but Sterren
decided to check out other possibilities first. He asked, "Could they,
per haps, do something to stop Ophkar and Ksinallion fromattacking? Start a
pl ague, or sonethi ng?"

Agor was visibly shocked by the suggestion. "A plague? My |lord, how can
you think such a thing?"

"Coul d they?" Sterren persisted.

"No, of course not! My lord Sterren, | ama theurgist, not a
denonol ogi st! The gods are good; they do not do evil. Plagues are the work of
denons! "

Sterren's cynicism drunmed into himby years on the streets of Ethshar
cane surging to the fore. "The gods don't do evil?" he inquired,
sarcastically, renenbering that he, hinself, was in Semm, facing eventua
execution, because of a god's interference.

"Well," Agor said, "not directly. Sonetinmes their actions can have evil
consequences, for some--"

"I would think so!"

"But they won't start a plague, or anything else like that."

Sterren considered this.

Agor was probably right. After all, he was a theurgi st and surely he knew
his business. Al his life, Sterren had heard frompriests and theurgists and
even | aymen that the gods were benevolent, that they did not approve of any
sort of destruction or disorder, that the evil in the Wrld was due to denobns
or human folly.

It was probably true.

O if not, at least it was probably true that he, Sterren of Ethshar
woul d be unable to get the gods to take his side in the upconi ng war.

"Al'l right," he said, "W'll forget that idea, then." Another thought
popped into his head, though, and he asked, "M ght they protect us fromthe
i nvaders? Stop the war sonehow, or at |east provide us with what we need to
wi thstand a siege? You say they don't like war; could they prevent this one?"

"Excuse me, ny lord, but wouldn't that violate the traditional ban on
magi cal warfare?"

"What if it did?" Sterren snapped, his frayed tenmper breaking. "I never
agreed to any such ban and I'Il be killed if we lose this war! |I'mno Semman,
and | think it's a stupid tradition."

"Ah," the theurgist said, nodding. "I see.”

"Does breaking the ban bother you?"

"Wll, not really; it's none of ny business."

"Then, can the gods do sonmething to prevent this war?"

Agor hesitated and chewed his lower lip for a noment before replying,
"Well, mybe..."

" Maybe?"

Agor blinked uneasily and shifted on his sheepskin. "Well, actually, ny
lord, they..." He stopped, visibly unhappy.

"They what?" Sterren urged.

"Well, actually, nmy lord, sone of them would probably be glad to do that
sort of thing--"

"But what ?"

"Well..." Agor took a deep breath, then adnmitted, "but |I don't know how
to contact them"

CHAPTER 11

Sterren stared at the bony theurgist, who stared back mi serably.
"What do you nmean, you can't contact then?" Sterren demanded. "Aren't you



t he royal theurgist here?"

"Yes, nmy lord, I am’

"Are you a fraud, then?"

"No," Agor said, with a touch of wounded pride visible through his
dismay, "I'mnot a fraud; |I'mjust not a very good theurgist."

"You aren' t?"

"No, I'mnot. Ah... do you know anyt hi ng about theurgy?"

"I know as much as nost people, | suppose,"” Sterren said, glaring.

"But do you know anythi ng about how it actually works?" Agor persisted.

"No, of course not!"

Agor nodded, as if satisfied with Sterren's answer. "Well, ny lord," he
said, "it's like this. Atheurgist is just a person with a natural talent for
prayer, who has learned howto pray in such a way that the gods will actually
listen."”

"I know that," Sterren said sharply.

"Wel |, anybody can pray, of course, but the odds are that the gods won't
hear, or won't answer. Have you ever wondered, ny |lord, why the gods don't
listen to everybody, but they do listen to theurgists?"

"No," Sterren replied flatly. This was not strictly true, but he didn't
care to be sidetracked.

"Well, it's because of the prayers we use. W learn them as apprenti ces,
just as other magicians learn their spells. The gods are too busy to listen to
everything, but there are certain prayers that catch their attention, just the
way certain sounds might catch your ear, even in a noisy place, the rattle of
dice, for instance."”

Sterren realized that Agor really had taken an interest in hin com ng up
with that particularly appropriate exanple could not have been a coi nci dence.
H s annoyance faded sonewhat. "Go on," he said.

Agor continued, "Sone people are better at some prayers than others. |
don't know why, they just are, just as some people are better at draw ng
pi ctures, or singing."

Sterren nodded. He knew, firsthand, that some people had a talent for

war | ockry, while others, like hinself, enphatically did not, and he coul d see
no reason ot her magi cks, such as theurgy, should be any different.
"There are many, many gods, ny lord. | only know the nanes and prayers

for nineteen of them that was all ny nmaster knew, all he could teach ne
during ny apprenticeship. It's not a bad nunber, really. Many of the best

t heurgi sts only know a dozen or so specific prayers, and |'ve never heard of
anyone who knew nore than perhaps thirty, unless he was al so dabbling in
denonol ogy, except we don't call those prayers, we call theminvocations or
sunmmoni ngs. "

"So you can ask nineteen different gods for help, but only those
ni net een?"

"Yes, but really, not even all those. You see, as | said, sonme people are
better at some prayers than others. Some gods are just harder to talk to, too.
And | know ni neteen nanes and prayers, but | can't get all nineteen of themto
listen to ne. O at least, | never have. Maybe | |earned a syllable wong
somewhere, or nmaybe they just don't like ne, but I can't get all of themto
listen."”

Sterren saw where this was | eading. "How many do listen to you, then?" he
asked.

"Usual ly, three," Agor replied nervously.

Sterren stared. "Three? CQut of nineteen?"

"I told you I"'mnot really a very good theurgist," Agor said defensively.

"How did you ever wind up as the royal magician, then?"

"The royal magician to the court of King Phenvel 11l of Semma? O Semma,
my lord? You re fromEthshar; you know better. If |I were any good, would I
still be here?"

"l suppose not," Sterren adnmitted.

"I was born in Semma, but | ran away from home when | was twel ve and



served my apprenticeship in Luneth of the Towers. | couldn't make a |iving
there, though, and | didn't speak anything but Senmat and Lunethan, so when |
got tired of starving in Lumeth | cane back here, where there wasn't any rea
conpetition. They don't care if | can only talk to Unniel, Konned, and Mrm
because nobody el se here can talk to any of the gods!" A trace of pride had
crept into Agor's voice.

"Um .. Who were those, again?"

"“Unni el , Konned, and Morm Unniel the Discerning is the goddess of
t heurgical information, Konned is a god of light and warnmth, and Mormthe
Preserver is the god of geneal ogy."

"I never heard of any of them" Sterren said. "And how many gods have you
heard of by nane?"

"Not many," Sterren admitted. Laymen virtually never bothered w th nanes,
since only theurgists could count on getting a specific deity's attention
Usual |y prayers were directed to categories of gods, or just any god who m ght
be listening, to increase the chances of reaching someone.

Sterren realized he could not name a single god, other than the three
Agor had just nentioned, and he didn't think he could pronounce two of those.
Konned was easy enough, but the di phthong in Unniel and the r sound in Morm
were very alien indeed.

"So, could any of those three help us?" he asked. "I don't see how, " Agor
replied. "Mormis conpletely useless; all he does is keep track of famly
trees. If you need to know your great-great-grandnother's chil dhood epithet,
or when your third cousin was born, he can tell you, but that's it. He's been
very useful to me, since all the nobility of Semma are obsessed with famly,
but a war is conpletely out of his area."

"And Konned?" Sterren did not care to try pronounci ng Unni el

"Well, if you make a regular sacrifice to him he'll provide you with
supernatural light at night, brighter than any candl e, and he'll keep you warm
inthe winter, so we don't have to worry about freezing during a siege but
that's about it. And freezing isn't very likely in Semma anyway.

"And..."

“Unni el's our best hope, | suppose. She knows everything there is to know
about all the other gods and sonetinmes she can be coaxed into carrying
messages to them | found you by having her call her brother Aibemfor nme. |

know a prayer for Aibem but | can never nmake it work right, so when | really
need him sonetinmes | can get himthrough Unniel. Aibemis a god of

i nformation; |'ve never found anything he doesn't know, but getting himto
tell me what |'mafter is usually like trying to catch a black cat in a
dungeon at mdnight. Unniel can also talk to the dead, sonetinmes, not all the
dead, just certain ones, and | have no idea why."

"Information? Couldn't Un.. Unniel or Aibemtell us how to avoid the
war, then?"
Agor shrugged. "I don't know," he said. "Maybe." He sighed. "It's too bad

| could never get Piskor the Generous to answer; she provides food and water
and advice, and that would be ideal if we're besieged, wouldn't it?"

"I't would help, certainly," Sterren agreed.

They sat in noody silence for a nmonent, thinking.

Sterren consi dered what he had just been told and decided that he did not
care to rely on the gods for help.

That meant returning to his original intent of locating a really powerful
magi ci an and sonehow buying a miracle. Agor, it appeared, did not qualify.

"So, Agor," he said, "are there any other theurgists in Sema?"

"No," Agor answered. "It's too bad, because | wouldn't m nd havi ng
someone to talk theurgy with."

"What about ot her nmgicians? Do you know of any?"

"Ch, certainly! Wien | first got the job here, naturally | |ooked over
the potential conpetition. It turned out | had nothing to worry about."
Sterren suppressed a groan at this news. Agor continued, "There are a few
vill age herbalists, of course, and a couple of |ocal shamans who seemto be



nore fraud than anything el se. There are two wi zards in the whol e ki ngdom
one's here in the castle, where he helps out in the kitchen, and the other's
inavillage to the east. The one here in the castle used to be the other's
apprentice, | think."

He paused, thinking.

"I don't remenber exactly how many wi tches there are; four or five, I'd
say. None of themare in the castle."

"\What about sorcerers, or denonol ogists, or warlocks, or... or anything?"

"Well, dermonology is illegal, of course, and | haven't found any outl aw
denonol ogi sts, but | suppose one could be hiding somewhere. The gods can't see
denons, usually. Sorcery is illegal, too, | suppose because the Northerners

used to use it so nuch, and | know for certain there aren't any sorcerers.”

"And warl ocks?" He used the Ethsharitic word, since he had never heard a
Semmat term

Agor | ooked puzzled. "What's a warl ock?" he asked.

"Anot her sort of magician," Sterren explained. "W've had themin Ethshar
for about twenty years now. "

Agor shrugged. "I never heard of them" he said.

That accorded well with Sterren's suspicion that warlockry did not work
in Senma, that the Power in Al dagnor was too far away. Quite aside fromhis
| osses at dice, surely, if warlockry were possible, there would be warl ocks.

"Anyt hi ng el se?" he asked.

"Not that the gods would tell nme about. Believe ne, |'ve asked them"

Sterren nodded. No nysterious hermits, then. He could not hel p asking,
"You're absolutely sure there aren't any you' ve m ssed?"

"I could have m ssed a denonol ogi st and maybe one of these warl ock things
you mentioned, but that's all."

"How good are the two wi zards? And the witches?"

"My lord Sterren, the younger w zard is working in the castle kitchens,
lighting fires and entertaining the cooks; how good do you think he is? And
t hey al ways say you can judge the master by the student."

Sterren did not entirely believe that particular proverb, but he admtted
that the ol der wi zard could not be nuch of a miracle-worker. "Wat about the
Wi t ches?"

"Well, ny lord, none of them ever gave ne any conpetition for the post of
royal magician; does that tell you enough?"

Sterren had to agree that it did. He stared at the gl eam ng silver hasp
on a nearby trunk, trying to think what else he could ask

"My lord Sterren,” Agor said, after a thoughtful pause, "Do you really
mean to use magic to fight this war?"

Sterren started. "OF course | do!" he shouted. "How el se am| going to
get out of this alive?"

“In that case, ny lord, | don't think you' d want Semman magi ci ans in any
case. They've all been raised in the tradition of using no magic in war.
Wuldn't it nmake nore sense to get your magicians from sonmewhere el se?"

"l suppose so, but where?"

"Et hshar, of course.”

"OfF course," Sterren said sarcastically, "except that I'mnot allowed to
go back there!"

"Real | y? Well then, you could send sonebody. But are you really sure you
aren' t?"

Sterren opened his mouth, then closed it again.

Because of the way he had arrived, he had assunmed that he would not be
allowed to | eave Semmm, but nobody had ever actually said that. And certainly,
there were all the magicians he could ever need in the Wzards' Quarter of
Et hshar of the Spices. Not that they would be eager to go gallivanting off to
Senma to get involved in sonething as nasty and unpl easant as a war. He woul d
need a powerful incentive. Gold would work just fine, of course.

Sterren didn't have any gold hinself, but Semm's royal treasury
contai ned a good bit of the stuff. As warlord, his officers had assured him



that he had access to the treasury for legitimate mlitary expenses. He didn't
even need the treasurer's cooperation; as warlord, he outranked the treasurer
However, he did need the king's pernission for any expenditures out of
t he ordinary.
Sterren realized that it was tinme to speak to the king.

CHAPTER 12

Hi s Majesty Phenvel 111 |ooked distinctly bored, but Sterren pressed on
wi th the speech he had prepared, trying not to stunble over any of the
unfam liar words. He had picked up a few choi ce Semmat phrases from Agor and
Lar, and did not want to ruin their effect by m spronouncing them

"It seens clear," he said, "that if Semrma has won so many of its wars,
and yet neither treacherous Ophkar nor perfidious Ksinallion has ever resorted
to magic to defeat us, then Ophkar and Ksinallion cannot have many magi ci ans
avail able. If they had nagicians surely they woul d have used themrather than
admt defeat! Therefore, they will be unable to counter whatever magi c we use.
One really good w zard could probably turn the tide of this next conflict, a
conpet ent denonol ogi st m ght be even better, if one could bring oneself to
deal with such dark forces--"

"No denons," the king interrupted.

"Your Majesty?"

"No denons, no denonol ogi sts," Phenvel said, enphasizing his words with a
waggi ng finger. "No sorcerers, either. W'Ill|l use good, clean magic if we need
to use magic at all."

"Ch, we do need to, your Majesty," Sterren replied quickly. "I swear that
my own inexperience and the sorry state that ny poor senile great-uncle |eft
the arny in | eave us no other choice." He mildly regretted insulting his dead
relative, but after all, the nman was dead and he really had left the arny in
sad shape.

"Al'l right," the king said, "but no denonol ogy and no sorcery. Is that
cl ear?"

"Ch, yes, your Mjesty!" Sterren grinned with sudden relief. Up unti
t hat nmoment he had thought the king was not |istening and would reject the
whol e i dea out of hand.

"It mght be entertaining to have sone real magic around here,"” Phenvel
said. "Agor's all very well, with his lights and voices, but 1'd like to see
somet hing new. Do you think you can find a wi zard who can fly? |'ve heard that
sone of themcan do that; is it true?"

"Ch, yes, your Mjesty," Sterren assured him "I've seen it nyself, in
Et hshar's great... in Ethshar." That was true enough. He had neant to say that
he had seen wizards fly in the Arena, but he didn't know the Semmat word. He
had al so seen his warlock-master fly. It was not a particularly rare or
val uabl e tal ent.

"CGood. Find a magician who can fly."

Sterren nodded. He knew better than to argue, though he could see little
mlitary value in the ability to levitate.

"Yes, your Majesty. Then may | have a letter of credit against the
treasury, to showthat I--"

"No letter!" Phenvel snapped. "Do you think I"ma fool, to give you free
run of nmy noney like that? No, I'Il give you a pound of gold and a few jewels,
| understand that w zards like jewels. That should be enough, | should think."

The bottom dropped out of Sterren's stomach, but he did not dare argue at
this point, for fear the king would change his m nd and cancel the whole
proj ect .

A pound of gold, though, would barely buy a single untraceabl e death
spell back in Ethshar, let alone nagic on a scale to be of real mlitary
val ue. Powerful w zards did not work as cheaply as the pitiful village wtches
and herbalists out here on the edge of the World.



So much for borrowi ng against the entire royal treasury to hire a squad
of hotshot magicians fromthe Wzards' Quarter. He would be lucky to find one
really good wizard at that price; nore likely he would have to settle for a
few fail ed apprentices.

"I do like the idea of getting a few new magi ci ans around here," Phenvel
mused, "I really do. But no sorcerers, and no denonol ogi sts, not even a little
one."

Sterren nodded again. The king was repeating hinself, but that was hardly
unusual . Nobody had ever dared point out such little slips, so the king nade
them frequently.

He was trying to phrase a request to be excused, when Phenvel said,
"You'll need to have a guard along, of course, and | think Lady Kalira should
acconpany you. Does that suit you?"

"Very much, your Majesty," Sterren lied. He had hardly dared to admt it
even to hinself, but he had naturally had the idea of taking this opportunity
to sinply vanish in the streets of Ethshar in the back of his mnd right from
the start. Guards woul d make that much nore difficult, but perhaps no nore
difficult than buying the services of a conpetent nmagician for a pound of gold
and a few nondescript gens.

It appeared he was still dooned.

At the very least, though, he would be able to revisit his honel and
before he died. He had been fighting off homesickness for the | ast day or two,
ever since the possibility of returning to Ethshar had begun to seemreal

"CGood," the king said. "You're excused, then, and I wi sh you a safe
journey."

Sterren bowed and backed out of the audi ence chanber.

In the corridor outside he straightened up, brushed at his cut-down bl ack
tunic, and then stood, staring stupidly at the door, for a good three m nutes.

VWhat was he supposed to do now? Just turn and go? How was he to coll ect
the gold and gens, or find Lady Kalira? W was to chose the guards he woul d
take with hinf

Ki ngs were not much on detail work, he supposed. It was up to him Unless
someone told himotherw se, he assunmed that he woul d have to organi ze the
expedi tion hinsel f.

He gl anced around. The only people in the antechanber with himwere the
two door keepers, and he knew better than to ask one of themto | eave his post.

Sterren had no servants of his own and al ways felt uneasy ordering the
castl e servants about, since they always seened to have plenty of work to do
wi t hout running his errands, but he was the warlord, commander of the Semman
arny, and his soldiers never seemed to do anything at all unless he was there
eggi ng t hem on.

He headed for the barracks.

As usual, half a dozen soldiers were dicing in the corner. The barracks
were ot herw se enpty.

"You nmen!" he call ed.

Two of them | ooked up, without nuch interest.

"Settle up, the gane's over. Right now "

The two gl anced at each other, and two nore | ooked up, startled.

"Now! " Sterren bel | owed.

Rel uctantly, the gane broke up, and the six men canme sloppily to
attention, facing him

"Al'l right, you, Kather, go find the Lady Kalira and tell her | mnust
speak to her as soon as possible. Let her choose the tine and place, but make
plain that it's very urgent, and then cone back here imediately and tell ne
what she said."

Kat her stood silently, accepting this.

"ol "

Startled, Kather nodded. "Yes, ny lord," he nuttered, as he started off.

"You, Terrin," Sterren said to the next. "Go find the Lord Treasurer and
tell himthat | need a pound of gold and a dozen of the finest gens in the



treasury, no later than dinnertime tonight, by the king' s express order
Arrange a time and place for me to pick themup. If he needs to check with the
king first, | have no objection, so long as he's quick about it. If he doubts
your authority, bring himback here to speak to ne."

Terrin, having | earned from Kat her's experience, essayed a qui ck bow,
said, "As you wish, ny lord," and departed.

Sterren | ooked over the remaining four. He knew themall slightly, but
only slightly, and did not think much of any of them

"Gror," he said, choosing the best of the lot, "I need a party for a
voyage to Ethshar, a peaceful expedition, recruiting aid for the com ng war.
Who woul d you suggest ?"

"Uh..." Gor blinked. "My lord, I... | don't know "

"You could call for volunteers," another sol dier, Azdaram by nane,
suggest ed.

"I could,"” Sterren agreed.

He considered the idea.

He al nost imedi ately saw an obvi ous drawback and prepared to discard the
whol e noti on.

Then he caught hinsel f.

The problemwi th calling for volunteers was that he m ght well w nd up
with nmen only interested in a diversion fromthe tedious Iife of a Seman
soldier. It was entirely possible that sone of them would desert at the first
opportunity..

He stopped his chain of thought at that point and backed up

They m ght desert. The guard intended to keep himfrom deserting m ght
t hemsel ves desert.

That m ght not be good for Semma, but it would, on the other hand, be a
gift fromthe gods for him personally. If his escort were to vani sh he could
easily lose hinmself in the streets of the city and | eave Semma to fend for
itself.

It probably wouldn't do much worse without himthan with him really. He
was hardly a great warlord, after all

He tried to think what would happen if the guards did desert, and he,
too, slipped away.

VWhat woul d Lady Kalira do? What would the others, back here in Semma do,
the king, the queen, the princesses, his officers and nen, even Agor the
t heur gi st ?

Well, the officers and men would presumably go out, fight, and | ose. Sone
woul d die, the rest surrender. Semra woul d probably be divided up between
Ophkar and Ksinallion, and the royal famly sent off into exile sonewhere.
Agor woul d al nost certainly find enpl oynent el sewhere, w thout mnuch
difficulty.

That wasn't so awful, was it? It seened that a few soldiers were going to
di e anyway, no matter what happened, so he refused to worry about that. As for
exiling the royal famly, it was hard to i magi ne King Phenvel in exile, but on
the other hand, it was hard to imagi ne himdoing nuch of anything. He seened
born to be an inconpetent nonarch; the only way he coul d survive the way he
was seened to be if other people had no choice about putting up with him

Princess Shirrin would find exile terribly romantic and exciting, Sterren
was sure. Princess Lura would think it was fun. Princess N ssitha would be
nmortified. Queen Ashassa would take it calmy in stride.

The young princes he didn't know well enough to say, but he suspected
they woul d rather enjoy a change of scene.

As for divvying up Semma, woul d anyone but the deposed aristocrats care?
In his sixnights in Senma he had never seen any sign that the peasants cared a
whit which king they paid taxes to.

There m ght be practical problens in slipping away, though. Lady Kalira
woul d be in Ethshar when he deserted and she would probably try to track him
down. She night even succeed, eventually, though surely not before the war was
| ost.



What if she found hinP

Well, it was obvious that the aristocracy of Semma would not be at al
happy with Sterren, Ninth Warlord. He woul d, beyond question, be guilty of
treason under their laws. In all probability, any Senman nobl e who ever found
himwould try to kill himon sight.

That was not really a very appealing | ong-term prospect, but then, he
didn't have to stay in Ethshar of the Spices. He could nove on to Ethshar of
the Sands or Ethshar of the Rocks, or even head north to the Baronies of
Sardiron. The nobility of Semma would not be likely to find him the Wrld was
a big place.

The Smal | Ki ngdons woul d be too dangerous, though; the Seman
aristocracy, all two or three hundred of them were likely to scatter through
t he regi on, sponging off various relatives and allies.

He' d want to take a new nane, of course.

It occurred to himthat the Senmmans knew his true name. That was awkward.
That nmeant that they would always be able to find himif they could afford a
good wi zard, or even a very good witch. Wrlocks didn't use true namnes;
neither did sorcerers, so far as he knew

Theurgi sts sonetines did, and the Senmans were fam liar with theurgy.
That was how they had found himin the first place.

And worse, couldn't denonol ogi sts use true nanmes?

If the Senmans were determined to track himdown and kill him and had
the sense to hire magicians, they could do it.

Desertion | ooked considerably | ess appealing than it had a nonent before.

On the other hand, Semmans weren't accustoned to magic, and if Sterren
could keep the gold and gens with hi mwhen he slipped away, perhaps he could
buy himself some decent nmgical protections.

Coul d a true name be changed?

He didn't really think it could, but he didn't know.

He realized he was standing there |ooking stupid in front of his four
men, so he cut off his thoughts abruptly.

"Al'l right, then, I"mcalling for volunteers, do any of you four want to
sail to Ethshar?"

The four | ooked at each other and then one by one, answered.

"No. "

"No, ny lord."

"I don't think so."

"Not really. Not sail. |I don't trust boats."

Sterren was not surprised

"Al'l right, then, I want all four of you to separate and go find nmy other
soldiers, all of them and ask for volunteers. Then neet me back here, with
the volunteers. And if you don't find enough volunteers, I'll take you four

i nstead. Under st ood?"

"Yes, ny lord," they chorused raggedly. One by one, they straggl ed away
on this unwanted errand. One of them Arra Varrins's son, thought to bow as
t hey headed for the stairs.

Sterren wat ched them go and pretended, not to hear the grunbling that
began as soon as they were out the door

VWen they were out of sight, he sank down onto a conveni ent bed and began
t hi nki ng, pl anni ng, and wei ghi ng possibilities.

Could he really slip away in the streets of Ethshar?

Did he want to?

VWi ch death was nore certain, commandi ng a grossly outnunbered arny, or
bei ng an escaped traitor?

That was a very hard question to answer and it was one he had to consider
carefully. He had no interest in dying.

He had plenty of tinme to consider the question, of course. He would have
the entire journey to Akalla, then the voyage across the Gulf of the East, to
deci de what to do and make his pl ans.

O course, he knew he mi ght never have a chance to slip away, his



sol diers might not desert, he m ght be closely watched at all times. Still, he
al so knew he woul d be thinking about an escape all the way to Ethshar

CHAPTER 13

As the rooftops of Ethshar grew slowy nearer, Sterren |eaned on the
ship's rail and stared at themhungrily. He could snell the city as well as
see it, a scent of snoke and spices with an undertone of sewage, a wonderfully
fam liar odor that he hadn't snelled in far too |l ong. He had never realized,
until this nmonent, that the city had a distinctive odor, he had never left the
city until being dragged off to Senma, so the snell had al ways been there,
unnot i ced.

Now, though, he knew that he had mi ssed that smell during his absence,
that to himthat scent nmeant home, as the salt spray of the ocean or the hot,
rotting-grass smell of Semma never coul d.

To his left, Dogal the Large, Dogal d' Gra, that is, sneezed.

To his right, Alder the Very Large, Alder d' Yoon, said, "My the gods
keep you wel I'!"

Dogal snuffled in reply, w ped his nose with the back of his hand, and
then spat at the ocean bel ow

Al der, apparently interpreting Dogal's response as a negative one, said,
"Well, at least we're finally here. Not much | onger now before we're off this
damed boat . "

"Except that we've got to sail back," Dogal mnuttered

"But going back, the wind should be with us, rather than against us,"

Al der sai d.

Sterren took no part in the conversation, but he thought that it was
certainly true that the wind had been agai nst them He understood now why Lady
Kalira, on her previous voyage to Ethshar, had bought herself a stormfromthe
weat her-wi zards in Akalla of the D anond, and why she had wanted to spend
two-thirds of his meager hoard of treasure on another one for this trip,
after, of course, she had used up nost of her own resources in hiring a ship
that woul d sail when and where she wanted, rather than one that would treat
the Semman party as ordinary passengers.

Sterren had absol utely forbi dden wasting their funds on a storm the
little gold he had would not really be enough as it was, he was sure. He had
refused to listen to any argunent fromlLady Kalira; it was easy enough to
simply stop thinking in Semmat, so that her words becane neani ngl ess noi se.
H s m nd was made up

O course, he had not realized that the prevailing winds of the season
were fromthe northwest, and that it would take their chartered ship a nonth
and a day to tack up the Gulf of the East to Ethshar of the Spices. To make
any progress to the northwest at all against the cold, steady autumm w nd,

t hey had been forced to beat back and forth, zigzagging across the @ulf from
one side to the other.

The only good thing about the delay was that it had given him
considerable tine to practice his Semmt.

Sterren was heartily sick of the cranped shipboard life and the ship's
constant wallowing and rolling, and his feet were alnost itching at the
t hought of wal king on dry | and agai n.

The fact that the land in question was his honel and, and that he m ght
yet have a chance to slip away to freedom nade waiting all the harder

O course, he might not have a chance to slip away. Lady Kalira, when
i nforned of the expedition, had insisted on bringing the two sol di ers she nost
trusted, Alder and Dogal, and had gotten royal backing for this demand.
Sterren had been given no choice but to yield.

He thought that Alder and Dogal liked him at |east slightly, but he was
also quite certain they would not willingly let himdesert and | eave Semma to
its fate.



This was unfortunate, since the other four in the party mght well
desert, thensel ves. They were genui ne volunteers, Kendrik, Al ar, Zander, and
Bern were their names, and Sterren was not inpressed with any of them

He knew Kendrik's type from his ganbling days; the man was obvi ously
convinced that he was snmarter than anybody el se and only needed the right
opportunity to nake hinmself rich, fanous, and powerful. Semma certainly didn't
provi de many such opportunities, Sterren had to admit, but he suspected that
Kendrik wouldn't find themin Ethshar, either, because he wasn't anywhere near
as cl ever as he thought he was.

Peopl e li ke Kendri k had been anmong t he nost generous suppliers of
Sterren's funds before his abrupt departure from Ethshar's taverns, but they
were al so bad losers and very likely to accuse him of cheating. Sterren didn't
i ke Kendrik any better than he had |iked those ol d opponents.

Al ar appeared to have vol unteered just because sonebody asked him He was
easygoi ng, not too bright, and highly suggestible. Sterren suspected that he
had wound up a soldier at sonebody el se's suggestion, and that he m ght well
desert along with one of the others because he woul dn't see any reason not to,
until it was too |ate.

Sterren m ght have suggested it to Alar hinself, if Al der and Doga
hadn't been present. Once they were ashore he might well make a few suggestive
comments in Alar's hearing. For now, though, he was keeping Al ar close at
hand. He didn't really like the poor fool, but such people could be useful to
have around, they could be talked into doing all the unpl easant tasks one
i nevitably encountered.

Zander had joined the arnmy to get away froma boring life as a peasant
farmer. He had volunteered for this trip to get away froma boring life as a
soldier in Serma Castle. Ethshar, whatever its flaws, certainly wouldn't | ook
boring to him and he could easily decide against returning to his boring old
horrel and.

Sterren thought Zander was pretty boring, hinself.

Bern was a nystery; he had said nothing beyond the necessary m ni mum f or
politeness ever since he answered the call for volunteers. Sterren had
absolutely no idea what to expect from Bern, desertion, loyalty, insanity,
anyt hi ng m ght be possi bl e.

Al der and Dogal, of course, had not volunteered. Alder mght have, given
a choice, but Dogal was clearly fed up with travel after his previous journey
and woul d greatly have preferred to have stayed hone, where he had a friendly
understanding with one of the cook's nore attractive femal e assistants, and
where he didn't have to worry about seasickness or foreign | anguages and
cust ons.

Al der was a bit nore adventurous and seenmed genuinely, if inexplicably,
fond of Sterren. Sterren suspected it mght be an enotion simlar to what one
m ght feel toward a stray puppy one had taken in; after all, Al der had found
Sterren, taught him Semmat, and hel ped himsettle into his job as warl ord.

Lady Kalira woul d never have vol unteered; on her previous journey she had
di scovered, to her surprise, that she hated travel and hated Ethshar. Neither
one fit her romantic preconceptions; the stories never nentioned seasickness,
rude sailors, snelly crowds, and all the other inconveni ences she had
encountered. Furthernore, she thought the whole idea of using magic to fight a
war was revolting. She did, however, have a powerful sense of duty, which
accounted for her cooperation, such as it was. The king had sent her, and she
did as her sovereign ordered

She had surely heard the call fromthe | ookout when the city cane into
view, but she was ignoring it, staying in her cabin bel ow.

To some extent, Sterren thought he could synpathize with her, but at the
sight of the city spreading across the Wrld before him with its snmell in his
nostrils, he found his eyes filling with tears and felt a swelling in his
chest as if he were about to burst.

He swal |l owed and, to distract hinself, he called to a sailor who was
hanging fromthe forestay, "Hey, there! Were will we tie up?"



The sailor glanced at him but shook his head.

Sterren realized he had spoken in Semmat, since Al der and Dogal had been
speaking it.

"Where will we tie up?" he called in Ethsharitic.

"The Tea Wharves," the sailor called back, "near the New Canal!"

Sterren was unsure exactly where the Tea Wharves were, but he knew the
New Canal , which, despite its nanme, was about four hundred years old; it was
new only in conparison to the Grand Canal, which was no |onger particularly
grand, but had been there for centuries before the New Canal was dug.

The New Canal divided Spicetown from Shiphaven, in the northwest corner
of the city. The Wzards' Quarter was near the southeastern corner. Sterren's
party would need to do some wal king, it appeared.

That was no problem it mght provide nore opportunities to escape from
his escort. If there was a crowmd at the Arena, for example, he could easily
become separated "accidentally.” The Arena was directly on the way, too; Arena
Street was certainly the best route to the Wzards' Quarter fromeither
Shi phaven or Spi cet own.

That assuned that he actually wanted to slip away. After a nonth of
debating that with hinself, he still hadn't really deci ded.

It woul d seem an easy enough decision to make, really, life as a fugitive
in his honel and, or near-certain death in a nasty little kingdomin the niddle
of nowhere, but whenever he thought he had settled on escape he kept finding
hi nsel f reconsi dering, thinking of what night happen to the people he had cone
to know in Serma. Wuld Princess Lura wind up starving sonewhere? M ght
Ni ssitha and Shirrin be raped by their victorious enem es? Wuld Al der and
Dogal and all the soldiers he had diced with get thenmselves killed in a futile
def ense?

None of this, he told hinself, really ought to be any responsibility of
his, he hadn't volunteered to be warl ord.

Still, he was the warlord, like it or not, and abandoning Semma to its
fate seemed w ong.

O course, not abandoni ng Semma might get himkilled, and that seened
even worse

Per haps, he thought with sudden inspiration, he could hire his magicians,
t hen di sappear into the city streets. Semma could still win its stupid war,
but he would be free and hone. True, he would be guilty of treason under
Senman | aw, but surely nobody would go to all that much trouble I ooking for
hi m under those circunstances. The Senmman nobility woul d have no very strong
reason to hold a grudge against him if he won their war for them whether he
was present at the time or not.

And if his magicians didn't win, and given his estinmate of the purchasing
power of his available funds, that seemed likely, at |east he woul d have nmade
an honest effort and would be no worse off than if he had deserted before
recruiting anybody.

He woul d have tried, and if the Semman princesses were still raped or
nmurdered, if the Semman arny was still slaughtered, he woul d have done the
best he coul d.

He |iked that approach. He would carry through on his prom se, hire the
best nmgi ci ans he could, and then, if the opportunity arose, he woul d escape
on the way back to the ship.

That shouldn't be too difficult, he thought. He smled and blinked away
the tears of honesickness.

He woul d hire magicians, but how did one go about hiring magicians for
somet hing like this?

Hi s smle vani shed again as he realized that he had no idea at all.

To buy a love spell or a curse, to cure warts or foresee the future, he
knew exactly what to do. He would take his nmoney to the Wzards' Quarter and
pick a likely magician by reading the signboards.

None of the signboards had ever advertised "Wars won," though. How woul d
he know whi ch magi ci ans to approach? Trial and error would not work; there



wer e hundreds of mmgicians in the Wzards' Quarter, and asking each one in
turn woul d take years. Most of them surely wouldn't be interested.

Recruiters of various sorts always worked in the city's narkets,
particul arly Shi phaven Market and Westgate Market, calling out their offers to
t he passing crowds; anyone who wanted to take up a career as an adventurer, or
any other particularly hazardous and nessy job, could go to the markets and
pi ck from several options.

But there was no market in the Wzards' Quarter. There was Arena Pl aza,
but Sterren had never seen a recruiter there. The nearest true market was in
Sout hgate, and Sterren had never been there at all. The taverns and gaming in
Sout hgat e were organi zed, and freelancers |ike hinmself were not wel cone.

O woul d Sout hmarket, by the reservoir, be closer to the Wzards' Qarter
t han Sout hgat e? He had passed through there once. He didn't renmenber seeing
recruiters, but he could not be absolutely sure they hadn't been there.

And there was al ways Eastgate Market, and Henpfield Market, and
Newnmar ket, and Newgate, he had ganmbled in inns and taverns near all those, at
one time or another, before settling back into his home turf around Westgate
and the two Merchants' Quarters. Those other markets had no recruiters,
generally, and weren't particularly close to the Wzards' Quarter, but should
he rule them out conpletely?

For the first tinme, Sterren began to see the city's inmmensity as a
serious drawback.

He blinked, shook his head, and reconsidered.

None of the various markets seemed exactly right, but pretty obyiously,
Shi phaven Market woul d be the best if he decided to go that route. It was the
traditional place to recruit people interested in traveling by sea, after all,
and it would be closest to the Tea Warves, wherever they mght turn out to
be. That would nean | ess wal king through the city streets, but on the other
hand, Shi phaven Market was al ways crowded, was not too far fromhis old
st anpi ng grounds, and was surrounded by places to hide.

He didn't know all those places as well as he might, since he had usually
avoi ded Shi phaven in order to avoid drunken sailors who mght be prone to
vi ol ence, or ships' officers who mght stoop to kidnapping to conplete their
crews, but he thought he could nanage to find sonething.

But woul d there be any magi ci ans around Shi phaven Market ?

The Arena Pl aza was certainly nuch closer to the Wzards' Quarter, and he
t hought he remenbered a signboard there that he could post a nessage on, that
was a second possibility that did not deserve to be discarded out of hand.

For that matter, sinply asking around in the Wzards' Quarter, or walking
the streets calling for volunteers, night produce results. Perhaps he could
inquire after anbitious near-term apprentices, or even journeynmen. The
magi ci ans surely gossi ped anong t hensel ves and woul d know who mi ght be
desperate enough for work to be interested in such an adventure.

And what's nore, there was no reason he couldn't try all three
appr oaches.

He smiled again. That would certainly be reasonable and would call for a
good, long stay in Ethshar, with visits to two of the nost crowded places in
the city, Shiphaven Market and Arena Plaza. The Wzards' Quarter was | ess
crowded, but full of nooks and crannies and odd little byways where a person
could easily | ose sight of his conpanions.

That seened very prom sing indeed

As the city | oomed before him heart-twistingly famliar, his resolution
to stay until he had hired magi ci ans evaporated. He decided instead that he
woul d take any opportunity to escape that arose, because any opportunity m ght
be the | ast.

If the opportunity never cane at all, he would live with that.

He was a ganbler, after all. He was accustoned to accepting what the gods
of luck sent himand making the best of it. If his luck let himslip away, he
woul d; if he never got a chance, he would go through with the hiring of
magi ci ans and play out his role as warlord.



He coul d see the docks ahead, now, and the nouth of the New Canal. Three
wharves projected out at an angle, across a band of mud, a few hundred feet to
the left of the canal; the ship seemed to be headed directly for them and he
guessed that these were the Tea \Warves.

That was the Spicetown side, but getting across to Shi phaven woul d be
easy enough. Spicetown had no market square; the spice nerchants did their
bi ddi ng right on the docks. Shiphaven Market would still be the first stop in
t he search for nagicians.

Thi s expedition, he thought, mght even be fun

CHAPTER 14

Sterren stopped wal ki ng and pointed. "That's the New Canal ," he said,
speaking loudly to be heard over the wind, "And Shi phaven Market's just the
other side. That's where we want to start |ooking."

Lady Kalira glanced at the row of shops on the opposite bank and sniffed.
"I don't see any market over there," she said, a trifle petulantly.

"It's not right on the canal, it's a few blocks in." In truth, Sterren
was not at all sure how far it was; he was not overly famliar with this part
of the city and had never before needed to get from Spicetown to Shiphaven
Market. "Are you still sure we should start | ooking i mediately, and not find
oursel ves a good nmeal or a place to sleep?”

"We can sleep on the ship," Lady Kalira replied, irritated, "and eat
there, too, if we have to. Now, where's this market?"

"How do we get across?" Alder asked. "lIs there a bridge?"

Sterren had to think for a minute. "Well, there is on the Upper Canal
which turns off this one, or maybe it's on the New Canal right before the
Upper Canal turns off. |I'mnot sure.”

"Boats," Kendrik pointed out. "There nust be boats going across."

"Of course there are," Sterren said, although he hadn't known there were
until he saw what Kendrik had spotted: a small, flat-bottoned boat, obviously
unfit to leave the cal mwaters of the canal, tied up to a dock on the opposite
side. A man lay dozing in it, and sonme rotting fruit rinds were bunping gently
agai nst one gunwhal e. Looking around, Sterren saw that a simlar dock on the
near side jutted forty feet out into the canal and had a space on one side
where just such a boat could readily tie up

"Aferry, that's what it is," he added, as he led the way down to the
dock.

He hoped it actually was a ferry; if not, he knew he was going to | ook
very foolish.

"I don't understand why we're doing this,’
his warlord down the cobbl ed sl ope.

"Because Shi phaven Market is where people recruit for foreign adventures;
| told you all that,"” Sterren retorted, as his feet hit the first planks.

Zander was not silenced. "lIs it always this cold?" he asked, pulling his
tunic tighter at the throat.

"No," Sterren and Lady Kalira replied, simultaneously.

Sterren was not particularly pleased with the cold and wind, or with
Zander's whining. Both acted as deterrents to desertion. The i mense size of
the city did, as well; Sterren, being a native and accustomed to it from
birth, had not realized howintimdating it nust be to a foreigner, newy
arrived fromthe rural openness of Semma, to find hinself surrounded by a
seem ngly endl ess maze of walls and streets.

Even the rich city snell that he found so conforting probably seenmed |ike
an alien stink to the Semmans.

He was rapidly losing hope that all four of his volunteers would desert,
but if even one did, he thought he could send the others after him while he
and Lady Kalira supposedly continued his recruiting mssion. That m ght
provide sufficient opportunity for his own escape.

Zander muttered as he foll owed



He cane to the end of the dock, stopped, and waved an arm above hi s head.

Here he called, shouting at the top of his lungs in order to be heard
over the wind, "Over here!"™ The man in the flat-bottomed boat | ooked up
startled out of his doze, and saw the party on east side. He sat up, then
stood, and picked up a | ong-handl ed oar.

Sterren could feel Lady Kalira's inpatience as they stood and wat ched
while the ferryman casually used the blunt end of the oar to push off fromthe
dock and then began paddling his way slowy across the canal, fighting the
steady breeze that wanted to push his ungainly craft out to sea. The gap
bet ween the two docks was a good forty yards, Sterren judged, and it took
several long mnutes for the boat to cross it.

VWen it drew near, the ferryman stopped row ng, reached down, and came up
with a coil of rope. He threw one end of it up onto the dock.

Al der, with adnirabl e presence of mind, caught it and began hauling the
boat in.

The other end of the rope was secured to the boat's blunt bow, and in a
nmonent that bunped up agai nst the battered end of the dock

"Bunch of barbarians, is it?" the ferryman nmuttered in Ethsharitic. "I
can't take you all at once!" he called al oud.

The Sent nan sol di ers spoke no Ethsharitic and were all crowding forward
toward the boat. "Wait!" Sterren called. "Not all at once! You'll...
you'll..." He could not think of a Semmat equivalent for "sink," "swanp," or
"capsi ze. "

He didn't need one; the soldiers got the idea and stopped pressing.

In his native tongue, Sterren called to the boatman, "Yes, they are a
bunch of barbarians, but I'mstuck with them How many can you take?"

"How many of you are there?" the boatman asked, eyeing the little nob.

Sterren did a quick head count to nake sure he hadn't forgotten anyone,

t hen answered, "Eight, in all."

The boat man considered, then said, "I can take four each tinme easily
enough. Two trips will do it, then. I'lIl give you a cut rate, too, six bits
the lot."

Sterren was not at all sure that was actually a cut rate, but he paid no
attention. Here, sent by the gods, was a chance to split the party. He turned
to Lady Kalira. "He says he can only take four at a tine," he explained. "I'II
go on ahead with Zander and Al ar and Bern, say, and then he'll come back for
the rest of you."

"Ch, no!" she replied. "No, | stay with you! You, ne, Al der, and Dogal go
first, and the rest can follow "

"My lady, need I remind you that | amin charge here, and not you? This
is m city, and I amyour warlord."

"This is your city, all right,’
exactly why I'mstaying with you."

Sterren opened his nouth to argue, then caught sight of the expression on
Al der's face.

It was not an easy expression to describe, having sonething of
resi gnati on, annoyance, and doubt in it, but Sterren knew inmediately that it
meant Al der didn't trust himany nore than Lady Kalira did. He closed his
nout h.

"Al'l right," he said after a monent. "W'Ill go first, then those four."
He pushed his way past the soldiers and clinbed down into the boat. "M/ | ady,
if you will?" he said, turning back and offering a hand.

Lady Kalira accepted his aid, stepping down into the boat. She settled on
one of the seats in the bow

Dogal followed, then Alder with the bowine, and Sterren, pronpted by the
ferryman's gestures, settled the two of them ami dships, while he sat in the
bow besi de Lady Kalira.

"Cars are on either side,
in the stem

Sterren transl ated, and Al der and Dogal each took an oar as the ferrynman

Lady Kalira interrupted, "and that's

the ferryman pointed out from where he stood



reached over themw th his own |ong oar and pushed them away from the dock

It took the Senman soldiers a mnute to get the hang of row ng, but even
so, the trip west was nuch quicker than the ferryman's solo trip east had
been.

Once across, they clanbered quickly ashore.

The ferryman waited, and once they were all safely on the dock he said,
"That'll be six bits. | don't get the others until | see the nobney."

Sterren did not bother to translate this for the others; he just pulled
the nmoney fromhis purse and tossed it to the ferryman, who caught it deftly.

Then the foursonme had to stand on the western dock and wait while the
ferryman returned for the other soldiers.

It was only then that Lady Kalira realized that none of the other four
spoke a single word of Ethsharitic, or even Trader's Tongue. The ferryman did
his best to make hinmself understood in both | anguages, bits of his shouting
carried across the water, but the four Semmans were very slow indeed to find
pl aces in the boat and cast off successfully.

Sterren watched the others carefully, glancing back now and then at the
city streets behind them but he saw no opportunity to nake a dash for
shelter. He waited, unhappily, until the party was reunited.

The north wind was chilly, and Dogal was shivering badly by the tinme the
others scranbled up out of the boat. Even Sterren felt the cold.

"This way," he said, with no idea whether it was the right way; he just
wanted to get noving and out of the w nd.

He Il ed the way up away fromthe canal, past a cross street, around a
si nuous bend, and through two three-way intersections.

Then he stopped, trying to figure out where he was.

The ot her seven, all close behind him nearly tranpled him

He | ooked about. The others followed suit.

They were obviously in Shiphaven. Mdst of the people in sight on the
streets wore the blue kilts and white tunics of sailors. Two chandl ers' shops
were in sight, and a cooper's as well. A red-haired wonan sat on the bal cony
of a nearby brothel, but wore a heavy shawl wapped about her against the
wi nd. She called a greeting, judging the soldiers to be potential customers;
Kendrik in particular stared at her greedily.

Sterren did not recognize the street. He considered stopping one of the
sailors strolling by, but rejected the idea i mediately; he would not admit so
easily to being lost in his native city.

Even over the clatter of passing feet and the whistle of the wind in the
near by eaves, he could hear voices ahead and to the left. "This way," he said,
mar chi ng on

The Semmans foll owed. Al der and Dogal close on his heels. Lady Kalira
just behind, and the others trailing al ong.

The next intersection was another cross street, and he turned left, to
find himself |ooking directly at Shiphaven Market, two bl ocks away.

He recogni zed the street, then; he was on East Wharf Street. He stil
could not identify the one he had followed fromthe canal, however.

"There you are," he said, pointing, "Shiphaven Market!"

He was rather proud of having led the party successfully through an
unfam liar part of the city, but none of the Semmans seened inpressed by his
acconpl i shnment. None of themrealized, of course, that this part of the city
was unfamliar.

In fact, he wondered if it had really sunk in yet that the city was big
enough that he wasn't familiar with all of it.

"Good," Lady Kalira snapped. "Let's go find a wizard and get back to the
ship, before we all freeze."

"Doesn't have to be a wizard," Sterren began, but Lady Kalira's glare
di scouraged himfrom sayi ng any nore. He marched on

The market was not crowded, probably because of the weather, Sterren
guessed. The foul w nds would have kept down the nunmber of ships reaching the
harbor with goods to sell or vacancies in their crews to fill, and the cold



woul d di scourage the casual browser. He doubted he saw rmuch nore than a
hundred people milling about.

One of them however, was unm stakably a wi zard, conplete with crinson
robe and an assortnent of well-filled pouches and sheat hes on her belt.

Anot her, tall, thin, pale, and wearing black, mght well be a warl ock.

Sterren suddenly began to think that his presence here was a ni stake.
What did he want with nagicians? All he wanted was to be left alone. He
st opped wal ki ng.

"Come on," Lady Kalira said, and Al der reached out for his el bow

He wal ked on into the market square, found a quiet spot, and then stopped
agai n.

"Now what ?" Lady Kalira demanded.

Sterren was overcone with irrational fear, stage fright, although he had
never encountered that termfor it. He knew that the time had conme to call out
his recruiting pitch, but he could not bring himself to speak

Inspiration struck. "You tell themwhat we want," he told Lady Kalira.

" VB2"

"Yes, you; as your warlord, | demand it."

"But ny lord, | don't speak Ethsharitic!"

In his panic, Sterren had forgotten that.

Rem nded of it, a sudden inspiration struck him and before he could | ose
his nerve again he raised his hands and shouted, "People of Ethshar! These
barbarians think 1'mgoing to give a recruiting speech for them but the truth

is that they're holding ne prisoner against nmy will! | ask that you summon the
city guard!"

"Wait a minute," Lady Kalira said, hauling down one arm "Wat was that
you sai d?"

"l said--"

"You didn't say anything about nmgicians, and | heard you say sonethi ng
about the city guard, | think."

Sterren saw that doubtful expression on Alder's face again and saw his
hand fall to the hilt of his sword. He cleared his throat.

"Just warmng up," Sterren said. He | ooked about and realized that nobody
el se had paid any attention to him anyway. The wi nd had apparently carried
hi s words away unheard, or perhaps they had been taken for a joke, or a stunt
to attract attention

He | ooked over his own party and for the first time he noticed that
Kendri k was gone.

He smiled, but decided not to point this absence out. Not yet, anyway.
For now, it would clearly be safer to behave hinself and seriously try to
recruit magicians; his chances of slipping away night well inprove |ater on

He turned back toward the center of the square and shouted in
Et hsharitic, "Magicians needed! Magicians needed! | represent his Mjesty,
Ki ng Phenvel the Third of Semma, and | amhere to hire fine magicians of every
school to aid the royal Senman arnmny!"

"That's better," Lady Kalira muttered, recognizing the famliar nanes.

A young man stopped to listen as Sterren continued, "Excellent pay!
Conf ort abl e accommodati ons! An opportunity for glory and honor in a worthy
cause! Magicians of every sort are needed!" He found hinself getting into the
spirit of the occasion; it wasn't really all that different fromthe tines he
had needed to talk a | osing opponent out of retaliation

"You think you're going to find decent nmgicians here, at this tinme of
year?" the young stranger asked, smrking.

"Shut up," Sterren answered conversationally. "Magicians!" he called.

The listener snorted.

A m ddl e-aged couple in fine clothing wandered up to listen

"W need magici ans! Paynent in gold and gens, all expenses to be borne by
the royal treasury!"

The red-robed wi zard approached, and then the tall man in bl ack

"You, wizard," Sterren asked, beckoning, "would you be interested in a



trip to Semma, the jewel of the Small Kingdons?"

The wi zard smled wyly and turned away.

"I might be," the man in bl ack answered.

"Are you a mmgician, sir?" Sterren asked.

The man in black raised a hand, and a thick swirl of dust rose up from
t he hard-packed ground of the market, spiraling upward before him ignoring
the wind that should have scattered it across the marketplace. The dust
gathered into a ball the size of a fist, hung there in the air for an instant,
and then burst apart and vani shed, whi pped away on the breeze.

"I'"'ma warlock," said the man in bl ack

CHAPTER 15

After an hour's harangue, Sterren gave up. H's throat was sore, his voice
giving out, and he had lost the crowd's interest conpletely.

The warl ock had stood by, waiting patiently the whole tinme. He had
nei ther conmmitted hinself to the venture nor turned it down, had not denanded
to know nore, but had sinply waited.

A bl ack-haired woman with a runny nose, about Sterren's own age and
wearing a purple gown with stains that resenbled those one m ght acquire
sl eeping in the Hundred-Foot Field, had also turned up, claimng to be a
wi zard, and she had actually vol unteered. She had been nore concerned wth
Sterren's guarantee that she would be fed for as long as she was in Sema's
enploy than in the particulars of the job, or the paynent offered.

The sun was | ow above the rooftops on the western side of the square.
"Time for dinner," Sterren said in Semmat, turning to Lady Kalira. "Don't you
t hi nk so?"

"l suppose,"” she said.

She had spent rmuch of the hour wandering about the market |ooking at the
goods offered for sale, but she had not bought anything. Sterren suspected
that she had been too enbarrassed by her poor comand of Ethsharitic, if you
could call her dozen or so phrases "command", to try to haggle in that
| anguage, and the |local nerchants, while likely to speak several tongues,
woul d not be likely to know anything so obscure as Semmat.

O course, Lady Kalira spoke Trader's Tongue, Sterren remenbered, and
nost of the merchants could probably handl e that, but perhaps she didn't
realize it. Or maybe | anguage had nothing to do with it, and her funds were
running | ow. That m ght be inconvenient, since he had hoped that her purse
woul d be there to fall back on in an energency.

VWhat ever the reason. Lady Kalira had returned, enpty-handed, a few
m nut es before.

Dogal and Al der had stayed cl ose at hand throughout Sterren's pitch; even
whi | e speaki ng he had watched for a chance to slip away fromthem but had not
seen one.

The sane could not be said of Al ar, Zander, and Bern, all of whom had
wandered of f. Zander and Bern had returned; Al ar as yet, had not, nor was
there any sign of Kendrik.

Sterren switched back to Ethsharitic and asked the warl ock, "Wuld you
care to join my conpanions and nyself for dinner, and perhaps discuss the job
further?"

The warl ock nodded casual ly.

"I's there sonewhere around here where we can get a decent neal,’
asked. "O should we head down to Westgate?"

"This is not ny part of the city," the warlock replied.

Sterren hesitated, then thought better of asking himany further
guestions, such as which part of the city was his, and why wasn't he there.
Instead, he turned to the wi zard, a questioning |ook on his face.

Bef ore he coul d speak, without a word, she pointed to a tavern on the
north corner of Flood Street, where a faded signboard depicted a gol den

Sterren



dr agon.

"Good enough," he said, as he |led the way.

"Wait a minute," Lady Kalira objected. "Wat about Kendrik and Al ar?"

Sterren stopped. "My lady," he said, "Kendrik deserted before we even
reached the market; | |last saw himanong the... the..." He paused, then
resorted to using the Ethsharitic word. "The brothels on..." He paused again,
sighed, and said, "East Wharf Street" in Ethsharitic. Sw tching back to
Senmat, he continued, "Al ar wandered off sonme tinme ago, and | have no idea
where he has gone and | don't want to either search for him or wait for his
return.’

"But you can't allow desertion!"

"I can't allow nyself to starve, either, or perish of thirst."

A look at Lady Kalira's face let himknow that that was not going to be
sufficient. "Al right," he said, capitulating, "Zander, you and Bern go find
Kendri k and Alar. Then neet us at that inn, there." He pointed to the Gol den
Dragon. "If we aren't there, go back to the ship. It's at the..." He stopped.
He wi shed he knew the word for "wharf" in Semmat, but he didn't, and besides,
if these two asked for directions in Semmat, nobody woul d know what they were
sayi ng. "Tea Wharves" he said in Ethsharitic, then asked in Semmat, "Can you
say that?"

"Why should we say it?" Zander asked.

"In case you get lost," Sterren expl ai ned.

The concept of getting | ost was not one Zander, born and raised on an
open plain, thought of the same way a city boy like Sterren did, but | ooking
at the naze of streets Zander saw the sense in it. He said, "Ch."

"Tea Wharves," Sterren repeated. "Try it."

Zander struggled to wap his tongue around the unfamliar syllables. The
resulting ness was not recognizabl e.

"Bern?" Sterren asked.

"Tea Wharves," Bern said, in accented but perfectly intelligible
Et hsharitic. Sterren peered at hi m suspiciously.

"You don't speak Ethsharitic, do you?"

"No, my lord," Bern replied.

"Zander, try it again. Tea \Warves."

Zander managed to produce sonething al nost adequate this tinmne.

"Good enough, | suppose. Wrk on it while you' re hunting for your
conr ades. "

Zander nodded; Bern didn't bother. Together, they turned and marched back
into the market crowd.

Sterren wat ched them go, neither knowi ng nor caring whether he would ever
see either of them again.

He had gotten rid of four of his seven unwanted conpani ons, he thought;
he was nore than halfway to freedom

"This way," he said, leading the way to the CGol den Dragon

The tavern was less than half full, and they found a table readily, not
far fromthe door. Sterren, after some consideration, decided that neither
facing the door nor sitting with his back to it would be best for slipping
away; he sat with his right side toward the door, his back to the open room

Lady Kalira sat opposite him against a wall; Al der took the chair to his
right, back to the door, and Dogal to his left, facing the door. The warl ock
sat between Alder and Lady Kalira, the w zard between Dogal and Lady Kalira.

Sterren took the opportunity for a look at his two recruits.

Both were thin, but the wi zard's sl enderness appeared to be due to
borderline malnutrition, while the warlock was sinmply built that way. The
wi zard wore her hair in long black ringlets that trail ed hal fway down her
back, and even in her present tattered and dirty condition they still showed
signs of having been conbed not too | ong ago. Her face was rather drawn, her
eyes brown and anxious; if she were clean, smling, and better-fed, Sterren
t hought, she would be attractive, possibly even beautiful

She sniffled, then dabbed at her nose with a stained cuff.



The warl ock was cl ean and | ooked as if he was as well fed as he cared to
be, but he was definitely not smling. H s |lined, narrow face was fixed and
expressionless, his nouth a thin line, his pale green eyes unreadable. H's
hair, black with the first traces of gray, was cut short, barely covering his
ears. Sterren guessed himto be over forty; how rmuch over he had no idea. He
m ght have been handsonme once, but now, Sterren thought, he was nerely
stri ki ng.

As soon as they were seated, even before the serving maid could reach

them the warlock said, "I notice that in an hour's speech, you never once
specified the nature of the enploynment you offered."
Caught off guard, Sterren agreed, "l suppose | didn't."

The wi zard was staring hungrily at the approaching tavern girl, and
Sterren used that as an excuse to change the subject. "My lady," he said in
Senmat, "what shall we have, and at whose expense?"

"You brought us here," Lady Kalira said, "you pay for it. You wanted
di nner, we'll have dinner. What was the man in black sayi ng?"

"He asked a question about our offer. Wne with your neal ?"

Lady Kalira nodded.

Sterren gl anced at each of the remaining soldiers in turn, and each
nodded. "Wne would be wel cone,"” Al der said.

Sterren nodded back, then switched to Ethsharitic and asked the wi zard,
"Wuld you Ilike wine with dinner?"

The serving maid had reached the table, heard this final question, and
saw the w zard's nod

"W have several fine vintages," she said. Her tone nade it a question

Sterren said, in Ethsharitic, "The three barbarians woul dn't appreciate
it, and | can't afford it, so | do hope ny two guests will forgive me if we
have the regul ar house wi ne and whatever you have for the house di nner
toni ght, rather than anything special. That's for all six of us, unless..."

He | ooked questioningly at the warl ock, who made a small gesture of
acqui escence with one hand. The wi zard said, "That would be fine."

The tavern girl departed.

"The nature of this proposed enpl oynment?" the warl ock said.

Sterren had carefully avoi ded being specific in his marketplace spiel
for fear of frightening off prospects, but he realized that the time for
prevarication was past.

He sighed. "lI'mthe hereditary warlord of one of the Small Kingdons, a
little place in the far south called Semma. | didn't want the job, but I'm
stuck with it. Senma is on the verge of war with two | arger nei ghbors, and
we' re doomed. The army is absolutely pitiful and badly out nunbered. We don't
stand a chance unless we cheat. In the Small Ki ngdons, at least in Semma's
nei ghbor hood, they don't use nmagic in their wars; it's considered dishonorable
or something, it's cheating. Well, I'mready to cheat, because otherwise |l
be killed for losing. So I'm here | ooking for magi cians who can help us wn
this war. It shouldn't take nuch, since there's so little magic there and the
soldiers will never have fought against magi ci ans before." He | ooked at the
war | ock, hoping that he wouldn't dismss the idea out of hand.

"A war?" The warl ock's tone was cal m and consi deri ng.

Sterren nodded, encouraged that the warlock had not rejected the idea out
of hand. He gl anced at the w zard.

She had hardly listened; her attention was on the door to the kitchen. It
was an interesting door, with the skull of a small dragon nmounted so as to
formthe top of the frame and the dragon's | ower jaw serving as a door-handl e,
but Sterren suspected the poor young worman was far nore interested in what
woul d be coming through that door than in the decor that gave the tavern its
nane.

The wi zard caught his eye and turned back to him "I don't care what the
job is,"” she said, sniffing and brushing a stray ringlet back over her
shoul der, "if it won't get me killed outright and you pay in gold. I'll take

it." She hesitated, then w ped her nose and asked, "It won't get nme killed



outright, will it?"

"I certainly hope not," Sterren said. "If we win, it won't, but if we
| ose, you'll probably have to flee for your lives." He shrugged. "Fleeing
shouldn't be difficult; it's w de-open country, and the kingdons are so snall
it should be easy to get safely across a border before they can catch you."

The warl ock nodded. "You say Senma is far to the south?"

Sterren nodded again. "About as far to the southeast as you can get,
really; fromthe castle's highest tower you can see the edge of the Wrld, on
a clear day. |I've seen it nyself." He stared at the warl ock, a suspicion
growing in the back of his nind.

He had not really had tine to consider his two prospective enpl oyees, but
now he did.

War |l ockry was virtually unknown in Semma. He had no way of knowi ng for
certain whether it would work there at all and he was quite sure it would be
far less effective than it was in Ethshar. A warlock, therefore, would not be
his preferred sort of nagician.

On the other hand, this particular warlock seemed very interested in
goi ng sout h.

Sterren could guess what that meant. This particul ar warl ock probably
wanted to get as far away from Al dagnmor and the Power's Source as he could. He
m ght have already had the first warning nightmares that meant he had pushed
his warl ockry to dangerous | evels.

War | ockry, as Sterren knew from his aborted apprenticeship, drewits
power from a nysterious Source |ocated somewhere in the Al dagnor region, a
nmount ai nous area far to the north of Ethshar, on the edge of the Baronies of
Sardiron. A warlock's power varied as the inverse square of the distance from
this thing. A warlock's power also increased with use; every spell a warl ock
cast made the next one a shade easier. Mst magic worked that way, of course;
nost skills of any kind did. The effect was rather extrene wth warl ockry,
however, because warl ockry, unlike all other nagic, also directly counteracted
fatigue; magic not only didn't tire a warlock, it revivified him w thout
limt.

Except that there was a limt. Wen a warl ock's power reached a certain
| evel , he began to have nightnmares. Fromthen on, every further use of
war | ockry caused nore and worse ni ghtmares, which could make life virtually
unbear abl e.

Eventual ly an afflicted warl ock woul dn't even need to be asleep to suffer
t hese hi deous visions and, in the end, every warlock ever known to have
reached this point had died or vani shed. Those who did not conmt suicide were
often seen wandering north, toward Al dagnmor, usually flying, but then were
never seen again.

This was known as the Calling, because that was what the nightmares
seened to be: a horrible, supernatural sunmmons of sone kind that would draw a
war |l ock either to Al dagnor or death, or both.

VWhat nost warl ocks did was, when the first nightmare hit, to nove south
or west, further from Al dagnor, and give up warl ockry for good. The snarter
ones woul d have been chargi ng exorbitant fees in anticipation of this and
could afford to retire in confort.

Sterren guessed that this warl ock had pushed his |luck, and had al ready
had consi derably nore than one nightrmare, so that he was now desperate to get
as far from Al dagnor as possible, as quickly as possible.

VWat ever his reasons, the warlock might be either a great stroke of |uck
or utterly worthl ess, depending on just what power did remain to himin Senmg,
so very far from Al dagnor.

Bringi ng himal ong woul d be a ganble, but after all, Sterren had al ways
been a ganbl er.

If any warl ock could be of help in Semrma, one al ready touched by
ni ght mare, on the verge of the Calling, would surely be nost likely. The
Calling only cane when warl ocks reached the height of their power. In fact,
one theory was that the Calling was sonething the gods used to renove warl ocks



who were becom ng too powerful, who m ght damage the gods' plan for the Wrld.

A lesser warl ock would not be worth bothering with, but a really powerful
one m ght be. He would surely be greatly weakened, but he would al so be
somet hi ng that nobody in Ophkar or Ksinallion wuld ever have seen before.

"Ni ght mares?" Sterren asked quietly.

For the first tine since Sterren had first seen himin the market, the
war | ock' s cal m expressi on changed; he let a flicker of surprise at Sterren's
know edge show. Then, slowy, he nodded.

Sterren smiled slightly. He knew that the Calling gave the warl ock
reasons for coming south far nore inportant than a pound of gold.

That meant he woul d probably work cheap, far cheaper than his |evel of
power m ght otherwi se justify.

"You'll be coming, then?" Sterren asked.

The warl ock nodded agai n.

Sterren turned to the wizard. "And you?"

"What's the pay, exactly? Are neals included?" Her voice shook a little.
She | ooked at Sterren as she w ped her nose on her sleeve again.

The serving maid chose that noment to return with a tray hol di ng six
pl ates of stewed vegetables, tainted with only the smallest trace of nutton. A
bottle of red wine and half a dozen stacked rmugs were included, as well.

Sterren and the two Semman soldiers distributed the plates, while the
war | ock sent the cups floating through the air to the appropriate places. At a
gesture, the cork sprang fromthe bottle's neck, and the bottle then settled
itself in front of Lady Kalira.

Startled, she picked it up and only after a nonment's hesitation did she
begi n pouri ng.

Sterren threw the warl ock a puzzled glance. If he had reached the
threshol d of nightrmare, didn't he realize that every additional use of
war | ockry woul d increase his danger? At |east, that was what Sterren's master
Bergan the Warl ock, had said.

The warl ock saw the [ ook and smled slightly. "In honor of our inmm nent
departure for nore southerly climes,"” he said, raising his cup as if in a
t oast.

The others probably thought it was just a toast, but Sterren knew what
the warl ock neant. After keeping his magic in check, for hours, days,
si xni ghts, even nmonths, perhaps, he was allowing hinmself a little freedom
secure in the know edge that he would soon be sailing away from whatever
waited in the nountains and vall eys of Al dagnor.

Sterren put that out of his mnd and turned to the wi zard. "The pay," he
explained, "will include nmeals, and a hamock aboard ship, and a roomin Semma
Castle, possibly shared with others, but a bed of your own, at any rate.
You'll need to learn sone Semmat, |'mafraid; virtually nobody there speaks a
word of Ethsharitic. If we win our war, then the magicians involved, as a
group, will be paid ten rounds of gold, and, a dozen choice gens, | can show
themto you later, if you like, but not in a tavern like this. How this
paynment is to be divided up is yet to be determ ned; either the nagicians can
deci de ampongst thensel ves, or King Phenvel can divide it up as he deens
appropriate. Wuld that suit you?"

She nodded, sniffling.

"I'f you don't mind my asking, just what magi c do you know?" Sterren
i nqui red. Obviously, she knew no spells to keep a cold away.

"W zardry, of course," she said.

That was no surprise, but Sterren knew well that w zards canme in a w de
range of skills and power. "Mich w zardry?" he asked.

"Well..." She hesitated, then admtted what her soiled clothes and enpty
belly had al ready nade obvious. "No, not really. A few spells.™

"Not just tricks, though, | hope," Sterren said, knowi ng he was prodding
her on what was surely a sensitive subject.

"No, real spells!" she snapped. "I am Annara of Crookwall and I ama ful
journeyman in the Wzards' @uiild; | served ny six years as apprentice and



| earned what ny naster could teach ne!"

Her flash of pride vani shed as suddenly as it had appeared. "That wasn't
much, though," she adnitted, nervously tuggi ng her hair back from her face.

That was no surprise. Sterren nodded and poured hinsel f w ne.

As they ate, the warl ock and the three Semmans sai d nothing, while
Sterren and Annara nmade polite small talk. Sterren inquired about her
upbringing in Crookwall, while she, in turn, asked about Senma and was
surprised to learn that he was a native of Westgate, rather than sonepl ace
nore exotic.

After the nmeal had been consunmed, Sterren | eaned back in his chair and
| ooked across at Lady Kalira as he tried to decide what to do next.

"Well, ny lord," Lady Kalira said, seeing his attention focused on her
"you have two magici ans here, do you not?"

St erren nodded.

"I's that sufficient, then?"

Sterren guessed at what the Semmat word for "sufficient” nmeant. He
gl anced at Annara, who would give no details other abilities beyond admitting
to "a few spells,"” and then at the warlock, who had as yet given no name, who
m ght well be totally powerless in Semma.

"No," he replied i nmedi ately, before even considering his own hopes for
escape. "These two rmay hel p, but neither of them can provide any assurance of
Wi nni ng. "

"Then you plan to try to recruit nore?"

St erren nodded.

"My lord, are you sure you have no other intentions?"

He picked up her phrase to ask, "Wat other intentions mght | have?" He
eyed her cautiously.

"Del ay, perhaps."

"Bagui r?" He did not recognize the word. He guessed it to be sonething
like "escape," but could not be certain. "What's baguir?"

"To put off, to stall, to hold back, to go slowy; | don't know the
Et hsharitic."

That was not the reply Sterren had feared and expected. "Delay?" he
asked. "Way should | want to del ay?"

"I would not know, my lord, but your refusal to purchase any magi ca
assistance in sailing hither, and your insistence that two magi ci ans are not
enough, would seemto inply that you are certainly in no hurry about this
foolish, disreputable business.”

He picked up her phrase again, wthout any very clear idea what it neant,
save that it had a strong negative connotation. "This disreputable business
may save Senma, ny |ady."

"Not if you continue to delay."

“I'"'mnot del ayi ng! Wy should I 7?"

"Well, ny lord, it has occurred to me, in ny nore cynical nonments, that
if you can stretch your visit to this, your honel and, |ong enough, perhaps the
war in Semma will be fought and | ost before our return, and you can retire to

a confortable exile here.”

Sterren stared at her. That possibility had never occurred to him

A very tenpting possibility it was, too.

He gl anced quickly to either side, at the two other Semmans, the only
ones in the tavern who coul d understand this Semmat conversation

Al der | ooked seriously upset; Dogal was cal ner, but eyeing Sterren
suspi ci ousl y.

"I amnot delaying," Sterren insisted.

"Then tell me, ny lord, just how rmuch | onger we must renmain here, and how
many nagi ci ans you think to find."

"My lady Kalira, I've only just started! One hour in a... in one market
is nothing! If we could find one magician |I could be sure was powerful enough
that would be all we need; without that one, | think half a dozen m ght serve.

To find the right ones, though, | have no way of knowi ng howlong it will bel"



Lady Kalira sighed. "My lord Sterren, let us speak frankly," she said.
"You know t hat despite your rank, | was sent here as your gaoler, to make sure
that you did, in fact, return to Semma before the spring, when invasion is al
but certain.”

Sterren noticed Alder turn to stare at Lady Kalira as she said this; he
had obvi ously not realized either that Sterren was still under suspicion by
anyone but Dogal and hinself, nor that an invasion was inmnent.

"You have managed to | ose four of the six nen set to guard you, though
am not sure how. "

"They may cone back," Sterren interrupted.

Lady Kalira held up a hand. "Yes, they may, but at present they are not
here. Let ne continue." She glared at him

"Co on," Sterren said.

"As | was saying, you have very cleverly disposed of two-thirds of your
escort already and acquired two of the nmgicians you sought, to confuse
matters and perhaps, for all we know, to deceive the two guards remai ning. W
have no very clear idea what you have been di scussing with themthroughout
this meal, since we don't know Ethsharitic; you could have been pl anni ng your
escape, with their connivance, under our very noses."

Sterren wi shed he had been bold enough to try it.

"Now, you are demanding an effectively unlimted opportunity to strol
about the city, looking for a chance to slip away and hide fromus in a city

you know far better than we could ever hope to. | amsorry, but as your
unwilling gaoler, I can't allowit, we nmust set a term at the end of which we
will depart this place and sail homeward with all due speed. | woul d suggest

that by noon tonorrow we be under way."

Sterren sat back and used a fingernail to pick the last remants of his
supper from between his teeth as he considered this.

"I see what you nean, ny lady," he said at last, "and | truly do
understand. | do not suppose that you would accept nmy word that | will not
escape, or delay until it's too late." To his own surprise, he realized that
he really would be willing to give his word, and that he would keep it, as he
al ways had. Semma was not really as bad as all that, and the idea of his
sol di ers being sl aughtered was not an appealing one. If he could just find the
right magic, he was sure he could win the war. It was a challenge, a ganble,
and he wanted to neet it head on. He wanted to see if alittle magic really
could change a sure defeat into victory.

And after it was over, maybe then he could desert.

"No, my lord," she said, "I"'mafraid | couldn't accept your word. After
all, despite your noble ancestry and your apparent good intentions, what are
you really but a merchant's brat, brought up in the streets, accustoned to
cheating at dice to earn your bread? How rmuch honor can | expect from such as
you?"

Sterren smiled wyly, to hide how nuch Lady Kalira's clinically exact
description hurt him "Mre than you mght think," he said, "But if you wll
not take nmy word, there is little | can do to make you believe nme." He sighed.
"Until noon, though, is not enough. If you could give me three days..."

He let his voice trail off.

"Three days?" It was her turn to sit back and consi der

"Today is the twenty-first of Snowfall, she said. "You will agree, then
that we rmust all be aboard ship by nightfall on the twenty-fourth, ready to
set sail with the next tide?"

Sterren nodded. "Agreed," he said.

"You'll promise not to attenpt escape?"

"You said that you can't accept my word, but all the sane, 1'Il give it.
| won't try to escape before nightfall on the twenty-fourth of Snowfall."

"Allright," she said, "Three days, and then we drag you back to the
ship."



CHAPTER 16

By nmorning the month of Snowfall was living up to its nane. It was
snowi ng, and Sterren deci ded that Shiphaven Market was not going to be worth
another visit. Instead, he left Annara and the warl ock aboard ship while he,
Lady Kalira, Alder, and Dogal all set out in the early gloomfor the Arena and
the Wzards' Quarter

None of the other four soldiers had turned up yet, and that neant Lady
Kalira was in a very bad tenper. Sterren nmade no attenpt at conversation as he
I ed the way up Warehouse Street, through Shortcut Alley to North Street, and
on out of Spicetown.

As they neared the Grand Canal, however, the overlord s pal ace gradually
becanme visible ahead, and Sterren noticed all three Semmans staring at it.

They weren't being quite attentive enough to encourage escape, and
besi des, he had prom sed not to, but he did venture to remark, "Pretty, isn't
it?"

"I's that where the wizards |ive?" Lady Kalira denanded.

Startled, Sterren said, "No, of course not! That's Lord Azrad's... ah..
castle.”

"How far to the magicians, then?"

"Well. North Street forks ahead and we go left on..." He hesitated and

then switched to using Ethsharitic for place nanes. "W go left on the
Promenade, then on the other side of the Pal ace Pl aza we take Arena Street,

and then it's about a mle to the Arena, | guess."
"You're joking!"
"No, |I'"mnot."
"Amle?"
"About that."
"I will never get over the size of this city," Lady Kalira said, nore to

herself than to Sterren. "Wat a ness!”

Sterren did not consider his hone city a mess, but he knew better than to
say anything. They made the rest of the journey in silence.

The streets were al nost enpty because of the snow, and the city's normnal
odor was |l argely suppressed by the pale gray blanket that covered the rooftops
and nost of the streets, but the scent of spices, wood snmoke, and charcoal was
still strong. The mansions of the New Gty were silent and el egant, the snow
hi di ng much of the danage that time had done them even the slums of the outer
Arena district were quieter and | ess offensive in such weather.

They passed Canp Street, then the Arena itself, and cane to the plaza
just south of the main entrance.

There, to the right of the ranpway into the Arena, was the nmessage board
that Sterren had renenbered, a six-foot-high wall of rough pine pl anks
weat hered gray, fifteen feet long, plastered over its entire surface with
faded and torn bits of paper, parchment, and fabric.

Sterren had witten up his notice the night before, aboard ship, but he
realized as he looked for a place to put it that he had not thought to bring
any tacks or nails. Wth a shrug, he found a notice that had been attached
wi th unusually long cut nails, announcing an estate auction that had taken
pl ace a sixnight before, and he rammed the corners of his own message over the
bl unt ends of the nails.

Satisfied, he read it over again.

"Magicians," it said in large letters at the top, then continued in
smal ler witing below, "Enploynent opportunity for magicians of every school
The Ki ngdom of Senma is recruiting magicians for government service for a term
of several nonths, but not to exceed one year. Room and board furnished, and
transportati on both ways, as well as paynent in gold and gens. To apply, or
for further information, contact Sterren, Ninth Warlord of Semma, aboard the
Sout hern Wnd, now docked at the Tea Wharves in Spicetown. Final application
nmust be made by nightfall, 24 Snowfall, 5221."

He stepped back and realized that his fine, big page was al nbst |ost anid



the junbl e of paper and cloth.

There was, however, nothing he could do about it.

He | ooked at sonme of the other nmessages on the board, wondering what they
were all about. One caught his eye i nmediately.

"Accl aimed prestidigitator seeks part-tinme enployment. Leave nessage with
Thorum t he Mage, Wzard Street."

Sterren was unsure exactly what a prestidigitator was; sonme sort of
magi ci an, surely! Part-time enploynent, that wasn't exactly what he was
of fering, but still...

Thorum t he Mage, he told hinmself, on Wzard Street. That wouldn't be too
hard to find.

He was about to start | ooking for nore notices when he was ren nded of
hi s compani ons by the sound of feet shuffling in the slush.

"Hai, you three," he said, "come here and help ne read these! Some of

them are from nmagi ci ans | ooking for work! | should have come here in the first
pl ace, instead of bothering w th Shiphaven!"
Dogal shook his head. "I can't read," he said.

Lady Kalira and Alder started forward, but then Al der stopped. A nonent
| ater, as she got close enough to nake out the messages, so did Lady Kalira.

"We can't read them either,"” she said. "They're all in Ethsharitic."

"Well, of course they..." Sterren let his voice trail off as he realized
that he was the only one present who could read Ethsharitic. He turned back to
the board and drew a deep breath, then let it out in a sigh

"I''l'l read them then," he said.

Two hours later he felt he had covered the board adequately. Snow,
meanwhi |l e, had attenpted to cover Al der and Dogal; Lady Kalira had taken
shelter in the arched entrance of the Arena.

"Doesn't this stuff ever stop falling?" Dogal asked.

"Of course it does!" Sterren retorted, instinctively leaping to the
defense of his native city.

"And then what happens to it?" Al der asked. "Wat do you people do with
it all?"

"Nothing; it nelts, of course,
it piles up all winter."

Sterren said. "This isn't Sardiron, where

"Well, how would we know that?" Alder replied angrily, his tenper
obvi ously shortened by the long, cold wait.
"From experience, of course. Haven't you ever seen... seen it before?" He

could not think of a Semmat word for "snow "

Al der and Dogal both stared at him startled. "No, of course not!" Al der
replied.

"How coul d we have seen it before?" Dogal asked.

It was Sterren's turn to be startled. "Ch," he said. "Doesn't it... |
nmean, don't you have this stuff in Semma?"

"No," Al der answered.

"It doesn't fall in the winter, |ike this?"

"No, it rains in the winter in Senma. W don't have snow. "

Sterren noted the word for |ater use, then dropped the subject. "Onh.
Wll, | have a dozen nessages here from magi ci ans | ooking for work and | want
to follow up on them before | forget any nanes. Cone on."

The "dozen" was actually fifteen, though there was some overlap in the
nmessage drops they used.

Wth much grunbling, the soldiers came. Lady Kalira emerged fromthe
entryway and joined the party as Sterren |l ed them back out to Arena Street and
on to the southeast, toward the Wzards' Quarter

Five bl ocks took themto Ganes Street, a thoroughfare that Sterren
renenbered well, even though he had rarely played there. The tinmes when he
tried it had all been remarkabl e enough to stay very clear in his nmenory.

And CGames Street, of course, marked the |ine between the indeterminate
streets between the Arena and the Wzards' Quarter, where various perform ng
magi ci ans nmade their homes, and the heart of the Wzards' Quarter proper



where virtually all the city's magi ¢ shops were cl ustered.

In fact, just one nore bl ock south on Arena brought themto Wzard
Street. There was no marker, but it was unm stakable. "Tanna the Geat,"
advertised a signboard at the corner, "Wzardry for Every Need, Love Charns a
Specialty." Peculiar odors mxed with the inevitable snmell of wood snoke, the
city's fanous spices had been left behind a mile to the north, but here there
were strange new scents that m ght have been spices, or herbs, or sonething
el se entirely.

Two doors down on the right was a signboard announci ng the presence of
Thorum t he Mage, which was one of the names Sterren had nmenorized. He headed
directly for it.

Two hours later they took a break for a midday neal and bought bits of
beef fried in dough froman open-front shop between two ganbling halls on

Ganes Street. They ate in silence, |eaning against a wall, as snow drifted by
and Sterren, between bites, considered what he had | earned.
For one thing, he now knew what a prestidigitator was, little nmore than a

charlatan, really. A great deal of magic appeared to be fraudul ent. Never
havi ng had nmoney to spend on spells and amul ets, he had never had occasion to
find this out.

O her magic, of course, was conpletely real and authentic and coul d be
enor nously powerful.

Unfortunately, while the frauds would often work cheap, for the nore
serious magi ci ans a pound of gold would not pay for a sixnight's work, |et
al one the nonth or nore that m ght be necessary for a trip to Semma and back
with a war in the mddle.

He had been turned down by two witches, two theurgists, a wzard, a
war | ock, and sonmeone who called hinmself a thaumaturge, a term Sterren was not
famliar wth.

On the other hand, he had turned down a prestidigitator, an illusionist,
a sorcerer whose tal ents seened genui ne but hopel essly inappropriate for the
job at hand, and an herbalist.

Not all of these were fromthe advertisenents at the Arena; the
t heurgi sts and the sorcerer had turned up on their own while Sterren and his
party were discussing matters with Thorumthe Mage, a pleasant old fell ow who,
thanks to his central |ocation, made a significant incone as a nessage center
and referral service, in addition to what his w zardry brought him

The norning, Sterren had to admt, had been a washout. He chewed his | ast
bite of dough, pulled his coat collar tighter, and stared |ongingly through
the snow at a dice gane visible through a tavern wi ndow on the opposite side
of the street.

He wi shed that he could just go back to playing dice and thinking
entirely in his native tongue, w thout having to swi tch | anguages every few
m nutes, w thout worrying about wars or wi zards or warlords or warl ocks,
hereditary duties, and summary executions. He wanted to forget that Semma had
ever existed, forget that he had ever nmet any of the inhabitants of that silly
little ki ngdom

He couldn't, of course. Semma was real, and sonehow or other he had the
m sfortune to be its warlord now, rather than just a tavern ganbler

Joi ning that ganme across the street was a tremendous tenptation, but a
gl ance at Lady Kalira's sour expression convinced himthat it wasn't even
worth asking if he could take a few minutes to replenish their finances.

He sighed, swallowed the last traces of his neal, and said, "Conme on."

The three Senmans | ooked at him unconprehending. "Ch, cone on," he said,
in Semmat this time. They cane.

CHAPTER 17

The afternoon was nore successful than the norning. For one thing, the
snow stopped and the sun came out, which inproved tenpers all around.



For anot her, the nei ghborhood grapevi ne was working for them now and when
t hey checked back in at Thorum s they found a young w tch, eager for adventure
in foreign lands and willing to work cheap

Anot her cooperative and prom sing witch turned up a few stops later, and
then a sorcerer by the nane of Kol ar, whose collection of talismans included a
few that clearly had some military useful ness, and, fortunately for Sterren
not all that nuch commercial value, so that Kolar was willing to accept
Sterren's offered job.

Al three of these individuals were instructed to report to the chartered
ship, the Southern Wnd, by m dday on the twenty-fourth.

At the next stop an argunent broke out. The mmgician in question here was
ready and willing to take the job, but Lady Kalira recogni zed the enbl em she
wore at her throat.

"She's a denonol ogist!" she said. "W can't take a denonol ogi st!"

"Why not?" Sterren demanded. "She can probably do nore for us than the
rest put together! Denobns |ove war! They created it!"

"And that's one reason that using a denonol ogist is too dangerous!" the
Semman ari stocrat shout ed.

"That's ridicul ous!"

"It is not..." Lady Kalira began; then she caught herself and continued
with enforced calm "it is not ridiculous, ny Lord Sterren. And in any case,
the reasons do not matter. If |I mght remnd you, his Mjesty specifically
forbade the inclusion of sorcerers or denonol ogists. Are you going to defy a
royal edict? Mght | point out that the penalty for doing so is entirely up to
the king's discretion, even to beheading, for a menber of the nobility?"

Sterren opened his mouth to argue, then stopped.

Phenvel 111 was nore than a little foolish and prone to whins. For al
Sterren knew, he really might order Sterren's execution if he was angry enough
and only think better of it after it was too |ate.

And he had specifically forbi dden denpnol ogi sts and sorcerers.

Sterren had forgotten that for a monment. He had not made the connection
when he hired Kol ar, Kolar the Sorcerer

"Ch, damm," he said.

He apol ogi zed to the denonol ogi st, a worman by the nanme of Amanell e of
Tirissa, and led the way back to the house where Kol ar rented an upstairs
room

VWen that little problemwas dealt with, Sterren continued with his
sear ch.

When the sun was bel ow the rooftops and the shop-keepers began Iighting
the torches out front, he called it a day and headed back toward Spicetown,
the Semmans trailing al ong behind him

He didn't even think about trying to slip away. The quest for magicians
had caught his interest.

If was full dark well before they reached the wharves, and Sterren had to
ask directions tw ce before locating the Southern Wnd. He was asleep within
seconds of falling into his hamock.

That was the twenty-second of Snhowfall

On the twenty-third, once again, the day was spent in the Wzards'
Quarter, recruiting. Wrd had gotten around, however, and this tinme Sterren
was able to sit at Thorumls table, drinking cheap ale and making jokes with
ol d Thorum about the Senman barbarians he was saddl ed with, while candidates
present ed thensel ves.

The Semmans sat idly by, wondering what Sterren and the fat old w zard
found so funny.

The weat her was warnmer, too, and the snow had nelted away conpletely by
m daf t er noon

Even the nowfamliar wal k back to the ship seemed easier, especially
since Sterren took care to set out well before dark. Lady Kalira brightened
consi derably when she discovered Al ar aboard the vessel, waiting for her
apol ogeti c about both his own extended absence and having conpletely | ost



track of Kendrik, Bern, and Zander.

Sterren thought he was a fool for com ng back, but did not say so.

Sterren did not bother to | eave the ship on the twenty-fourth, but
i nstead began the preparations for the journey back to Akalla of the D anond.

He had found no chance to slip away and he was not at all sure he would
have taken it if he had. Princess Lura's grin and Shirrin's blush lurked in
t he back of his nmenmory, and he did not want to | eave them defensel ess.

VWhen the ship sailed on the evening tide, she had aboard her Sterren
Lady Kalira, Al der, Dogal, and Alar, of the original party of eight; the other
t hree had never turned up. Sterren hoped that they would get by, stranded in a
foreign city where they didn't speak the | anguage or know the custons. They
had chosen to desert, but they had not necessarily known what they were
getting into; life in Ethshar was nuch nore conplex than their sinple
exi stence back in Semma.

Per haps, he thought, Al ar was not such a fool after all

In addition to Sterren and the four Senmans, the Southern Wnd carried
t he warl ock, who had still not given a nane; Annara, the journeyman w zard;
three witches, named Shenna of Chatna, Ederd of Jiastwark, and Hander Hander's
son; and a w zard who called hinself Emer of Lamum All but the warlock were
young, begi nners who had not yet found places for thensel ves, though none of
the others were quite so young as Annara and Sterren hinself.

Sterren had turned down assorted frauds and charl atans, and given in to
the royal fiat against sorcerers and denonol ogi sts; he had talked to severa
theurgists, only to be told that they could not help with anything to which
t he gods objected as strongly as they objected to war. No other warl ocks had
turned up once the anmbunt of the pay was known. A few of the nore obscure or
m nor sorts of magician had turned up, such as oneironmancers and herbalists,
but after nuch discussion had not stayed.

Still, Sterren had half a dozen assorted magici ans.

He hoped it woul d be enough

He wi shed he knew nore about magic.

He did know a little, of course. He had taken an interest in the arcane
arts as a child.

It was only a little, though, not rmuch nore than a few characteristics of
the maj or varieties.

He knew sonething nore than a m ni num about warl ockry, of course, from
his brief stay with old Bergan. He knew it used no spells or incantations, but
only the warlock's will, to guide and shape the Power it drew upon. The only
di fferences between what one warlock could do, and what another coul d do,
depended on the relative level of imagination and expertise in manipul ating
Power .

The other magics did not appear to operate that way at all. For exanple,
t heur gi sts and denonol ogi sts used rote formulae to sumon super human bei ngs,
as Agor had explained to him and those beings were specialized and
i ndi vi dual .

To a warl ock, Power was Power, at least until the nightmares began, and
there were no fornul ae, or at |east, so Bergan had told him and Sterren had
no reason to doubt his old master

That nmeant that Sterren's warl ock would be able to do as nuch as any
war | ock in waging war; there were no special spells or forrmul ae he had to
know.

W zards, on the other hand, carried fornulae to bizarre extrenmes; where
t heur gi sts and denonol ogi sts just used words and songs and signs, w zards
needed an incredible assortnment of ingredients for their spells, dragon's
bl ood and virgin's tears and so forth. Wzardry seened to have no logic to it
what soever. And Sterren, accordingly, had no idea at all what his two w zards
were capable of. Annara had a small pouch of precious ingredients for her
spell's; Emmer had a large traveling case jamed full of jars and boxes for
his. Neither would specify what spells he or she could perform A
denonstration woul d be neani ngl ess; spells that proved beyond doubt that their



Wi zardry was authentic and powerful would not nean that they knew any spells
that woul d stop Ophkar or Ksinallion

Wtches fell somewhere in between. Wtches used rituals, chants, trances,
and so forth, but could inprovise themapparently at will and did not require
t he arcane substances that wi zardry called for. Wtches had individual spells,
but seened to be able to nodify themfar nore readily than w zards coul d. They
had specialties, but almost any witch could tackle al nost any piece of
wi tchcraft, though naturally, a specialist in a given field could outperforma
novi ce.

Wtchcraft was versatile and adaptable, but Iimted. It just didn't do
anything as inpressive as the other nmagics. No witch ever noved a nountain or
flattened a city, but w zards had reportedly done both. Warlocks could call up
stornms, shatter walls, strike foes dead with a glance, set the very ground
abl aze; w zards seened to be able to do absolutely anything if they could find
the proper spell; but witches were far nmore limted. A witch could light a
fire in an instant, but only in a proper fuel. A wtch could open a | ocked
door, but not shatter one. A witch could predict a storm but not bring one.

VWhat use his three witches would be in battle, Sterren was not quite
sure, but he thought they would be far better than any ordinary warriors.

Sorcerers, with their prepared talismans that could be used instantly,
seened much |ike wi zards, though perhaps a little |less inpressive. He wondered
what Phenvel had agai nst them

Herbal i sts mght be very useful if the war was lost, for treating the
wounded, but unl ess one were to poison Ophkar's water supply, Sterren could
not see much use for an herbalist in battle. The various other specialties
i kewi se seemed too narrow i n scope. \Wat good was an oneiromancer, for
exanpl e, if nobody happened to have any dreans?

So he had his three witches, his two w zards, and his nanel ess warl ock
and ninety-three fighting nen. He hoped it would be enough

After all, his life depended on it.

PART TWD
War
CHAPTER 18

Sterren stood shivering beside the right-hand draft horse and stared
m serably through the rain and gl oomat the distant glow of the canpfires and
the | oom ng bl ack shape of Semma Castle. The mare's breath puffed up in clouds
fromher nostrils, and Sterren could snell her sweat. Raindrops pattered
heavily on the old wagon that he had bought in Akalla, on the driver's seat he
had just abandoned, and on the hooded heads of the six magicians huddled in
t he back. The four Semmans, on their own nounts, were clustered nearby.

"I thought they'd wait until spring," he said again.

Lady Kalira replied, "W all did. They always waited before." Her tone
was flat and dead. Sterren was grateful that she was not castigating himfor
refusing to buy a stormto speed their journey; it was bad enough that he was
cursing hinself for it.

"I guess one of their warlords nust have as little respect for tradition
as | do," he said resignedly.

"Or maybe," Al der suggested, "they heard you were gone and figured that
it would be a good tine to attack, when you weren't there to |l ead us."

"More likely they found out he was fetching these dammed magi ci ans and
they wanted to take the castle before they could get here," Dogal nuttered.

Sterren ignored that and tried to think what to do.

A selfish part of him suggested turning around and headi ng back to
Akal la. After all, through no fault of his own he had been cut off fromthe
castle and its defenders. If he left, who could say he had failed in his duty?



He gl anced up at Lady Kalira, sitting astride her horse. She could, for
one, and he could accuse hinself, as well. He had gone and fetched magici ans
to fight his war; well, here he was, here were his magicians, and here was the
war, a little sooner than he had expected, perhaps, but so what?

Al he had to do was figure out how to use the magicians he had hired. He
had to at | east nake the attenpt after coming this far, he told hinself.

If he tried and failed, if the castle fell anyway, then he could flee in
good consci ence, and even Lady Kalira could not fault him

First, though, he had to try to defeat the eneny. But how was he supposed
to do that with his six sorry magici ans?

"What do we do now?" Annara called fromthe wagon in Ethsharitic, echoing
his own thoughts. She gl anced at the deserted farmhouse off to the party's
left, as if expecting nonsters to leap fromit at any m nute.

"Are you sure it's really the eneny besieging the castle and not just a
festival of sone sort?" one of the witches asked in the same tongue; Sterren
did not see if it was Hander or Ederd and could not yet distinguish them by
voi ce.

He did not bother to reply to the witch, but after a nmonment he told
Annara, "That's up to you people. This is what | hired you for, after all, to
fight this stupid war. 1'd say that your first job is to break the siege." He
did not say how, of course, since he didn't have the faintest idea howto go
about it.

"In the rain?" Shenna of Chatna wail ed.

The other two witches shushed her

"Don't tell nme to shut up!" she shouted. "I'mcold and I'm wet and
don't like this place and | wish |I'd never cone here!"

Hander and Ederd exchanged unhappy gl ances; then Ederd, in the rear of
t he wagon and out of Shenna's sight, raised his hands in a curious enbracing
gesture.

Shenna abruptly fell silent, but her expression was still one of abject
m sery.

The Semmans watched all this unconprehendingly; none of them had picked
up much Ethsharitic in the twelve days of the return voyage, and the nagici ans
had not had time to learn nuch Sermmat. All six magicians had preferred relying
on Sterren as their translator to struggling with the unfanmiliar tongue, and
as a result he now saw the wi sdom of Lady Kalira's ban on Ethsharitic during
his own first voyage south. He had been forced to learn Semmat in order to
make hi nsel f understood; the nagicians were picking up a few words, at |east,
some of themwere, but only as a sideline, not as a matter of survival.

Forbi dding the crew to speak Ethsharitic, or refusing to use it hinself,
woul d not have rmade much difference, since the six magicians had each other to
talk to. Besides, he hadn't noticed the problemuntil after they reached
Akal l a of the Diamond. Once he had noticed, he had thought he could safely
leave it until the party reached Semma Castl e.

And now, of course, it was too late, and they night never reach the
castle at all.

He had just said that breaking the siege, if siege it actually was, was
up to the nmgicians. Shenna's outburst, however, had not been foll owed by any
suggestions fromany of the others. They were all waiting for himto tell them
what to do.

He suppressed a sigh. Wat had he done, he wondered, to deserve this? Wy
did he have to be in charge?

Sterren observed the witches silently for a moment, then beckoned to
Hander .

The young witch cl anbered over the side of the wagon, dropped to the nud,
and spl ashed over to the shelter of the farmhouse eaves. Sterren joined him
there.

"Wtches can read m nds, can't they?" Sterren asked.

Hander hesitated. "Sonetines," he admtted.

"Well, right there two | eagues ahead of us are a few hundred ninds, |I'd



say, and 1'd like to know what sone of them are thinking and planning. 1'd
like to be sure just who we're facing, for one thing; is that both Ophkar and
Ksinallion there, or did one of themdecide to get the junp on the other? If
one of themtried a sneak attack, then naybe we can swing the other over to
our side after all, despite King Phenvel."

Hander | ooked distinctly unhappy. "My lord Sterren--" he began

"Ch, forget the '"lord" stuff, when we're speaking Ethsharitic!" Sterren
interrupted. He had grown accustonmed to hearing the title in Semmat, but it
still sounded silly in Ethsharitic.

"Yes, nmy... yes, sir. As | was saying, | doubt I'lIl be able to learn
much. None of those people out there are going to be thinking in Ethsharitic."

Sterren stared at him "Thinking in Ethsharitic?"

"Yes, sir. After all, people do tend to think in words, or at |east the
same concepts that we use words for, and those are different in different
| anguages. "

"So you can't read m nds unless you know the right |anguage?"

Hander nodded, then stopped hinmself. "Well, there are exceptions. If
you're up close to someone and paying close attention, you can usually start
to pick up the underlying concepts after a while. In fact, that's how we
wi tches | earn other |anguages so quickly..."

"You | earn other |anguages quickly?"

"Of course! Wtches are fanous for the gift of tongues!"

"I haven't heard you speaki ng Senmat."

Hander's nouth opened, then closed. "Ch," he said. After a nonent's
pause, he asked, "Were we supposed to? | didn't think there was any hurry."

"I't mght have been nice," Sterren pointed out. "I don't particularly
enjoy translating back and forth for everybody, especially when | don't know
Senmmat all that well nyself, yet."

"Ch." Hamder was obviously enbarrassed. "I'msorry, sir."

"Never mind that." Sterren brushed it away. "Can you tell ne anything
about whoever's around all those canpfires, or can't you?"

“I... I... 1 don't know, sir. Probably not, fromthis distance."

"You have ny permission to go closer, witch."

Hander gl anced at the distant canpfires, then back at Sterren. "Ah..
could it wait until norning? They're liable to be a bit nervous at night..."

Sterren sighed. "They're presumably fighting a war; they're liable to be
a bit nervous any tine. But never nmind, at least for now" He started to turn
away, then paused.

"The other witches, | assune that they would give ne the sanme answers?"

"I think so, sir, but I can't be certain. W do have our specialties."

Sterren nodded and waved in dism ssal. Hander sloshed away, back to the
wagon; Sterren stayed where he was and gestured for Emer, his second w zard,
to join him

Emer slid fromthe wagon and sl ogged up beside him

"You're a w zard, right?"

Emer nodded, cauti ously.

"W zardry can do just about anything, right?"

"G ven the right conditions, the right materials, and the right spell, "
Emer replied judiciously, "w zardry appears to be capable of al nost
anyt hi ng. "

"But you, yourself, are limted in what you can do, | suppose.”

"Yes," Emer answered inmmediately, "very limted."

Sterren nodded. "Over there," he said, waving an armin the direction of
Senma Castle, "It appears that there is a hostile arny besieging the castle
that | hired you to defend. | don't know what the situation is, but that's how

it appears. |Is there anything you can do about it?"

Emer considered this carefully. He gazed thoughtfully at the distant
canpfires, then | ooked up at the sky. He noistened a finger and held it up to
check the wind, then scanned the eastern horizon

"I don't know," he said, finally. "I know a few spells | thought woul d be



useful in a war, but | don't see how any would help in the present situation
If the wind were behind us, | could levitate and drift over that way, with a
magi cal shield under ne in case | were spotted, to see what's happeni ng, but
the wind's awmfully light and fromthe north, and I'd need to go east. | don't
have a spell for directional flight. I know a spell that can stun a man and
make hi m somewhat suggestible, so that if we could catch soneone al one | m ght
wel | coax truth fromeven a reluctant tongue, but I can't think... Hm.." H's
voice trailed off.

Sterren waited patiently, and after a pause Emmer continued, "I have
anot her spell. | never thought it would be any help, but it m ght serve here,
after all. | can nmake a stone or a stick whistle, froma distance, hardly a
val uable talent, 1'd have said, and | certainly chafed at being forced to
practice it as an apprentice. Now, though, perhaps | can |ure soneone over
with a whistle, stun him and question him"

Sterren nodded, considering. "You' re sure you can do that?"

Emer hesitated, then said, "Reasonably sure."

"Coul d Annara do it?"

"No." Emmer did not hesitate at all this tine.

"Why not?" Sterren asked, genuinely curious.

Emer blinked, then slowy replied, "I amnot sure it's ny place to say."

"Ch, go ahead," Sterren said, annoyed.

Emer paused, as if thinking out his words in advance, and then said, "I
suppose you know that Annara had been sleeping out in the Hundred-Foot Field
and hadn't eaten for two or three days when you found her."

"l suspected as much," Sterren acknow edged.

"Well, it's so," Emer said. "She told nme, as a fellow Guild nenber
Naturally, | was curious about how she came to be reduced to that, and she was
glad to have a chance to discuss her situation with a fellow wi zard. It seens
that although she is a true w zard, served the full apprenticeship required by
the Guild, and was initiated into the Guild' s nysteries, she never managed to
master nore than a handful of sinple spells. Her master only knew a dozen or
so, and she found herself unable to manage sone of those, including the ones
that provided nost of his small inconme. The spells she did learn, well,
they're real enough, and they have their places, but they aren't exactly
mar ket abl e. There isn't any demand for them as a rule. And | can't see how

they could be of any use at all in the present situation.”
"You didn't think your own could help, at first. Perhaps | should ask
Annara directly; after all, she's surely nore famliar with the possibilities

of her magic than you are."

Emer shrugged. "Maybe. W've agreed to trade spells and better both our
positions, but to be honest, | think | agreed to that as much frompity as
fromm own self-interest. Her spells... Wll, for instance, what use is there
to an invisibility spell that only works on transparent objects?"

"Transpar ent objects?"

"Yes, transparent. Water, ice, glass, and so on."

Sterren nodded. "I see your point. It's an interesting idea, though, that
invisibility spell. What if you were to nmake weapons out of glass, and then
enchant then®"

Emer considered that. "I'mnot sure how it works, but you're right, that
m ght be interesting. Hard to parry a glass sword, | suppose, but easy to
break one."

"I was thinking of glass arrows. You woul dn't know where they're com ng
from™

Emer nodded sl owy.

"Well," Sterren said, after a nmoment's silent thought, "that's not doing
us any good right now, is it? W don't have a gl assmaker's oven at hand. Thank
you for your help, wizard, and if you would go back and send me the warl ock
|I'd appreciate it."

Emer bowed slightly in acknow edgnent, then trotted back to the wagon
and haul ed hinsel f back aboard.



A nmoment | ater the warlock strode up beside Sterren. He wore a heavy
bl ack cl oak and hood against the rain, and had it pulled well forward, hiding
his face completely. Sterren found hinself speaking to an oval of black
shadow.

"How do you feel ?" he asked.

"Terrible," the warl ock replied, through clenched teeth.

"Ch?" The warl ock had been conpl ai ni ng of headaches and constant fatigue
since the third day aboard ship. He had al so taken to sleeping | ong hours, he
was al ways the first to retire at night and the |ast to awaken. The norni ng
after leaving Akalla he had to be hoisted into the wagon still half asleep and
had al nost fallen out tw ce since then

But at least, Sterren thought, there had been no sign of nightmares.

"My head feels as if it's going to burst."

"Ch." Sterren nmade a synpathetic noise. "Ah... are you aware of the
situation here?"
"No. "

Sterren waited for a nonent, expecting himto go on

"No?" he said at |ast.

"No. Should | be?"

"I think so, yes."

"Al'l right, then, what's the situation?"

"Well, over there is Semma Castle, which is what we all cane here to
defend. And all around it there appear to be canpfires and what | ook I|ike
tents, sentries, siege machinery, and so forth. What's nore, judging by this
house behind us and the others we passed in the |ast | eague or two, the

peasants in the area appear to have fled their homes. | would assunme that what
we see here are the armies of Ophkar and Ksinallion, besieging the castle, but
I amnot actually certain of that. |I called you up here in hopes you m ght be

able to help ne settle the matter."
"You want to know if those are really the armes you think they are?"
Sterren nodded. "That's right."
The warl ock snorted. "How the hell should I know?" he denanded.
"You're a warlock, aren't you?" Sterren asked calmy

"That's right, I'"'ma warlock, I'mnot a dammed m nd-reading witch, or a
wi zard with a scrying spell, or a sorcerer with a crystal ball, or a theurgist
with a god whispering in nmy ear, or even a denonologist with an inp to run ny
errands! | can do things, or | could back in Ethshar, anyway, but | don't have

any way of knowi ng any nore about what's out there than you do."

"Do you have any way of finding out? Could you fly over and take a | ook
around, perhaps?"

The warl ock was silent for a |long monent, the only sounds the patter of
the rain and the snuffling of the horses a dozen paces away.

"I don't know," he said at last. "I know howto fly, certainly, but I'm
so weak here..." He took two steps away, then stood, arns raised, hood thrown
back, face up

He seemed to shudder, fromhis head right down to his nuddy boots; his
cl oak fl apped suddenly, although there was no nore wi nd than a nonment before.

Then he toppl ed over backward into the nud.

Sterren hesitated, then deci ded agai nst |ending aid.

The warl ock got to his feet under his own power, then glared at Sterren
and shook his head.

"No," he said, "I can't fly here."

Sterren nodded. "All right," he said. He turned back to face the rest of
the party, where the others had watched the warlock's pratfall in puzzled
si | ence.

"We'|| stay here until norning!" he called, first in Ethsharitic, and

then in Semmat, pointing at the enpty farmhouse.

"Then what?" Lady Kalira called back to him

Sterren gl anced over his shoul der at the dozens of canpfires that ringed
the castle. "Then we find out who those people are,"” he said.



"And if they're the eneny?" Lady Kalira denanded.
"Then," Sterren said, "we attack!"

CHAPTER 19

Shenna's shri ek awoke Sterren froma sound slunber; he sat up quickly,
| ooki ng around for the source of the scream

Everyone el se was roused as well, and the other two wtches reached her
first. After an exchange too qui ck for spoken words, Hanmder turned and call ed,
"Sterren! Shenna says that someone was prow ing around the house we're in, and
saw us!"

Sterren was still not really thinking. "Who was it?" he asked.

"I don't know!" Shenna replied. "I didn't see him"

"Then how do you know he was there?" Annara asked.

"I had wards set, and he tripped one, w zard!"

"Well, if he didn't know we were here before, he certainly does now, the
way you screaned,"” Emmer said.

Ederd and Hander frowned at that; Shenna chose to ignore it. Sterren said
not hing, but nentally filed it away for future reference that the witches and
the wizards did not appear to |like each other nuch. He wasn't sure if it was a
personal matter, or something inherent in the two arcane disciplines.

"Di d anyone el se have any wards, or other spells, set to warn us of
i ntruders?" Sterren asked.

"l don't even know what wards are," Annara announced.

"I wouldn't brag about it," Ederd snapped

Sterren raised a hand for silence, just as Lady Kalira demanded in
Senmat, "What's goi ng on?"

"The witch... her nmagic heard sonething," he said.

Al der, who had been watchi ng the magi cians, heard this and i nmedi ately
headed for the nearest w ndow, approaching it carefully, then peering around
the frame, out into the rain.

Dogal took a wi ndow on the opposite side, and after a nonent Al ar headed
for the door. The fourth side of the roomwas the wall separating the main
room fromthe kitchen; the warl ock, seeing what the soldiers were doing, slid
qui ckly through the curtai ned doorway, presumably to | ook out the kitchen
wi ndow.

"There's sonmeone running off toward the castle," Dogal announced. "A
soldier, | guess, he's wearing a red kilt and a sword, anyway."

"VWhat army?" Sterren asked.

Startled, Dogal replied, "How should I know?"

Sterren, not fully awake even yet, could not think of a Senmat word for
"recogni ze" or "identify," so after a nmonment's nental funbling he just said,
"What uniforn?" He had certainly had to learn that word in order to function
as warl ord.

"I can't tell Ophkar from Ksinallion," Dogal said, "or from Shan on the
Desert or anywhere else, for that matter. It's not Semman, though."

Al der had crossed the roomduring this exchange and was squinting after
the fleeing figure. Lady Kalira came up behind Dogal, as well.

"Looks Ksinallionese to me," Alder said. Lady Kalira nodded agreenent.

"Not Semman?"

"On, no," all three agreed, "not Senman!"

Sterren sighed. "W'd better get out of here, then," he said.

Nobody argued, and in five mnutes the party had collected its bel ongi ngs
and retired to the porch, where the horses were waiting.

In another five, the Semmans were all nounted, the draft horses were
hitched up, and Sterren and the nagicians were all settled in the wagon,
nmovi ng unhappily out of their shelter into the thin norning drizzle.

"Whi ch way?" Hander asked.

That, Sterren had to admit, was a very good question. Wth a shrug, he



pointed north. "That way," he said. He shook the reins, and the wagon | ed the
way across a rmuddy brown cornfield.

After a few minutes he reined in his horses and held up a hand to signa
the Semman outriders. They gathered into a little knot at the center of what
was probably a pasture in the sumer, but was now nmostly nore nud

The others all stared at hi mexpectantly, hunching against the thin nmisty
rain.

Sterren hesitated, unsure of what to say.

"Well," he said at last, in Ethsharitic, "here we are in Semmm, and
that's the Ksinallionese arnmy over there, and maybe the Ophkarite arny as
well. Your job is to drive themout of Senma. Go right ahead."

The magi ci ans gl anced at one another, then back at Sterren, for a long
nonment before Hander asked, "How?"

"How should I know?" Sterren said, irritated. "You re the nagicians, with
all your secrets.™

"But you're the warlord,"” Annara pointed out, "and you're the boss; you
hired us, nowtell us what to do."

Sterren had dreaded this, and here it was. "I don't know anythi ng about
it," he said. "I was forced into this stupid job and I don't know any nore
about fighting a war than you people do."

"In that case," Hander said, "I think we may all be in very serious
trouble."

"Why don't we just go home?" Shenna asked. "We can't do anything here!
Look at all those people!"

In point of fact, the besieging arnmes were invisible fromwhere
Sterren's party happened to be at that noment, but nobody bothered to correct
her. Sterren had told them on board ship, that they would be facing armes
totaling about four hundred and fifty nen.

"Not a one of those soldiers,"” Sterren pointed out, "knows anything about
magi c. Not one! They've probably never even seen any nmagic; it's all scarce as
fish fur in this part of the world!"

"Well, we aren't exactly Fendel the Great," Annara retorted.

"No, but you're mmgicians, and you all agreed to conme here and fight this
war. Now, let's fight it! You, Emer, last night you were telling nme you could
levitate and that you have a shield spell and a way of dazing peopl e?"

"Fel shen's First Hypnotic Spell," Emer replied, "and Tracel's
Levitation, and Fendel's Elementary Protection. But 1'll still just be one man
agai nst an armny, and Fel shen's won't kill anyone, or nake them give up the
fight. I can harass them | suppose, but--"

"But nothing!" Sterren interrupted. "You're forgetting the effect it wll
have on their norale to have a genuine w zard attacking theml These soldiers

have never conceived of using magic to fight a war; you'll terrify them"
Emmer | ooked doubt f ul
Sterren was growi ng desperate. "Listen, | don't expect you to destroy an

arnmy overnight, but this is what you all agreed to do, what you cane here for
the reason we fed you all and transported you here and even cl ot hed sone of
you." Annara had owned only a single tattered purple robe; Lady Kalira had
provided her with a decent change of outfit while aboard ship, so that she
could clean and repair the gown with fabric, thread, and needl e provided by
Lady Kalira. She was wearing her own purple again at the nmonent, but she knew

who Sterren meant. "I think you'll find that it's not as hard as you expect.
Remenmber, it's not just the el even of us here; we have an army of our own
i nside that castle over there, with three fine officers who |'msure will take

advant age of any opportunity we give them" Sterren was not at all certain of
anyt hing of the sort and actually expected his three officers to funble every
opportunity, but he knew better than to adnit that. "Those people in the
castle, hundreds of them including dozens of innocent wormen and children, are
dependi ng on us!"

That was nost likely true; he could easily picture Princess Shirrin
wat ching fromthe castle windows for the triunphant return of her warlord



hero. She probably expected himto ride up on a white charger, banners flying
and trunpets sounding, rather than driving a battered Akallan haywagon.

"I can set sone traps," Annara admitted grudgingly.

"At least, while ny supplies hold out. I'll need some wax. And parchment,
if you have any."

"There!" Sterren said. "That's nore like it!" He | ooked at the others
expectantly.

"If one of these witches or the warlock can push me once |'m airborne,
can levitate and go see what's happeni ng, or take nessages into the castle,"
Emer sai d.

The witches glanced at each other, but it was the warlock who said, "I
ought to be able to manage that much. You're weightl ess when you levitate,
aren't you?"

"Well, not really, not with Tracel's," Emer adm tted. "There's another
levitation spell that makes you weightless, but | never got the hang of it."
"Well, | can try it, anyway," the warl ock said.

"W can probably hel p," Hander volunteered, "as long as you're in sight."

"You can do a test run," Sterren suggested.

That elicited a round of nods.

"We can... well, | can pick off eneny soldiers, strangle themat a
di stance, if we can find themaway fromthe main canmp,"” Ederd said.

"Or drop rocks on them" Hander said.

Shenna wri nkl ed her nose in disgust, then admtted, "I can poison their
water. Wthout touching it, | think." She hesitated, then repeated, "I think
it's alot easier to just nake their food go bad, if you can find out where
they keep it and it's not sealed in anything."

Al eyes fell on the warl ock, who shrugged and said, "I don't know how
much | can do, here, but I'Il do what | can. Strangling froma distance,

m ght be able to do that. Easier, for nme, to just stop hearts."

A nmoment of uneasy silence followed this announcenent.

"There!" Sterren said, breaking it. "You see? This shouldn't be as bad as
all that! There's a lot we can do, and they won't have any way to fight it, or
even know what's going on!"

A coupl e of the magici ans nodded glumy. Nobody argued. Nobody displ ayed
any ent husi asm either.

Sterren decided to settle for what he could get. Enthusiasm m ght cone
later. A lack of resistance was enough to start with.

"What's going on?" Lady Kalira asked, in Semmat. Sterren sighed and told
her .

CHAPTER 20

Two days later, in a barn roughly a nile and a half northwest of Semma
Castle, two of the witches were straining, watching or |istening or using sone
other sense Sterren couldn't guess at. The Semmans and the other magicians
were waiting for sonething to happen. For hinmself, Sterren didn't expect to
know anyt hing about it until the witches told him

Both witches started suddenly, but that was nothing very new. They often
reacted to unseen events while in perceptive trances.

Even wi th that warning, the bang a second or so |ater cane as a conplete
surprise. Sterren had been quite sure he wouldn't hear it.

For that matter, he hadn't expected the spell to work. Annara had been so
very pessimstic about her abilities ever since he first net her that he had,
he realized, given up on ever getting any use out of her

He gl anced over at her, and she | ooked as surprised as he felt. "Gods!"
she said, "I nmade it as big as | could, but that nust have been huge."

Sterren had to agree with that. According to what the w tches had gl eaned
fromthe mnds of passing soldiers, Sterren and his band were presently al nost
amle fromthe Ophkarite warlord's tent, and that was where the fal se nessage



had presumably gone. An expl osion that could be heard for a mle would have to
be much I arger than what they had expect ed.

Ederd suddenly energed fromhis trance. "I thought you'd like to know, "
he said w thout preanble, "We just killed the general's secretary, | nean, the
warlord' s. W didn't get the warlord hinself."

"Killed hinP" Annara squeaked.

Ederd nodded. "You don't want the details," he said, "but |I'msure he's
dead. Didn't hit anybody el se, though, and although there were plenty of
sparks, the tent didn't catch."”

Sterren | ooked at Annara with new respect. "Good work," he said.

"But the Explosive Seal isn't supposed to kill anybody!" she protested.

"At worst, it's intended to... well, to blowtheir hands off. Usually it just
burns thema little."

"Well, nmaybe you got sonething wong, then," Sterren suggested.

"I don't think so," Ederd replied. "He was hol ding the parchnent up to
his face, studying the seal. | think he suspected sonething."

"Ch..." Annara |ooked sick

"What's goi ng on?" Al der asked, in Senmat.
"We just killed the... the... a helper to the Warlord of Ophkar," Sterren
told him

" Hel per ?"

"The man who wites and reads for him"

"H s ai de?"

"l guess so."

Al der grinned broadly. "Well, it's a start,"” he said.

"This magi c may do sone good after all,"” Dogal admitted grudgingly.

Sterren nodded, but he doubted that they would be able to use that
particul ar stunt again. The eneny was war ned.

Vel |, maybe they would find other ways to use the Explosive Seal. Could
it be put on tent flaps, perhaps? O saddles, to detonate when the cavalry
unsaddl ed their horses?

And could the eneny really afford to ignore seal ed nmessages?

They hadn't ignored this one. Hander's witchcraft had convinced the
sentries that he was telling the truth, despite the total |ack of
confirmation; they had accepted himas an Ophkarite courier despite his |ack
of uniform his unfamliarity with the Ophkaritic | anguage, and the fact that
he had approached, on foot, fromentirely the wong direction. Even though he
had only been able to pick a dozen or so words of the | anguage fromtheir
m nds, he had managed to nmake them absolutely certain that the parchnment they
accepted was an urgent nessage fromthe King of Ophkar that nust be delivered
to their warlord i nmedi ately.

Not a bad stunt at all, and Sterren had nmade sure Hander knew how
i npressed everyone was. He regretted that Hander wasn't in the main roomto
t hank agai n.

And now Annara had come through, as well; Sterren had not expected the
seal to do any real damage

He hoped that Emer and Hander woul d be equal ly successful

Even as that thought crossed his mnd, Shenna dropped out of her trance
and announced, "Hander's bringing the wi zard back, but | don't know why."

Sterren answered, "Thanks. 1'll go ask."

He got up fromthe floor, brushed hinself off, anbled across the room
and nounted the | adder to the hayl oft.

Hander was sitting cross-1legged in the open |oft door, staring fixedly
out toward the castle. Sterren | ooked over his shoulder and saw a small bl ack
dot growi ng larger in the distance.

"What' s happeni ng?" he asked.

The witch ignored him Sterren glanced down just as Hander's breath cane
out all in a rush, and he toppled over sideways into the hay.

"I can't do it any nmore," he said in a breathy whisper

Sterren could see, now, that Hander had conpl etely exhausted hinself. He



| eaned forward and peered at the distant figure of Emer, drifting hel plessly
above the eneny arm es.

"Maybe the warl ock can fetch himback," he said. Hander had no breath to
reply, but he managed a feebl e nod.

Sterren turned and cl anbered back down the | adder, then headed for the
corner where he had | ast seen the warl ock

The bl ack-robed Ethsharite was still there, crouched down and nuttering
to hinmself. He did not glance up as Sterren approached.

"W have a problem" Sterren said. "Emer's drifting out there, and
Hanmder's exhausted. "

The warl ock shook his head, then winced; it was obvious he had another of
hi s headaches. "Get one of the other witches," he said. "I've been
experimenting; | can't nove anything as massive as a person, not even when
he's levitating."

"They're busy; are you sure?"

The warl ock | ooked up at Sterren, then rose to his feet. "Do you have any
string?" he asked.

"I don't know," Sterren replied. "Why?"

"Because if you did, | mght be able to lift one end of it up to him and
he could just pull hinself inwith it. But I know what | can do and | can't
move him You'll need to get one of the other wtches."

Sterren sighed and went to get one of the other wi tches.

That trick with the string, though, that m ght be useful. He wanted to
remenber that.

He sighed again, renenbering the high hopes he had first had for his
warl ock. The fellow was turning out to be pitifully feeble. He could levitate
a few pounds at a tine, light small fires, open |locks, but that was about it,
and he was al nost constantly sick with his feroci ous headaches.

The headaches worried Sterren somewhat. He had never heard of warl ocks
getting headaches. Ordinarily, warlocks were the epitome of health and vigor
able to heal thenselves, able to obliterate any di seases that attacked them
drawi ng strength fromthe Power, at |east, until the nightmares started. Even
then, they stayed physically healthy, except perhaps for some mnor adverse
ef fects of not sl eeping.

The ni ght mares had stopped for this one, but the nysterious headaches
m ght well be worse than the nightmares. Since the headaches had started, the
war | ock even seened to have nore gray in his hair.

Sterren had heard of warl ocks who fled south when the nightnmares began
but he had never heard anythi ng about headaches.

Shenna was back in trance, but Ederd was taking a break, |eaning back

against a pile of straw. After all, the excitement was over, the expl osion had
gone of f; Shenna could keep an eye on things by herself for the nonent.
"Ederd," Sterren said, "you'll have to take over with Emer; Hander's worn
out."

"I's he all right?" Ederd asked, getting quickly to his feet.

Sterren was not conpletely sure whether Ederd nmeant Emmer or Hander, but
it didn't really make much difference. "I think so," he replied.

Ederd was already at the |ladder and clinmbing. Sterren | ooked around the
interior of the barn. Al der and Dogal were sitting on one side, chatting
quietly in Semmat. Lady Kalira and Al ar were tal ki ng nearby. Shenna was
sitting cross-legged in the center of the floor, and the warlock was in his
corner, leaning against a wall. Annara was doi ng something with her belt
dagger and a bucket in another corner. Ederd and Hander were up in the loft,
fetching Emer back from his scouting mssion

It was a shame Emmer knew no Sermmat, and Sterren coul d not be sure anyone
in the castle spoke Ethsharitic or Emer's native Lamui nese; otherw se, he
could have used the wizard to establish contact with the besi eged Semans.
Nobody el se in the party could levitate that far; the w tches could, working
toget her, get one of their nunber a good way off the ground, but only for a
very short tinme, nowhere near |ong enough to propel himor her all the way to



the castle ranparts. The warl ock had been able to fly in Ethshar, but here he
was unable to Iift hinself so nuch as an inch

It occurred to Sterren for the first time that he could send witten
nmessages back and forth, even if his own Senmat was linited, especially in
witing. Lady Kalira was fluent and literate.

That was sonething to keep in mnd, but then, what would he say in a
nmessage? And Hander had hal f killed hinmself hauling Emer about on his
scouting trip; getting himin and out of the castle would be a mjor project.

The whol e project of winning the war was turning out to be nmore work than
he had hoped. Hi s magicians, while willing enough once they got started,
seenmed unable to think for thenselves and needed to be told what to do al nost
every step of the way. He had thought at first that he could turn them| oose
and sit back and wait for victory, but instead he found hinself plotting and
pl anni ng constantly.

He wondered why he bothered. He had made his gesture; why didn't he just
pack up and go home to Ethshar?

There was Lady Kalira, of course, and the three soldiers, who mght try
to stop him but he thought that he could slip away if he tried, take a horse,
or all the horses, to prevent pursuit and give himsonething to sell in Akalla
to pay for passage, and make a dash for it.

The | onger he stayed here, the nore likely he was to be captured or
killed outright by the invaders. He wasn't really doing Semma much good; only
one eneny soldier dead so far, after two days!

There were all those people in the castle depending on him but how nuch
good could he really do then?

He thought it over, very seriously, and decided he didn't know why he was
st ayi ng.

Maybe he would flee, in a day or two.

But not vyet.
CHAPTER 21
He had still not fled by the twenty-first of Mdwi nter, 5220. In two

sixnights of war, Sterren and his little band had settled down into a calm
routi ne. Each day, Sterren and the magicians would pick away at the eneny,
usi ng what ever stunts and devices they could come up with, while the four
Senmmans woul d scout out a new hiding place. Sterren did not think it would be
safe to stay in the sane place two nights running, and it made the Senmmans
feel useful.

He still had just the four Semmans with him None of them had deserted,
if it woul d have been desertion, under the circunstances, and no one el se had
turned up who cared to join Sterren's guerrilla band.

So far as Sterren knew, no one had been able to slip out of the castle;
and if anyone had, he mght well have other plans, in any case.

Qccasionally a peasant who had fl ed when the invaders arrived and taken
shelter with friends or relatives not too far away woul d wander by to see if
it was safe to go home, but these people always left imediately once they saw
that the invading arny was still there. None of them ever volunteered to help
Sterren and his crew

Sterren got the inpression fromthese strays that nost of the peasants
who had lived in the village and surrounding farns were now | urking quietly
just beyond the horizon, waiting for the war to be over and refusing to get
involved with a struggle that they saw as being the aristocrats' affair and
none of their business.

Lady Kalira denounced them as unpatriotic cowards; Sterren and the three
soldiers were | ess condematory. After all, what could a few unarned peasants
do?

Even the three Semman soldiers weren't doing nuch. It was the magicians
who were wagi ng the war, and the Semmans di d nothing but run errands.



Annara had becone quite expert at the Expl osive Seal and had successfully
booby-trapped books, tent flaps, and even a pair of boots. Actually, she had
not ensorcelled the tent flaps thenselves, nerely the |l eather ties that |aced
them shut. The witches had found it very difficult to put the |aces back
wi t hout disturbing the seals.

She had not managed to do a saddle; the horse had refused to stay
sufficiently still.

The spell had four noticeabl e drawbacks.

First, it took half an hour, and any interruption during that tine,
Annara insisted, could be disastrous. She needed to be left strictly alone for
the full tinme. That nmeant that soneone had to stand guard over her, and that
she coul d not be noved quickly if an energency arose. So far, no emergency had
arisen, but Sterren worried about it all the sane.

Second, she had to have whatever she was putting the seal on right there
in front of her, which meant that sonmebody had to steal it away fromthe
enemny, then put it back again later. Emer and the w tches had been able to do

this, using Emer's levitation spell or the witches' little mnd-tw sters, but
it was very risky, especially when cautiously putting sealed tent ties back in
pl ace.

Third, the spell required a drop of dragon's blood for each seal, and
Annara had only had a tiny vial of the stuff, perhaps a dozen drops in all
Emer was no hel p; when asked, he said, "I never use the stuff. None of ny
spells need it, and it's so expensive!"

Sterren knew it was expensive, and was amazed that Annara hadn't sold

hers | ong ago, but she explained, "Wth it, and ny other things, |I'ma wzard
and | can work nmagic. Wthout ny supplies, I'mjust another charlatan. And
besides, if you hadn't turned up when you did, | would have sold it. | just

wasn't that desperate yet."

Fourth, and finally, the seal was visible. It cane out either red or
bl ack, Annara was unable to explain why it should be one or the other, rather
than al ways the same, but it seemed to vary at random between the two.

The seal itself was made of wax, and when Annara used cl ear beeswax from
a supply found in an abandoned kitchen, she was able to enchant the stuff wth
Eknerwal 's Lesser Invisibility so that the wax could not be seen at all, but
even then, the trace of dragon's bl ood remained visible, shaped into a strange
rune, and nothing could be done to hide it.

That hadn't hel ped the owner of the boots, who started to put themon in
the dark and lost his right hand and foot. It hadn't hel ped the |ieutenant who
opened the first book, who had taken the rune to be nere ornanment, and |ost an
eye and three fingers, as well as the book. The first enchanted tent flap laid
a soldier up with serious burns from shoulder to fingertip.

The owner of the second enchanted tent flap, however, had been nore
cautious and had carefully not disturbed the rune. He slipped into his tent
fromthe back, crawming in the nud, and had then taken the tent down entirely
and noved it well away from canp before poking at the flap with a stick

The resulting explosion burned the tent to ash, but injured no one.

After that, the eneny knew what to | ook for, and the use of the Expl osive
Seal changed sonewhat. Annara no | onger bothered with the Lesser Invisibility
and, instead of seriously trying to injure anyone, she put the seal in places
where it would have maxi mum nui sance val ue.

For exanple, with all three w tches standi ng guard, convincing the few
| at e- ni ght passers-by that Annara either wasn't there or had every right to be
there perforning her arcane ritual, she sealed the wheel of a water cart to
its axle hub. The seal blew the wheel off, terrifying the horses, when it cane
tinme to haul the next | oad.

The warl ock pointed out that one of the witches could have done the sane
damage with a hamrer, but Sterren thought the denoralizing effect was worth
the special effort.

He took the hint, though, and later sent the wi tches around breaking
spokes and cutting ropes.



The Ksinallionese arny's financial records were found with a seal on
them and a nessenger was sent hone to fetch another copy, since no way could
be found to open them wi thout incinerating them

Two nore tents were sealed and had to be taken down and det onat ed.

Al in all, Annara was earning her keep. So were the w tches who hel ped
her .

Emer, with his levitation spell, had provided excellent scouting
reports, locating the eneny's headquarters tents and counting the soldiers
present, which turned out to be about three hundred, not the full four hundred
and fifty. He had stunned a few sentries, when the w tches needed a
di straction, and had made life mserable for a few of the eneny for severa
hours by enchanting a cockroach to sing "Spices in the Hold," an old sea
chanty, loudly and off key for hours on end. That had only stopped when one of
the soldiers, nore by luck than skill, stamped on the roach

That the roach was dead, Emer expl ai ned, made no difference, as far as
Gal ger's Singing Spell was concerned, but a hard tap on the enchanted object
was the signal to stop. If sonmebody happened to step on the dead insect again
later, it would start singing again.

Unf ortunately, nobody happened to step on the dead roach

In addition to hel ping the wi zards, the witches had pulled off severa
little tricks of their own. Shenna had spoiled a hundredwei ght of nmeat and a
wagonl oad of vegetables, so that at |east for a few days the besiegers ate
| ess than the besieged. Sentries had acquired the habit of disappearing, then
turning up dead in entirely the wong place, so nmuch so that for the | ast
three nights there had been no sentries at all

Only one water cart's |oad had been poi soned; Shenna found it to be far
nmore difficult than she had thought. Furthernore, the result had a discernible
odor and a nasty taste, so that no one would take nore than a tiny sip before
spitting the stuff out.

The warl ock had not worked closely with the others. He preferred to slip
away by hinself and pick off random eneny soldiers. He did not need themto be
nearby and isolated, as the witches did. Al so, where the witches' victinms
turned up strangl ed or stabbed, the warlock's sinply fell over dead, w thout
warni ng, without a mark on them in the mdst of their friends and conpani ons.

This had created a good deal of near-panic. The witches reported picking
up snatches of conversations about curses and denons.

Unfortunately, the enemy officers had not allowed this to get out of
hand. They had even | aunched a count er propaganda canpai gn, arguing that this
denonic activity indicated that the evil Semman king had joined forces with
powers of darkness and had to be stopped before he becanme nore powerful.

The success of this argument was in doubt, but as yet the invading arny
seened to be holding up. Sterren had no reports of desertion or mnutiny.

There were certainly casualties, though. Al in all, Sterren counted
forty-one dead and seven injured among the eneny as a direct result of the
magi ci ans' efforts, and in addition they had created consi derable disorder. He
was pl eased. Forty-eight men were a significant part of the besieging arny,
and Sterren had not |ost a single person! Hs people had been spotted, on
occasi on, but so far they had al ways escaped.

He had managed to establish communication with the inhabitants of Semma
Castle, too. Although the warlock could not lift or push a person that far
and the witches could only do so by utterly exhausting their reserves, the
war | ock could, and did, send nessages witten on parchnent sailing over the
eneny's encirclement and into the castle, to drop into the courtyard there.

In reply, the people in the castle would run a green banner up on the
west ranparts and hang their own nmessage beneath it on a string. The warl ock
could usually retrieve this without too nuch trouble.

Thus, Sterren knew that the castle's inhabitants were far from
confortable. They were horribly overcrowded, as over a hundred peasants had
taken shelter within the walls when the invaders arrived, in addition to the
usual dense popul ati on, and those peasants al so added heavily to the food



consunpti on, of course, since none of them had brought any significant anounts
of food with them

Fortunately, the winter stores had been safely inside the walls when the
i nvaders canme. Even with all the additional nmouths to feed, the castle had
pl enty of food and water, enough for at |east another nonth.

In addition to the crowdi ng and worry attendant upon any siege, the
attackers had siege machines in use that dropped flam ng bundles into the
castle every so often, and at other times hurled heavy stones through w ndows
or even through roofs. The stable in the western courtyard had been burned to
t he ground one ni ght when a watchnman dozed off at his post. A dozen w ndows
had been snmashed, and hol es punched through three roofs. Five people had been
killed outright, a score injured, and a great many were ill, overcrowdi ng made
i solation inpractical and hygiene nore difficult, and di seases of various
sorts were getting out of hand. Lice were a nui sance, too.

Sterren's three officers were apparently unable to organize a very
coherent defense, and any thought of a sortie was abandoned when they coul d
not agree on who would lead it.

That, sonmehow, did not surprise Sterren in the |east.

And finally, the enenmy was trying to undernmine the castle walls, and the
def enders coul d not agree on what to do about it. A few hastily trained Senman
archers had forced the attackers to stay under shelter, but that was easy
enough, given the village outside the gate; crude galleries had been built
connecting some of the houses and shops, so that eneny sappers coul d approach
wi t hout exposing thenselves to arrows.

Wth all this in mnd, on this particular day, the twenty-first of
Mdwi nter, Sterren had resolved that it was tine to do sonethi ng about the
si ege machi nes. The sappers were a nore serious problemin the long term but
t he siege machi nes woul d be easier to get at and were doing nore harmto the
noral e of the besieged.

Their shelter, at the nonment, was a partially burned farmhouse to the
nort heast of the castle, and it was there, on the norning of the twenty-first,
that Sterren gathered his entire band into a circle on the floor of the main
room

"Emmer," he said, "tell me about their siege nachines."

Emer shrugged. "Wiat can | tell you? They're siege machines.”

Sterren glared. "How many are there? Wat kinds? Wiere are they?"

Emer coughed, enbarrassed. "Ch," he said. "Wll, I'd say they have about
hal f a dozen in all, nostly trebuchet catapults, but also a nmounted ram The
ramis in the village; the others are arranged in a ring around the castle,
spaced out pretty evenly."

"What's a trebuchet?" Annara asked. Sterren was pl eased, partly because
it meant she was paying attention, but nostly because now he didn't need to
ask hinmself and show how little he knew.

"Well, it's like a big lever on a frame; there's a heavy wei ght on one
end, usually a big box filled with rocks, and on the other end is a sling.
There's a rope attached to the sling end, and the rope w nds around a drum at
the bottom of the frame. You wind the rope around the drum and it pulls the
sling down and the wei ght-box up. You | oad whatever you want to throw into the
sling, release the rope, the wight falls, and whap, the sling flies up and
t hrows whatever you put in it. Depending on what weight you use, it can toss
up to, oh, three hundred pounds, |1'd say, over a castle wall fromsafely
out si de archery range. Anything heavier than that and the frane's likely to
break. "

Sterren nodded; whatever his other faults, Emer was good at
descriptions. Sterren felt he had a good, clear picture of how these catapults
wor ked.

That didn't nmean he knew what to do about them "Is there sone way we can
burn themal | ?" he asked. The w tches | ooked at each other, while Annara and
Emer blinked and shrugged.

"What sort of wood are they?" Hander asked.



"Um .. ironwood, | think. Maybe oak. Sonething very hard and strong,"
Emer repli ed.

"I can't kindle that," Shenna said. "Sorry."

"Not ne," Ederd said.

Hander shook his head.

Sterren | ooked at Annar a.

"I don't think so," she said. "All | have that can burn things is the
Expl osive Seal, and that generally won't set anything nore than paper or
oilcloth on fire. And besides, | neant to tell you, | only have enough

dragon's blood left for one nore seal, and not a very big one, either."

That was unpl easant news; the Expl osive Seal had been one of their best
resources. He turned to the four Semrans, who were huddl ed agai nst one wall,
| ooki ng bor ed.

"Does anyone in the castle," he said in Senmat, "have... ah... froman
animal that nakes fire..." As he spoke, he was vaguely aware that the wtches
wer e whi spering with Emer about somet hing.

"A dragon?" Lady Kalira asked. "There are dragons in the nmountains north
of Lumeth of the Towers, but they've never cone this far south.”

"Not the whole dragon, just the... the stuff. Red stuff. Frominside."
Sterren knew he had heard the Senmat word for "blood," but he could not think
of it.

"Bl ood? Dragon's bl ood?" Al der asked.

"Yes! Blood. Dragon's blood."

"I never heard of anybody who had any,’
good for sonethi ng?"

"Annara needs it for her magic."

The four Semmans | ooked at one another, then back at Sterren. "Sorry,"

Al der sai d.

Sterren sighed and switched back to Ethsharitic. "About these
catapults..."

"From Emer's description, they're too big for us to nove," Hander said.
"Especially if it's really ironwood."

"It takes ten nmen to nove one, even with the wheels," Emmer expl ai ned.

"And wi tches may use magic instead of arnms and | egs and backs, but they
aren't any stronger than Ophkarite or Ksinallionese soldiers, even so," Shenna
sai d.

Lady Kalira replied. "Why? Is it

"Can you break them sonehow?"

Shenna and Hander started to glance at each other, but Ederd flatly
stated, "No. Not if they're as strongly nmade as Emmer says."

Emer shrugged apol ogetically. "They need to be strong to heave rocks
that big," he said.

"Al'l right," Sterren said, "the witches can't do anything. Wat about
you, Emer?"

"I can nake themwhistle or sing, but that's all. I"msorry."'
his hands in a gesture of hel pl essness.

Sterren turned to Annara, but before he could speak, she said, "Not
wi t hout nore dragon's bl ood, and probably not then."

That |eft the warl ock.

He spread

"l don't know," he said. "I can't burn the frames, nor break them
outright, not in ny present condition, but | mght be able to break sonme of
the ropes, or do sone other damage. | don't have the straight lifting power

these wi tches have here, but | believe |I can do subtler things, crackings and
frayings and twi stings, that they cannot."

"Cracki ngs?" Emer |ooked thoughtful, and said, "If you could crack the
mai n crosspiece, the lever, while they were preparing to fire, the whole
machi ne woul d probably come apart under the strain.”

"That would be perfect," Sterren said.

The warl ock shrugged. "I can try," he said.

"CGood," Sterren replied. "And you will."



CHAPTER 22

"WIl this do?" Sterren asked, pointing. The warl ock crept up beside him
and peered over the ridgepole. "I think so," he said. "I can see the structure
from here, anyway."

Sterren nodded. "Good," he said, "Because we can't find anywhere better
that's half this safe.”

The warl ock glanced at him "Wy did you come with me, then, if it's
danger ous?" he asked.

Sterren was not really sure hinmself. He shrugged and said, "I get tired
of just hearing reports. | wanted to see sonme of the action for nyself." He
did not really want to think about that any nore; it only rem nded himjust
how dangerous his situation actually was, perched on a rooftop a hundred yards
froman eneny canp. He changed the subject.

"How s your head today?"

"Better, or at least different,’

"Different? Howis it different?"

The warl ock hesitated, then said, "Maybe |'mjust getting used to it."

It seened to Sterren that his nysterious black-clad conpani on was bei ng
unusual |y tal kative today, and he decided to try to take advantage of that to
get a few answers to nmysteries that had been bothering him

t he warl ock sai d.

"You know, " he said, "I never heard of warlocks havi ng headaches I|i ke
yours. That's not what the stories say happens when you nove south.”

"l never heard of it, either,"” the warlock said. "I don't understand it."

"It is somehow related to your magic, isn't it?" Sterren asked

"Ch, | would say so." He hesitated, then continued, "You' re a warlock
yoursel f, aren't you? | thought | could see that, before we got so far south
and | lost nmy finer perceptions.”

"Not really,"” Sterren admitted, "I failed ny apprenticeship."

"Ah, that would explain it entirely! It took nme a long time, you know, to
deci de that you were one, you didn't act |like one, but you seermed to know the

art, and | could feel something in your mind. | thought you were just keeping
it secret for sone reason.”

"No," Sterren said, "I mght have a trace of the Power, but |I'm not
really a warlock. I won nore than | should at dice, back in Ethshar, but
that's all."

The warl ock nodded. "Then you woul dn't know," he said.

"Know what ?"

"What it feels like to use the Power."

"No," Sterren agreed, "I don't know. What is it |ike?"

"Well, it's hard to explain. It's as if sonething, not someone, because
it clearly isn't human, but something, perhaps a god or a denon or sonething
we don't have a nanme for, is whispering in your mnd, and you can't understand
anything it's saying, you can't be sure it's words at all, but you can pul
strength fromit all the same. You can take the sound of the whisper and
reshape it and use it to feel and shape and change the world around you. Do
you under st and?"

Sterren al nost thought he did. He nodded, but said nothing.

"And after you've used warlockry a lot, the whisper is always there,
al ways, whether you're listening or not, using the Power or not, awake or
asleep. It's a constant background and it gets a little | ouder each tinme you
draw on it. And it's trying to tell you sonething, but you don't know what."
He paused, then said, "You know about the night--

It was not a question, but Sterren nodded again.

"The ni ght mares are when the whi sper begins to make sense. You stil
can't make out the words, still can't tell what it's trying to tell you, or
what's whi spering, but you catch bits of it, little bits and pieces of images.
And you can't shut them out; the whisper is always there, it won't go away,
and those inmages seep into your mnd little by little." He shivered.



"And when you came south?" Sterren pronpted. "When | cane south," the

war | ock said, "the whispering faded away. It was wonderful at first; | could
forget the little glimers of neaning |I'd been catching, and the ni ghtnares
stopped. | couldn't hear the whisper at all. But then, when we headed inl and,

| started to hear buzzing."
Startled, Sterren stared at him "Buzzing?" he said.
"Hurmm ng, buzzing, sonething like that. It's not really a sound, it's a

source, a mental sensation, |ike the whisper, but this one isn't a voice,
isn'"t an intelligence at all, it's a mndless drone, |ike a beehive or a
mllstone. And... well, have you ever |lived sonewhere where you hear sone

unpl easant noi se constantly, a loud one? It gives you a headache." He sighed.
"But after a while, you get used to it and, in time, you don't even notice it
any nore. | expect that eventually | won't notice this any nore. At present,
I"mstill constantly aware of it, but ny head doesn't hurt."

St erren nodded.

He t hought he understood the anal ogy the warl ock made and had an idea
what it nust feel like, but he had no idea what could be causing the buzzing
the warl ock descri bed.

But then, nobody knew what the Al dagnor Source was, either. Presumably
there was another, different one sonewhere near Sermmm, one that had never
created its own magicians the way the Al dagnor Source had back in 5202, but
whi ch warl ocks coul d perceive.

"If it's like the Source," he asked, "can you draw Power fromit?"

The warl ock | ooked at him startled. "I have no idea," he said. "I
haven't been able to so far; it doesn't offer Power the way the Source does.
But it... | don't know. "

He chopped his words off short and stopped speaking.

Sterren decided not to push the matter. He peered over the farmhouse
ridgepole and said, "I think they're getting ready to load. It |ooks like
pitch. A ball of pitch. | suppose they'll light it right before they rel ease.”

The warl ock stared. "Yes," he said.

"Can you crack the beanf"

The warl ock didn't answer; Sterren glanced over and saw his jaw cl enched
with strain, his eyes narrowed.

Sterren shaded his eyes with a hand and stared at the trebuchet. WAs the
beam starting to bend a little nore than it shoul d, perhaps?

He shifted, squinted, and stared harder

The catapult exploded. One nmoment it was there, the crosspiece bending
only slightly; and the next instant the entire superstructure was gone, | ost
in a spreading cloud of red-hot debris. The great wooden bucket of stones that
served as the counterwei ght crashed to the ground and shattered, the ball of
pitch burst into flame and rolled back onto the crew that had just |oaded it,
and the framework sinply vanished in the burst of glowing fragments. The earth
shook, and a trenmendous rolling roar reached the two men on the rooftop

Sterren gaped and clung desperately to the thatch as the buil ding swayed
beneat h hi m

A long noment |ater, burning splinters began to rain down about him
spattering onto the thatch. The scent of burning reached his nose, and he
began sliding quickly backward down the sl ope.

He stopped at the edge and | ooked back up the sl ope.

The warl ock was still lying there on the roof, but nothing touched him
fragnents that m ght have struck himinstead swerved asi de as they approached.

"CGods," Sterren said, "What happened?”

The warl ock turned and grinned down at him by far the broadest smle
Sterren had ever seen on that dour face. "Can't you guess?" he said. "It was
your idea, you know "

Sterren shook his head.

"I"ve tuned into the buzzing; |I'mdrawing Power fromit. |I'mas powerful
as | ever was!" He rose upright, in a totally unnatural manner; his hands and
knees never noved, but his body sinply swung up unsupported. Once standing, he



lifted further, up into the air. H's black robe spread into great flapping
wi ngs, and he | aughed triunphantly. "Sterren," he called, "there are no
voi ces! It's just Power, nothing but Power!" He | aughed again, and thunder
roll ed overhead.

The warl ock | ooked up at the sound, and, w thout warning, a bolt of
lightning flashed down and incinerated the remaining fragments of the
catapul t.

The lightning was not the natural blue-white; it was a fiery orange-red.
Warl ock lightning. Sterren had heard of it, but never seen it.

Anot her bolt struck off to the left, destroying another catapult; then a
third, and a fourth, and a fifth, and the eneny's |ong-range arsenal was gone.

The wind was rising, and Sterren decided that a roof was not a good place
to be. He was unsure how conpletely the warlock was actually controlling this
sudden stormand did not care to risk a miscalculation, or even a deliberate
attack, since after all, he hardly knew the warlock. He slid down until his
feet caught on the | adder they had used to clinb up, then descended quickly.

Thunder booned again, and this tine even the thunder was clearly
unnatural, it was great rolling |laughter

It was recogni zably the warl ock's voice.

He hurried around the corner of the house and was in tinme to see the w nd
sweeping soldiers off their feet, knocking themflat to the ground.

The wi nd stopped, and the braver Ksinallionese -- Sterren had | earned the
different uniforms and could see no Ophkarites on this side of the castle --
got to their feet again.

The t hunder-voi ce spoke again, in words this tine.

"Go hone!" it roared, "This land is under the protection of Vond the
War| ock! To stay here is to diel™

Then, again, |laughter rolled across the plain.

Sterren saw the enenmy milling in confusion at first; then a nounted
of fi cer panicked and spurred his horse to a gallop, bound north toward
Ksinal | i on

Pani ¢ spread |ike a wave through the besiegers, rippling out fromthat
fleeing lieutenant, and in mnutes the entire arnmy was in full flight, pursued
by howl i ng unnatural wi nds.

Their norale had been deteriorating for days, men dying mysteriously,
expl osi ve booby traps scattered about, strange figures flying overhead
i nvul nerable to arrows. This supernatural storm and voice |ike an angry god
was nmore than these frightened soldiers could take. Individually or in groups,
t hey broke and ran, bound for their hones.

Sterren did not blame themin the | east for running. He stood and
wat ched, smiling happily, as the stormswept on around the castle, driving the
besi eging arny away from every side.

He had won the war. He and his six magicians had defeated fifty times
their number. He was safe from execution by either side. In fact, he would be
a hero to the Semmans.

He | ooked up at the warlock, hanging in md-air, his black robe
transformed into i mense bl ack wi ngs that gave himthe appearance of a
hoveri ng hawk, and waved triunmphantly.

Vond, as the warlock had called hinself, returned the wave. Thunder
runbl ed about him and clouds gathered thickly overhead, ready to burst.

Sterren | ooked at the distant castle. The inhabitants had a cel ebration
com ng. They were saved.

At least, Sterren corrected hinself, they were saved from Ophkar and
Ksinallion. He supposed they would now have to deal with Vond, he would
presunably want to stay here permanently, away fromthe whispering of
Al dagnor. Having so powerful a warlock around the place mght well change a
few things. He m ght not be satisfied with the handful of gold and gens he had
been pronised. At the very | east, Agor woul d probably be displaced as royal
magi ci an i n short order.

But, Sterren thought, his grin returning, that wasn't his probl em



He renenbered the peasants whose only interest in the siege was know ng
when it would be over, so they could go hone, regardl ess of who won. They
probably woul dn't care about anything Vond did, either. It wasn't their
pr obl em

Ki ng Phenvel m ght have a probl em Agor night have a probl em Any nunber
of other people mght have probl ens.

Ri ght now, Sterren felt as if he had none at all. Vond probably felt the
same way, Sterren thought, and a tiny little thought poked its way into his
mnd, like a pin working into a quilt.

If the warl ock thought his problens were gone, he was wong; he
definitely had a very real problem Sterren | ooked up, wondering if Vond knew.
The storm broke suddenly, and sparkling blue rain spilled heavily down,
soaking himinstantly. He |ooked up, blinking, and saw Vond hanging in the
sky, cloak spread, head thrown back, laughing wildly as the sheets of rain
parted before him | eaving hi muntouched and dry.

CHAPTER 23

Eventual Iy, of course, Vond | anded again. Sterren was stubborn enough to
wait for him

He was not stubborn enough to wait out in the rain, though. He ducked
into the little farmhouse and tried in vain to dry off, glancing out the
wi ndows every so often to see if Vond had tired of playing with the storm

The cl ouds were rai ned away conpletely sonewhat before sunset, but the
war | ock stayed al oft, whipping the wi nds back and forth, sending sprays of
sand and rock hither and yon. The besieging arm es were |ong since gone,
| eavi ng behind scattered bits of equi pment and trash, strewn across a sea of
mud.

Sterren saw no bodies, but he suspected a few mi ght be out there. He
noticed that nuch of the village surrounding Sema Castle had been flattened,
not just the sappers' ranshackle structures or the lightly built shops, but
the solid original houses as well.

The sun was down, and the last light fading, when the warlock finally
settled to earth.

"Hai," Sterren called fromhis shelter. "Congratul ati ons!"

Vond turned, spotted himin the wi ndow, and bowed. "Thank you, mny lord,"
he said. He sniled. "Gods, that felt good! To be able to let nyself go, use
all the power | wanted, w thout worrying about those dammed nightrmares, it was
wonder ful 1"

Sterren did not bother going around to the door. He hoisted hinself up
into the wi ndow and was about to drop down on the outside when he felt an
i nvisible grasp close about himand pull himfree of the frane.

He floated snoothly over and found hinself hanging in the air in front of
t he warl ock.

This was di sconcerting, but not particularly unconfortable. Sterren
flexed a little and found he could nove freely, but that no matter how he
noved he remained floating in the same spot, a couple of yards fromthe
war | ock' s face.

"Hell o, there," he said.

"Hell o," Vond replied, grinning broadly.

Sterren shifted, getting a bit nore confortable in his unnatura
el evation. He considered carefully exactly what he ought to say and finally
just asked, "What happened?"

"Well," Vond said thoughtfully, "lI'mnot sure of all the details.
Sonehow, though, | tapped into the buzz, and then | had all the power I
wanted, all at once." He waved at the desolation on all sides, displaying his
handi wor k.

Sterren nodded, contenplating the wasteland. "And you aren't worried
about ni ghtmares?" he asked. "What if this new source is just like the one in



Al dagnor, in the long run?" Wile the warl ock had been reveling in his new
power, Sterren had spent rmuch of the storm considering the various
possibilities and he felt that it would be unfair to not point the nmany
possi bl e dangers out to Vond.

Vond shook his head. "It isn't. It can't be. |I'd know "

Sterren didn't reply, but the warlock read his doubting expression

"You think |I'm being reckless, don't you? Don't worry, Sterren, |'m not.
I tell you, | know this new source isn't like the old. Watever the Source in
Al dagnor is, it's conscious, or at |east run by a conscious entity, |'ve known

that since | was an apprentice. W warl ocks al ways have a vague feeling of
contact, of communication, when we use our magic, and besides, surely the
ni ght mares and the Calling to go to Al dagnor are sent by sonething.”

Sterren nodded. He had to admit that nuch.

"Well," Vond said, "This power source does not seemto be conscious, it's
just raw power. Wen | used the Al dagnor Source, as | told you, it was like
listening to a whisper, hearing it but not catching the words. Using this new
source is like listening to the humof a bee, there are no words, just sound."”

"But if that's so, then why aren't there any warl ocks here already,
drawi ng on this source?" Sterren asked. "They don't even have a word for
warl ock in Sermmat!"

"l can only guess," Vond said.

"Cuess, then," Sterren said.

Vond waved dramatically. "Wrlockry, nmy dear Sterren, first appeared on
the Ni ght of Madness, back in 5202, you know that. That was when the Source
first appeared in Aldagnor. It created warl ockry, all at once; warl ocks
appear ed spont aneously, hundreds of them It was... well, it was as if the
thing |l et out one shout, to get people listening, and then its voice died away
to that whisper | keep tal king about."

St erren nodded.

"Well," Vond continued, "this new source never shouted. There's no
telling what it is, or howlong it's been there, but it could mean a whol e new
exi stence for warl ocks, because if it's not conscious, then it won't cause any
ni ght mares or conpul sions, now, wll it?"

"I don't know," Sterren said, "and neither do you. Maybe it's just
sl eeping. Maybe the one in Al dagnor was just sleeping there, all along, unti
it woke up in 5202, and this one could wake up tonorrow "

"Or it could sleep for another thousand years, if you're right," Vond

said, "But you aren't. | can feel it, |I tell you; this new source is dead, not
just sleeping. It was never alive and never will be. It's totally mndless."
"You're the one taking the risks," Sterren said, "so it's none of ny
busi ness, really, but Vond, | wouldn't put that nuch faith in it if |I were
you. How do you know it isn't sleeping? You can't know. Your feelings could be
wr ong. "
Vond shook his head. "No, you don't understand what it's like. | can use

the power itself to tell ne whether it's conscious, sleeping, alive, dead,
what ever .

It's mindless, enpty, like a... a running stream or a mllwhee
grinding. "

Sterren was still uneasy, but saw no point in further argunent on that
particul ar subject. Vond was clearly not eager to consider any negative
aspects to his situation just now, and after all, anything Sterren could say
woul d be mere guesswork. "I hope you're right," he said.

"I know I'mright,"” Vond replied.

"I'f you are," Sterren said, nettled by Vond's certainty, "then why hasn't
anybody found this thing before? Even if it never made its own warl ocks, the
way the Al dagnor Source did, there have been warl ocks for twenty years, and
you can't be the first one to ever conme south.”

"I may be the first one to ever cone this far south,"” Vond replied.

Sterren conceded the point, but said, "Even so--"

Vond cut himoff. "Maybe," he said, "I'm sonehow different. Perhaps |I'm



uni que, the only warl ock who can use this new source, it is a bit different,
after all, and I mght never have... have listened to it, if you hadn't
suggested it."

"Did you ever think you weren't |ike other warl ocks before this
happened?"

"No, not really. | was getting very powerful, of course. The power
i ncreases with use as one becones attuned to it, better able to listenin to
the Source, as it were, and 1'd been listening very closely for quite sone
time. Lord Azrad hired ne to dredge the harbor |ast year you know, and | did
it singl ehanded, and... well, after that, the whisper was nore of a nutter
and then... well."

"The nightmares,"” Sterren said.

"Eventual ly, yes. And then you cane al ong, and here we are."

Sterren decided to stop | ooking for flaws. For one thing, he had not even
menti oned what he saw as the nost likely long-term problem but seeing how
easily Vond had haul ed hi mout of the wi ndow, he had a certain uneasiness
about the warl ock's new power and he thought he m ght someday want Vond to
have probl ens.

Not that he had any intention of telling the warlock that. "And so here
you are with this new source of magic," he said, smling. "Congratul ations!"

"Yes, isn't it wonderful? | was straining hard, trying to listen to the
old Source, to draw enough power to crack that beam and | was ignoring the
buzz. Then | thought about what you said and tried to listen to the buzz, too,
and then it wasn't a buzz anynore, it was sonething entirely different,
somet hing that | could draw power from and it was close and strong and | was
nore powerful than | ever was back in Ethshar!"

"It's close?" Sterren asked. He had sonehow assuned that the buzz cane
from somewhere beyond the edge of the Wrld, and was a good di stance away.

"I think so, in that direction.” He pointed off vaguely northwest, but
then, Sterren thought, alnbst the entire Wrld lay to the northwest of Senma.
Thi s new source was not beyond the edge of the Wrld, but that didn't really
narrow it down mnuch

The two nen | ooked at each other, glanced around at the storm bl asted
plain, and then sinultaneously started to speak. They stopped, and Sterren
gestured for Vond to speak first.

"I"d say the war is won," the warlock said. "Now what do we do?"

"I"d say," Sterren replied, "that we go to the castle and coll ect our
rewards. "

Vond nodded. "Sounds good to me," he said.

"We'| |l want to get the others,"” Sterren pointed out.

"That's no problem" Vond said, "I'lIl bring them" Wth that, he rose
again into the air and began soaring toward Semma Castl e.

Sterren, quite without any action on his part, sailed along cl ose behind
and he gl anced back to see other figures being swept up and carried along in
simlar fashion -- he spotted Annara by her distinctive purple robe, and Lady
Kalira by her red gown, and Adier and Dogal by their size and armanent. The
other five were just black dots at first.

A moment | ater they were all standing at the castle gate, ranged in two
neat rows, Sterren and Vond in the front row center. An unearthly gl ow of
Vond' s maki ng pl ayed across themall and lit the area a pal e gold.

A sentry peered timdly over the ranparts above. "Hai," Sterren shouted,
renenbering at the last minute to use Senmat. "It's |, Sterren, Ninth Wrlord,
and ny conrades! (Open the gate!"

The soldier hesitated. "But, ny lord," he said, "the invaders..."

"The invaders are gone," Sterren replied. "The war is over!"

The sentry gl anced uneasily out across the ruins of the village, where
Vond's storm had indeed ripped away every trace of the sappers' shelters and
nost of the other buildings as well. "They're really gone?" he asked.

"All of them" Sterren assured him "The war is over. W won."

"Sterren,"” Vond said, speaking Ethsharitic, "I can open the gates."



"I know," Sterren replied in the same tongue, "but let's be polite about
it. Gve themanother five mnutes."”

"Five minutes, then."

Sterren switched back to Semmat and said, "The magi ci an who nmade the
stormis beconming inpatient. He says in five mnutes, if the gate is stil
closed, he'll smash it to pieces.”

The sentry inmediately said, "Yes, ny lord. I'll have it open in a
nmonent . "

It took about a mnute and a half before the gate swung wi de, and Sterren
t hought he saw di sappoi ntnent on Vond's face as the whole party marched in.

PART THREE
War | ock
CHAPTER 24

Sterren was uneasy even before he led his victorious little squad into
the throne room They had been kept waiting in the antechanber considerably
| onger than he had expected. Mst of the party had taken it well, after all
the Semmans were used to their king's foibles, and the others had not known
what to expect, but Vond seemed noticeably inpatient.

Sterren found that he really did not tike the idea of being around
someone as powerful as Vond when he got inpatient.

He marched into the throne room neither neekly nor belligerently, but
with the best approxi mati on of cal m assurance that he could manage, and found
Vond on his right hand, sweeping forward a few inches off the floor, while the
ot hers straggl ed al ong behind rather haphazardly.

As he marched in, while he kept his face turned straight forward toward
the king, as protocol demanded, his eyes were flickering back and forth,
taking in as rmuch as he could of the people gathered there.

The soldiers who stood in ragged lines on either side nostly | ooked
ei ther bewi |l dered or bored; Sterren suspected that not a one of themreally
knew what was goi ng on. Behind them he could see a significant percentage of
the castle's noble population and he tried to read their expressions w thout
letting his own interest show

He saw a wide variety of enotions, puzzlenment, delight, anger, but the
dom nant reaction to the arrival of Semrma's warlord and his party appeared to
be poorly suppressed fear.

That did not bode well.

Renenbering the viol ence of the warlock's storm however, Sterren could
not say it was an unreasonabl e reaction

He spotted the king's children huddled to the left of the throne; the
faces of Lura and Dereth were alight with excitement. Nissitha's nmouth was
drawn up in her usual expression of polite distaste.

Shirrin's expression was unm stakably w de-eyed adoration

Sterren stopped at the appropriate distance fromthe throne and bowed.

Vond st opped besi de hi mand condescended to dip his head slightly.
Sterren saw this fromthe corner of his eye and was relieved; it was not a
bow, but at least it was sonething. He had worried that Vond would go out of
his way to antagoni ze Phenvel, with Sterren caught in the mddle. Gven how
frightened nost of the Senmans | ooked, and how easily fear might turn to
anger, he very nuch wanted to avoid any open antagoni sm

"So you're finally back!" the king said, and Sterren's hope for peace and
amty faded.

"W returned as quickly as we could, your Mjesty," he said, his tone as
ingratiating as he could manage -- which was quite ingratiating indeed -- as
he had acquired years of practice with creditors and i nnkeepers. "The w nd was
not in our favor."



"You had magi cians with you, didn't you?" King Phenvel demanded.

"Only on the way back, your Mjesty, and none of themcould... could turn
the wind," Sterren expl ai ned.

The king stared at him then snapped, "Are you trying to tell ne that
little breeze we had today was natural ?"

Sterren blinked. "Ch, no, your Mjesty," he said, "That was the... the
wor k of Vond the Warlock." Sterren gestured at the warl ock. "However, it's a
spell he... it's new, a spell he had not... um not |earned yet during our
journey." He wi shed he knew Semmat better

Even what he did know was somewhat rusty, since he had nostly been using
Et hsharitic for the last few six-nights, talking far nore to the nagicians
than to Lady Kalira and the three sol diers.

Furt hernmore, the obvious hostility was maki ng hi m nervous, so that he was
forgetting some of what he did know.

Vond recogni zed his nane and bowed slightly in acknow edgnent.

"Ah," the king said, "so he found sone way to study the arcane arts while
hi ding fromthe invaders, rather than fighting?"

Sterren was shocked at this snide question, with its inplications of
cowar di ce and inconpetence. "Your Mijesty," he replied, "Vond defeated the
arm es of Ophkar and Ksinallion, alnost by hinself."

"And took his own sweet tine doing it, too! | suppose he thinks he'll be
getting nore money out of nme by making it | ook hard, but he won't, and neither
will any of these other sorry specinens you' ve dragged back here. One storm

and the eneny ran! The gold and gens | gave you are too generous for such a
sorry performance!"

Sterren could think of no reply to this. He did, however, find hinself
synmpat hi zing with the rulers of Ophkar and Ksinallion who had ordered the
i nvasi on.

"Besides," the king continued, "the war is hardly over nerely because we
won a battle. 1'll need to send anmbassadors to arrange a peace and settle
terms, won't 1? If you' d gotten a surrender, instead of a rout, | could have
given terms to the warl ords and saved sone tine."

This hardly struck Sterren as a major problem but he managed to avoid
sayi ng anything di srespectful by saying nothing.

"And furthernore," the king said, "what about the ness you people left?
Half the village is ruined, there's mud everywhere, and all that wi nd bl ew
tiles-off half the roofs and took the banners right off the flagpoles. | went
up to the tower and | ooked, and it | ooks awful! And | don't suppose any of
your magicians would dirty their hands with cleaning it up! No, don't say
anything, warlord, I won't ask themto; 1'Il have ny people see to it. You can
pay your megici ans and send them hone now, we won't be needing them around
here any nore."

He waved a dismissal, but Sterren found, to his own astoni shnent, that he

was not willing to be dismssed yet. "Your Mjesty," he said, trying hard not
to clench his teeth disrespectfully, "I did not start this stupid war. | ended
it, as quickly as I could. | had... had hoped that you would... would show

nore..." Hs Semmat failed himconpletely.

"Gratitude?" Phenvel practically sneered. "Gratitude, for doing the job
you were born to? Warlord, if you had fought the enemy properly, with sword
and shield, |I mght be nore respectful, but to bring in wi zards and witches is
hardly a courageous act. It's the doing of a nerchant, not a warlord, and what
| expect from soneone three-quarters Ethsharitic, not a true Semman at all!"

"Not for nme!" Sterren said, outraged, "I don't want anything for me! For
them the magicians! They | eft hone to cone here and fight for you!"

"I didn't ask for them" King Phenvel retorted. "And they've been paid.
And who the hell are they all, anyway? A ragged-|ooki ng bunch, | nust say!"

Sterren stared at the king's slippered feet and forced hinmself to cal m
down. When he was once again in control of hinself, he said, "If | mght
present them your Mjesty?"

"Go ahead," the king said, with a nonchal ant wave.



Sterren gestured to his right. "Vond the Warlock, |ate of Ethshar of the
Spices." He switched to Ethsharitic and said, "Vond, this is his Mjesty,
Phenvel, Third of that Nane, King of Senma."

Vond bowed, nockingly.

Sterren ignored the nockery and turned.

"Annara of Crookwall, journeyman w zard," he said.

Annara curtseyed deeply. The king nodded politely.

"Shenna of Chatna, witch."

Shenna, too, curtseyed, moving nore briskly than gracefully. Her skirt
was so thoroughly soaked that this sent a spatter of rmud onto courtiers at one
side of the hall.

"Chatna," said the king, "Were is that?"

“I'n the Small Kingdons, my lord," Shenna said, in slurred Semmat, "Just
inland of Morria, near the @ulf of the East."

Sterren was startled, both by this informati on and by Shenna's use of
Senmmat. He had assunmed Chatna to be an Ethsharitic village sonewhere and he
had not realized that Shenna had bothered to pick up any of the |ocal |anguage
during her stay in Senmma.

Not that she knew it well, since she had used entirely the wong title.

He gathered his wits quickly and continued with the introductions, hoping
t hat Phenvel would not criticize the error in protocol

"Ederd of Eastwark, witch. Emmer of Lanum w zard. Hander Hander's son
witch."

Each bowed in turn.

"Lamun®?" Phenvel asked.

"A ki ngdom on the Eastern H ghway, your Majesty," Sterren replied, before
Emer coul d react, "just across the border fromthe Hegenony of the Three
Et hshars." He was pleased that he had renenbered that bit of trivia.

"Sterren,"” Vond said, during the monmentary lull while the king absorbed
the introductions, "what the hell is going on?"

Sterren ignored himlong enough to ask, "Your Majesty, may | translate
your words to the magicians? Mst of them speak no Semmat."

Phenvel waved a hand. "Go ahead," he said.

Sterren turned to Vond and said quickly, "He's been maki ng an ass of
hi nsel f, complaining that we took too long to get back here and too long to
break the siege and that the storm danaged the castle and he'll have to have
his people clean up the ness it left. | don't know why he's in such a foul
nmood; he's been gratuitously insulting to all of us, particularly you and ne.
| think it m ght be because he's scared to death of you."

He noticed that Annara and Emer were listening closely, and added, "He's
probably scared of all of you. Magic is scarce around here."

"l suppose that means no nore pay and no big cel ebration,” Emer said.

“"I'mafraid not," Sterren agreed.

"Ah," Vond said, "lI'"'mnot really surprised. That's rather what it sounded
like. Has he said what he expects us to do now?"

"He expects you to take your pay and go hone. | haven't yet nentioned
that you may not want to."

The warl ock shrugged. "You don't need to tell him he'll see for hinself

soon enough. Do you think you could arrange us sone roons for the night,
t hough? It's getting late."

"I was planning on it; dinner, too."

"Good." The wi zards nodded agreenment, and Sterren turned back to the
t hr one.

"Your Mpjesty," he said, "I ask a favor of you. These six nmgici ans have
fought for you. Please, give themfood and shelter here for a few days, to
rest after their efforts. W ask no nore than that."

Rel i ef flashed quickly across the king's face, then vanished. "G anted,"
he said. "W have dined, but |I'msure the kitchens can provide for you, and ny
chanmberlain will find acconmodati ons. You nay go."

Sterren bowed and started to back out.



"Wait a minute," the king said, holding up a hand, "Lady Kalira, didn't
you take six soldiers with you?"

"Yes, your Majesty," Lady Kalira replied.

"I see only three now and | had asked to see your full party; what
happened to the others? Wunded? Killed?"

"Deserted, your Majesty, while we were in Ethshar."

"Deserted?" King Phenvel said, aghast.

Lady Kalira nodded. Sterren, hearing the king's tone, w shed she had |ied
alittle.

"Warlord, | amnot pleased at all. Three desertions!" Actually, he
sounded as if he were quite pleased. Sterren guessed that he was happy to have
somet hing with which to rebuke his warlord, should the occasion arise.

Sterren started to phrase a reply, then thought better of it. Pointing
out that desertion spoke worse of Semma in general than of his perfornmance as
warl ord woul d only nake trouble. "Yes, your Majesty," he said. He | ooked up
and net Phenvel's eyes. He was not ashaned of any part of what he had done.
After all, he had won the war, or at |least the battle, whatever Phenvel m ght
say.

The king net his gaze for a nonent, then turned angrily away. "All right,
then, you may go!" Sterren bowed, and he and the nagici ans went, bound for the
ki tchens and di nner.

CHAPTER 25

The long clinb to his chanber, after the | ong and bew | deri ng day, was
exhausting, and Sterren fell into his bed and lay staring at the canopy for
only a noment before falling asleep

During that noment he thought about the conversation in the kitchens,
hel d as the magicians ate the best nmeal they had eaten in sixnights.

The kitchens, and for that matter the corridors and halls, were full of
peasants who had taken shelter in the castle during the siege, but the
magi ci ans had no difficulty in establishing their right to privacy. A wave of
Vond' s hand had sent the refugees scurrying, |eaving the new arrivals al one.

They had di scussed the division of their pay. Everyone conceded that Vond
deserved the lion's share, but the other magicians felt that they, too, had
contributed something and that their denoralization of the eneny had made the
war |l ock' s triunph easier.

Vond had said al nost nothing during this, but had nodded cal m accept ance
when Sterren proposed that each of the other five be paid one full gold piece,
and that Vond receive the other five and all the gens.

Sterren had gone on to apol ogi ze for the poor reception the king had
given them and all six had been wonderful |y understandi ng. Shenna had nade a
few bitter remarks, but had carefully not directed themat Sterren

Vond had sai d not hing, then

The conversation had shifted to whether or not they should all head
directly back to Ethshar. The wi zards and wi tches di scussed various ideas
wi t hout reachi ng any concl usi ons.

Vond had stated sinmply, "lI'mstaying here," and said nothing nore.

The party had broken up not long after that, and servants had escorted
the magicians to roonms in the south wing. Sterren had wearily ascended to his
own roomin the tower. Hs last sight of the warlock was not reassuring; Vond
was clearly very much awake, unlike the rest of the party, and was | ooking
about intently as he foll owed the footman down the crowded passage.

Vond's entire manner worried Sterren, but he was too tired to really
think about it. He closed his eyes and sl ept.

It seened just a nonent later that a distant runmbl e awoke him He
bl i nked, and saw sunlight pouring into his chanber, and realized it was
m dnor ni ng.

The runbl e sounded again, and he felt the bed shift slightly beneath him



He realized that bright, unobstructed sunlight was pouring in. The runble was
not thunder.

He sat up, startled.

The runbl e sounded again, and despite the trenbling of the bed he thought
it came fromthe outside. He slid fromthe bed and crossed to the w ndow.

The vi ew had changed since last he saw it. The castle roofs were
spattered with broken tiles and shards of stone, wood, and tile. The outer
houses of the village were gone. The rolling countryside was no | onger a neat
pat chwork of farmand field, sprinkled with houses and barns, but a great
expanse of rmud and weckage, strewn with all manner of debris.

And directly before him a half mle or so away, a bl ack-robed figure was
hanging in md-air, arms spread wi de, cloak flapping |ike w ngs, and bel ow him
the earth itself was splitting open. The sandy nud had washed back to either
side, formng a deep pit easily a hundred yards across, and not just the nud,
but the clay beneath, down to the hard bedrock.

Then the runbl e came again, and as Sterren watched an i mrense bl ock of
that bedrock rose up into the air toward the hovering warl ock

The bl ock was rectangul ar, and by conparing it to Vond, for the flying
man coul d hardly be anybody el se, Sterren judged it to be about ten feet high
fifteen feet long, and five feet thick, give or take a foot or three in any
di mensi on.

The bl ock hovered for a nmoment, then slid sideways through the air, and
dropped to the ground.

The runbl e sounded agai n, and again, and again, and another block lifted
into the air, slid sideways, and |l anded on top of the first. The cutting and
lifting went nore quickly this tine.

A third and a fourth were added to the stack, and the cutting was just
begi nning on a fifth when sonmeone pounded | oudly on the door

"Lord Sterren?"

Sterren started for the wardrobe, but then realized he had never
undressed the night before. He still wore the sane tattered and nud- st ai ned
garnments he had worn through the stormand the audi ence with the king.

This was not the time to worry about neatness, he decided. He changed
direction and crossed to the door

"Yes?" he called

"My lord, the king wi shes to see you i medi ately."

Sterren was not surprised. He opened the door and found hinself facing a
very worried-1ooki ng nessenger boy. "I'mhere," he said. "Come on."

A few minutes later he found hinself facing a very worried Phenvel Il in
the royal famly's private sitting room the king' s expression an odd contrast
to the warm sunlight and bright, cheerful furnishings. The only other people
present were the nmessenger boy and a worried valet. Another rumble ran through
the castle as Sterren nade his formal bow

"Warlord," the king demanded, "what the hell is your nagician doing out
t here?"

"I don't know, your Majesty." Sterren would have been far nore expressive
in Ethsharitic; in Senmat he had to stick to the sinple statenent of fact.

"I's this something to do with the war?" the king demanded peevishly. "Do
you expect another attack? | thought you said the eneny was beaten!”

"I don't know, your Majesty," Sterren repeated.

"Why not? He's your damm w zard!"

"He's a warl ock, your Majesty, not a wzard," Sterren explained wearily.
"I hired himfor a job. | don't own him He does as he pl eases.”

"What in hell is a warlock?"

"He is, your Mjesty, a kind of mmgician unknown here in Semma. Unti

NOW.
"Al'l right, he's a warlock," the king said. "Wat's he doi ng?"
"I don't know, your Majesty," Sterren admitted. "Well, dam it, go find
out!" The note of fear in King Phenvel's voice was obvi ous.
Sterren bowed. "As your Majesty w shes," he said. He departed quickly,



before the king could change his mnd or inpose stupid conditions. He was
curious hinself.

He did not bother with any sort of preparations or cleaning up; he
marched directly fromthe royal apartnents out of the castle, ignoring the
peasants huddl ed asl eep on the corridor floor, pausing only to ask the man at
the gate, "Did the black-robed magi ci an come through here?"

"No, nmy lord," came the reply. "He flew over the north wall."

Sterren nodded and marched on

The outside air was cool, but wonderfully fresh and cl ean. The rui ned
mar ket at the castle gate, however, was not clean at all.

Traveling by air, he quickly concluded, was a maj or advantage. As he
pi cked his way through the weckage of the village he wondered how he and his
party had ever gotten to the castle gate without so rmuch as tripping over a
br oken beam

Then he realized that Vond had been with them nore or |ess |eading the
way. He had undoubtedly cleared a path. Sterren had been foll owi ng an old
road, but now he stopped and | ooked around.

Sure enough, a path had been cut directly through the village, straighter
than any street there had ever been, fromthe gate out toward the farm where
he and Vond had clinbed the rooftop to spy on the Ksinallionese trebuchet. He
cl anmbered across a snmashed pottery shop to reach it, then followed it easily
out into the open fields beyond.

Once clear of the ruins of the village, he turned north and headed toward
Vond, who was still hanging in the sky, stacking up i mense bl ocks of stone.
A bird sang cheerily somewhere nearby, and a gentle breeze runpled

Sterren's hair as he wal ked.

He was perhaps halfway to the edge of Vond's pit when the warl ock stopped
cutting slabs and turned to a low rise nearby, not that there were any rea
hills, other than the one covered by Semma Castle; this little bunp in the
ground was one of the higher elevations in the area. It also had the
di stinction of sonmehow havi ng avoi ded being churned into nmud by arm es and
storns; the top of it still bore a large patch of brown grass.

Wth a deeper, louder runble than any that had cone before, the top of
the hillock lifted up and flattened out. The runble continued for severa
m nutes, and the ground shook wildly; Sterren stunbled and fell to all fours.
The birdsong stopped abruptly.

He watched and realized that Vond was filling in underneath the patch of
grass, pulling soil and rock fromall sides, and building hinself a
rectangul ar nmound of earth with the grassy area on top

It took several minutes; then, abruptly, the runmbling and shaki ng
stopped. The rectangul ar nound stood |ike a giant bl ock

Vond eyed the nound critically and then made a few adjustnents, hauling
tons upon tons of rock and sand to prop this corner or that edge up a little
farther.

That done, he then |leveled out the area around his raised rectangle unti
it was as smooth as a well-laid floor for at least fifty feet on all sides.

Sterren watched this w thout noving.

When the warl ock was satisfied, the slabs of stone that he had quarried
earlier began lifting fromtheir piles and drifting over to the nound,
settling in on all sides, walling it in with solid stone.

Sterren stood and marched on as this proceeded. He got within shouting
di stance within another few m nutes, but nerely stopped and watched at first.

The stone sl abs were being set upright against the sides of the nound,
then pressed in at the base until they stood exactly vertical. Wen one was in
pl ace, the next would fly over to join it. Sterren could not be sure, he was
still a couple of hundred feet away, but it appeared that the seans between
stones were sonehow bei ng wel ded shut, so that the rectangul ar nound was soon
surrounded by what anpbunted to a single solid piece of rock

When that casing was done, nore slabs were laid horizontally around the
outside, their inner edges butted up flush agai nst the base of the retaining



wal | .

The operation was thunderously |oud, of course; anything that slapped
tons of stone about |ike building blocks had to be. During a lull, however,
when the next slab was just beginning its flight toward the construction site,
Sterren called, "Hai! Vond! Hello!"

Vond gl anced over, saw him and waved.

Sterren waved back

Vond held up a hand, signaling Sterren to wait. The slab continued al ong
its path, fell in neatly next to its predecessor with a resoundi ng crash, and
then with much grinding and hi ssing was pushed tightly into place against the
wal | .

That done, the warl ock dropped fromthe sky until he hung a foot or so
of f the ground, five feet in front of Sterren

"Good norning," Sterren said.

Vond nodded a polite greeting.

"Pardon me for asking so bluntly,’
doi ng?"

"I'"'mbuilding a palace,” Vond replied.

Sterren | ooked at the stone construction. "A pal ace?" he asked.

Vond turned and followed his gaze.

Sterren said, "but what are you

"Well," he adnmitted, "it doesn't |ook |like much yet, but |'ve just
started. | want it on a hilltop, but there aren't any around here, so I'm
going to build ny own. It seemed stupid to build a hill, and then dig half of
it back out for the crypts, so I'mbuilding the crypts now and then |I'Il put
the hill up around them™

"Ch," Sterren said, "Oh, | see; that piece in the niddle, the rectangle
with the grass on top, that'll be a courtyard, right?"

"Yes, exactly!" Vond sniled broadly.

"And you'll have cellars on all four sides, and then the pal ace on top of
the cellars, and then you'll pile up the dirt and put a hill around the whole
t hi ng?"

"Yes, exactly!" Vond repeated. "Wat do you think?"

"Seenms |like a lot of work," Sterren said

"Ch, no," Vond protested, "it's fun! After all, 1'ma warlock; the nore
magic | use, the better | feel. It's not |like other magics that tire people
out, or like ordinary work; it's invigorating! And |I'mpretty much
al | - powerful now, you know "

Sterren nodded. "Ah... | don't knowif it's any of my business,"” he said
after a monent's hesitation, "but | don't know how well this is going to go
over with the local people around here. After all, you're tearing up severa

small farns here, and I don't suppose that the peasants who |ived here are
gone for good. Most of them probably just ran to the castle, or to sone
relative's house, and will be back as soon as they hear that the war's over;
and they're likely to be pretty upset about this."

Vond shrugged. "Too bad,"” he said. "Wat can they do about it?"

Sterren blinked at this callousness and said, "You're still nortal
aren't you? Sonebody night put a knife in your back."

"Ha!" Vond said derisively. "Let themtry! Don't worry about nme, Sterren
It'Il take nore than any of these barbarians can do to kill ne."

"You're sure of that?" Sterren asked, genuinely curious.

"Ch, yes," the warlock replied confidently.

Sterren | ooked over the begi nnings of Vond's pal ace and renmarked, "I
don't suppose old King Phenvel is going to |like this nuch, either."

"I don't expect himto," Vond retorted. "That's why I'mdoing it, well,
one reason, anyway."

"What ' s anot her ?"

Vond grinned. "For one thing, it's fun! Haven't you al ways wanted to live
in a pal ace and have everything at your beck and call? | have, and now | can
War | ockry's just about linmitless, you know, nobody's ever found anything it
can't do. It's just that we've all always been so scared to use it, because of



the nightmares and the whispering and the Calling. Wll, here, | don't have to

worry about those! | have the power without the limts! Ad King Phenvel can
go bugger a goat, for all | care. | can do anything | want to here, and there
isn'"t a dam thing he can do about it."

"For your sake, | hope you're right," Sterren said. "I'd feel awful if

you got killed because | brought you here and you m sjudged the situation."

"I haven't mi sjudged anything! It's that old fool of a king who
m sjudged, telling me to take my lousy jewelry and go hone. You know why |
want a hill, Sterren? So it'll be higher than his. | could have taken his
castle anay fromhim and | mght do it yet, if he goes on bothering nme, but I
t hought it would be nore fun to just outshine himconpletely, build a pal ace

bi gger and hi gher and nore beautiful than his castle ever was. After all, his
is sonething of a dunp, really, sloppy and crowded and not much to | ook at."
Sterren nodded. "I can understand bei ng annoyed at him" he agreed. "But
don't you think you're overreacting?"
Vond considered this for a few seconds, then said, "No. | mean, if it
weren't going to be fun, that would be different. It's not as if | have
anything better to do, or anywhere else to go. |I'mstuck here and | mght as

wel | make the best of it. Getting back at Phenvel for being such a fool is
just alittle extra, not the real reason.”

"l can see that," Sterren admtted. He hesitated, then asked, "Wat do
you plan to do when the palace is finished?"

"Live init, of course."

"I mean, do you have any |ong-range plans?"

Vond shrugged. "I hadn't decided. | expect to collect a few concubines,
spend some time decorating the palace, collecting treasures to go in it, that
sort of thing."

"I see," Sterren said. He hesitated, and then plunged on. "So, at |east
so far, you weren't planning to conquer Semma, or anything like that?" He
hoped fervently that he hadn't just presented Vond with an appealing idea.

No, he decided, he was certain that anyone in Vond' s position would have
t hought of it already.

Vond | aughed. "Don't be silly," he said. "I've already conquered Semma.
They just don't know it yet!"

CHAPTER 26

Sterren stayed and chatted with Vond for several nore mnutes, but he
could see that the warlock was eager to get back to his pal ace-building and he
knew t hat the king woul d be growi ng ever nore inpatient.

He was not | ooking forward to facing King Phenvel, but he knew he woul d
have to, sooner or later, and he decided he might as well get it over with. He
told Vond farewell and started back toward the castle.

He had gone scarcely a dozen steps when he paused and consi dered.

Did he really have to go back to the castle at all? Couldn't he just turn
and head overland to Akalla, back hone to Ethshar? After all, if Vond had
conquered Semma, then presumably he was no |onger the hereditary warl ord, and
Ki ng Phenvel no |onger had any authority over him or anybody el se, for that
natter.

It occurred to himfor the very first tine that royal power and authority
were sinply a matter of belief, of combn consent to an arrangenent. There was
not hi ng i nherent in Phenvel of Semma that gave himthe power of life and death
over his subjects; that power existed only because the people of Semma
believed it existed. His castle guards and his courtiers obeyed hi m because
they believed he was the rightful ruler of the |l and, and others obeyed because
t hose guards and courtiers enforced his w shes.

If the guards ever decided that Phenvel was just a crazy old man, then he
woul d be just a crazy old man.

Vond's power, on the other hand, was quite real. He might not have any



hereditary title or special cachet of authority, but he could easily make
anyone obey him by using his warl ockry. He needed no guards or courtiers. \Wen
he said that he had al ready conquered Senma, Sterren could accept that, who
coul d defy hin®

And wasn't that the true definition of power? Vond could do anything he
pl eased, and no one could prevent it. Phenvel could do what he pleased only so
| ong as people believed in his authority as king.

Vond' s power seemed nmuch nore substanti al

This, Sterren guessed, woul d soon make the warl ock's conquest an accepted
fact. Phenvel had of fended Vond, and now Vond was making plain just who really
hel d power in Senmma. Surely, Phenvel's power would coll apse quickly once it
became obvi ous that he could do nothing against Vond. H's authority woul d be
destroyed, and the whol e el aborate structure of hereditary nobility would
undoubtedly collapse with it.

Sterren woul d no | onger be warl ord.

He could just turn, now, and go hone.

But on the other hand, it was a long trip, and he was in no particular
hurry. The situation in Semma had gotten very interesting, and he was curious
about how it would turn out.

He was interested, also, in what mght befall sone of the people in the
ar ea.

He wal ked on, toward the castle.

The gatekeeper let himin w thout discussion, and he headed directly for
t he royal apartnents

He was adnmitted i medi ately. Queen Ashassa and the two younger princesses
had joi ned the king; Princess Lura grinned at him and even Princess Shirrin
managed a tentative snile.

The instant Sterren had conpleted his formal bow Ki ng Phenvel demanded
"Wel | ? What's he doing out there?"

"He says he's making a castle, your Majesty," Sterren replied. He did not
know t he Semmat for "pal ace," and was unsure what other verb m ght be npst
suitable for "building."

"Maki ng a castle?" Queen Ashassa asked, puzzled. "Yes, your Myjesty,"
Sterren said.

"What do you nean, meking a castle?" the king denanded.

"I mean, your Majesty, that he is taking stones, very |large stones, and

putting themtogether into a... a castle. | don't know the right words to make
it clearer.”

"A real castle, or just an image of some kind, a nodel ?"

"A real castle, your Majesty. He says he will live init."

"That's ridiculous. This is Serma Castle, and | amking! No one el se may
build a castle in ny realm" Sterren did not waste tine answering that. "Go
tell himto stop!" the king demanded.

Sterren hesitated. "I can tell him" he said. "But he won't stop."

"Well, nmake himstop! This is all your fault, after all; you're the one
who brought all these infernal magicians here! W' ve never needed a | ot of
fancy magicians in Serma, and we got along just fine until you brought this
whatever-it-is who's not a w zard here!"

"Your Majesty, your army was... the eneny had at |least three nen to each
one of yours. Magic was..."

"Ch, stop arguing! You go tell himto stop what he's doi ng and put
everyt hing back the way it was!"

"Your Majesty--"

"Co! Doit!"

Sterren went.

He nodded politely to the man at the gate and foll owed the clear path
t hrough the ruined vill age once again.

Vond saw hi m coni ng

"Ch, hello," he said, "I didn't expect you back so soon."

Sterren shrugged as he | ooked over the half-built crypts. "The king sent



he said. He strolled out onto one of the stone sl abs.
"Ch?" Vond sai d.
"Yes. He wants you to stop what you're doing and put everything back the
way it was."

"l daresay he does."

"He ordered me to cone tell you to stop.”

Vond nodded. "Go ahead, then."

"I'n the nane of Phenvel, King of Semma, stop building your pal ace and put
everyt hing back the way it was!"

"No. You can go back and give himthat answer. WAs there anything el se?"

"Not fromhim | was wondering, though, don't you think it mght get
rather lonely, out here in this palace?" He waved at the cellars, which now
covered a wide area around the "courtyard" and had a partially conpleted outer
wal | around nost of two sides.

Vond | ooked down at his el aborate stone box.

"Maybe at first," he admtted. "Alittle. But | expect other warl ocks
will come al ong, once word gets out about the new source of power here."

"You expect word to get out?"

Vond | ooked monentarily disconcerted for the first time since he drove
of f the invading arnies.

nme,

"OfF course," he said, "but if it doesn't, I'll send nessengers back to
Et hshar. You know, | hadn't thought about that, we're really way out here in
the middl e of nowhere, aren't we?"

Sterren nodded. "If you go up about a hundred feet and | ook over that

way, " he said, pointing south, "you ought to be able to see the edge of the
Vorld."

Vond sighed. "l1've always lived in Ethshar, back in the m ddl e of things,
where you can't keep a secret if you try. | hadn't thought about how the news
woul d spread; | just took it for granted.”

"I don't think you can, here."

"Well, I'lIl send messengers. | expect people will notice when | start

buil ding an enpire, in any case."

"Ch," Sterren asked, "are you planning to build an enpire?"

"Ch, | think so," Vond said. "lIsn't it sort of traditional, for
conquerors? Besides, Senma is so tiny! If | want to put together a decent
harem | need nore to choose from for one thing!"

"What did you have in mind?" Sterren asked cautiously.

"Well, to start,” Vond said, "I was planning to conquer Ophkar and
Ksinallion; that should be easy enough, since |I've already routed their
armes. After that, | thought |I'd see how far | could go before | start to
hear that whisper out of Al dagnmor again. |'mnot stupid, Sterren; | won't be
sailing off to Ethshar where the nightmares will get me. Even so, | ought to
be able to put together half a dozen of these silly little kingdoms, don't you
t hi nk?"

Sterren had to concede that the warl ock probably could, indeed, rule
everything in the area. After all, he had lost contact with Al dagnor and
started getting his headaches back in Akalla, which neant that Akalla, Skaia,
Ophkar, and Semma woul d al nbst certainly be well within his grasp, and
probably Ksinallion and several other kingdons as well.

Not that any of those kingdonms anpbunted to nuch of anything.

"And you don't think you'll get lonely, or bored?" he asked.

"Why should I?" Vond snapped. "I can have as nany peopl e around as |
want, just by ordering it! And beautiful wonen, there nust be some, even here.
Men in power always attract beautiful wonen.”

"But they'll all be scared of you. You won't have anyone you can talk to
just casually, as an equal, or even near-equal. And what will you do with this
enpi re?"

"Il just sit back and enjoy it, or course! I'll live the good life. And
ot her warlocks will hear about it and will come to live here; |I'Il have my own
court, and all the nobles will be warlocks, and we'll rule because we deserve



to, not because we were born lucky."

"What if one of these other warl ocks gets ambitious and decides to take
over, though?"

Vond shook his head. "It can't happen; | thought of that. But | got here
first, so I'll always be the nost powerful, as long as | keep using nagic.
Look I was al nost as powerful as a warlock could ever get, back in Ethshar.
had the nightmares pretty badly. If I'd done one or two nore big magics, |'d
have heard the Calling and gone north. So nobody is going to arrive here any
nore powerful than | was when | got here. And nobody will have any special way
to overtake nme, because warl ockry doesn't work that way. You get nore power by
usi ng power, and you can only use it so fast. As long as | keep working nagic,
"1l always be nore powerful than anyone who comes after ne. You see?"

Sterren did see and said so.

Vond nodded. "So," he said, "My enpire will be a haven for warl ocks, when
they start worrying about the Calling, they' Il pack up and come here, where
they can safely use all the nagic they want."

Sterren could see how this mght, in fact, happen. He could see how it
woul d be very pleasant indeed for warl ocks.

He coul d al so see how it mght be very unpl easant for everybody el se.
Magi ci ans el sewhere al ways kept each other in check, or were kept in check by
natural limts on their magic. Wtches and seers and sorcerers and a variety
of other magicians generally had only very linmted abilities. Denonol ogy was
ri sky, and ever nore risky as it got nore powerful, since denons couldn't be
trusted. Theurgy was limted by the gods' unwillingness to interfere with the
Wrld beyond a certain level. Wzardry, well, Sterren didn't really know what
kept wi zards fromgetting out of hand, unless it was rivalry with other
wi zards, or sonething about the seenmingly chaotic way w zardry worked, or
maybe just the difficulty of acquiring the bizarre ingredients they needed for
their spells.

War | ockry had al ways been kept in check by the Calling. Now Vond had
found a way around that, or at |east he thought he had.

Sterren suspected that Vond was being overly optimstic about that, but
in light of his announced plans to build an enpire, mentioning this seenmed to
be a m st ake.

He wondered what the other sorts of magicians might think about all this.
M ght the runored-to-exist Wzards' @iild resent the presunption of a warl ock
establ i shing an enpire?

They very well might, Sterren thought, and he al nost said as much to
Vond, but then he caught hinself.

Why should he do Vond any favors? The nan was about to enslave an entire
section of the Small Kingdonms to avenge a slight froma foolish old nan, and
for the fun of it. It was true that he and Sterren had been conrades in arnmns,
as it were, but that hardly took precedence over a conmon decency.

But on the other hand, would Vond be any worse than Phenvel ? He m ght
turn out to be a perfectly adequate ruler

Sterren had no way of knowi ng. He decided to wait and see. Meanwhile, he
woul d keep any possible threats to Vond' s usurped authority to hinmself, in
case he needed themlater. That included both the Wzards' Cuild and what
Sterren thought was a basic flaw in Vond's |ogic about his safety fromthe
Calling. For one thing, he could not be conpletely certain that either threat
really existed.

"Hai, Sterren!" Vond called. "Did you fall asleep or sonething?"

Sterren realized that he had been standing notionl ess, absorbed in
t hought, for several seconds. "No," he called. "Just thinking."

" About what ?"

"Ch," he said evasively, "what an enpire of warlocks would be like."

"Well," Vond replied, "I hope you'll stay around and find out! | owe you
a favor, Sterren, for bringing ne here. You treated ne well and fairly, and it
was your suggestion that helped ne tap into the new source. Ch, | think I

m ght have | atched onto it eventually by nyself, but you nmade it easier. You



know, you've got a tiny bit of warlockry yourself; you could be one of the
rulers of the enpire!"

Sterren shook his head. "I don't have any warl ockry. Not here, anyway."

"It's there, Sterren, it's just attuned to the Al dagnor Source, not the
new one. | can fix that. | can let you hear the new one, at |least as well as
you ever heard the Al dagnor one."

"I doubt that. I've got no aptitude for it."

"Don't be silly; you lived off it for years, didn't you?"

"I never affected anything but dice and I didn't even know | was doing
that! Some magic!"

"But it should be different here; after all, | think we're only ten
| eagues fromthe source itself."

That caught Sterren's interest. "Ten | eagues?"

"I think so; | can feel it, you know, and sort of neasure... there aren't
words for it in Ethsharitic. W warl ocks haven't worked them out yet. But yes,
I"mpretty certain the source is ten | eagues that way." He pointed to the
northwest; Sterren noted the exact direction as carefully as he could, for
future reference.

"Ten | eagues or a hundred," he said, "I don't think I'Il ever be ruch of
a warl ock. "

"Don't argue with ne!l" Vond snapped. He gestured at Sterren, and Sterren
bl i nked.

Sonet hi ng had happened; he could feel it in the back of his head.

"There!" Vond said, "l've adjusted your brain a little; now you can hear
the new source!"

"I don't hear anything," Sterren said.

"I don't mean hear, with your ears! | mean you're a warlock. You can draw
power fromit. Here, catch this wi thout touching it!"

Vond pulled a clear, shiny object object fromthe air in front of him and
tossed it at Sterren.

Sterren threw up his hands to ward it off, and at the same time, in the
back of his mind, thought to hinmself that maybe he was a warl ock, maybe he
could catch it, control it as if it were the dice he had gui ded back in
Et hshar. He tried to think of it that way, to inmagine what it would feel I|ike
to nove sonet hing without touching it.

Then the little sphere shattered on the stone at his feet.

He | ooked down, bent over, and picked up a sliver. It was ice; it nmelted
away in his hand.

"I tried," he said.

Vond was glaring at himin disgust. "I know you did. | felt it. And
guess you were right; you' re no warlock!"

"Where did you get the ice?" Sterren asked, |ooking at the water on his
fingers.

“I pulled it out of the air; it's easy, for a real warlock."

"Ch," Sterren said, oddly inpressed. He had seen Vond cutting out huge
sl abs of bedrock without tools, but sonmehow pulling ice out of the air seened
even nmore unnatural. "Can you do it again?"

"Of course | can!" Vond said, clearly affronted

"I only meant--" Sterren began

"Ch, go away!" Vond snapped. "lI'mtired of all your questions and |'ve
got a palace to build. Go tell those people in that castle that I'min charge
now and when finish the palace "Il tell themwhat | want fromthem"

Sterren started to say something and t hought better of it.

CHAPTER 27

"I wouldn't worry too much,"” Sterren said. Princess Shirrin blinked at
him She and her father were the only two Semmans present; the queen and
Princess Lura had gone el sewhere, and at the nmonment the servants all happened



to be out of the room

"Ch, you wouldn't, would you?" said King Phenvel. "No, | wouldn't,"
Sterren repeated. "You can't do anything about him You' re just going to have
tolive with it. He's not... not..." Sterren groped unsuccessfully for a
Senmat word approximating "malicious,"” and gave up. "If you don't anger him"
he said, "he won't hurt anybody."

"But he's a usurper, a traitor!" the king shouted.

Sterren shrugged. He didn't consider it treason, since Vond was
Et hsharitic, but he had to admit that the term "usurper" was accurate enough

"Al'l right, warlord," King Phenvel said. "If you were king of Semma, how
woul d you deal with hinP"

"I'"d surrender," Sterren said inmediately. He didn't know the word for
"abdi cate. "

Shirrin let out alittle squeak of dismay, which the two nmen ignored.

Sterren didn't point out that if he were king of Semma, he would abdicate
in any case, regardl ess of whether or not an all-powerful warlock were causing
trouble. Being king did not |ook |like an enjoyabl e occupation

"Ch, go away," Phenvel grow ed.

Sterren bowed and retreated

Wth his duty fulfilled for the nonment, he headed directly for the
ki tchens; he had not yet broken his fast, and his stonmach was begi nning to
cranmp with hunger.

He was not particularly surprised to find the two wi zards and three
wi tches already there, seated al ong the benches around two sides of a | ow
table. The presence of Princess Lura, perched atop a high stool, was sonewhat
| ess expected, but not a great shock.

He greeted themall politely and then asked one of the cooks' helpers to
find himsonething. "A stale bun, a lightly chewed bone, whatever cones to
hand. "

She | aughed. "Don't worry, my lord, we can al ways see what the dogs
woul dn"t finish!"

"Ch, excellent! Do that, please!"

The servant hurried off, and Sterren settled onto a chair near a |arge
choppi ng bl ock that could serve himas a table, facing the others.

"Hell o, Lord Sterren," Princess Lura said. "What's your crazy magician

doi ng?"

"Ch, | don't think he's crazy," Sterren replied.

"What is he doing?" Shenna asked, in Ethsharitic. "I woke early this
nmorni ng, but he was already up and gone. |I'mnot sure he slept at all."

"I"ve heard warl ocks don't need much sleep," Emer renarked.

"Speak Semmat!" Lura demanded, in Semmat.

"I"lIl translate anything inportant,” Shenna prom sed, in lightly accented
Semmat better than Sterren's own. "And if | don't, then Hamder or Ederd or
Sterren will. But Annara and Emer here don't know any Semmat."

"Well, | don't know any Ethsharitic, and this is ny daddy's castle!"

"But we're not talking to your daddy; we're talking to each other,"
Shenna pointed out. "I prom se, Lura, I'll translate.”

"That's your H ghness Princess Lura, to you," Lura corrected grunpily.

Sterren | ooked at Lura for a nonent, trying to deci de whether he should
say anything, and deci ded he shoul dn't.

"Wl | ?" Emer asked, using the Ethsharitic word.

"He's building a palace,"” Sterren said in his native tongue. "He's
appoi nted hinself dictator of Semma and plans to build an enpire run by
war | ocks. "

Shenna hesitated, then translated this to Lura as, "The crazy magician is
buil ding a pal ace so he can be a king, too."

"Why woul d he want to do that?" the princess demanded

Sterren answered in Semmat, "He thinks your father wasn't very nice to
him"

Princess Lura | ooked baffled. "But Daddy is rotten to everybody."



"I know that," Sterren said, "but Vond isn't used to it. Hi s feelings
were hurt."

"That's pretty silly," Lura decl ared.

Sterren shrugged. "l guess so," he said.

"What was that about?" Annara asked, in Ethsharitic.

Sterren sighed. He saw the kitchen maid approaching with a well-stocked
platter, despite the threats, it was heavily |loaded with dried fruit, slices
of mutton left from breakfast, and assorted breads, and deci ded he didn't want

to deal with explanations just then. "Look," he said in Ethsharitic, "I want
to eat sonething, but |I get confused dealing with two different |anguages.
Coul d you people wait a while?" He switched to Semmat and said, "I want to eat

now. Your Hi ghness, could I come to your famly quarters |ater and answer your
guestions then?"

The little princess | ooked at Sterren, then around at the magicians. "OCh,
all right," she said. She slid fromher perch and stal ked off.

Sterren and the five magi ci ans nanaged not to |laugh at her retreating
figure. The warlord nmade it a little easier for hinmself by stuffing a pastry
in his mouth; he found it hard to laugh with a mouthful of flaky crust.

VWhen Princess Lura was safely out of earshot and the edge had been taken
of f his hunger, Sterren |leaned back in his chair and began tal king, answering
t he magi ci ans' questions.

Wth a little pronpting, he explained about warl ockry; of the five, only
Ederd knew anyt hing about it at all. He described what was known of the
Al dagnor Source, and the Calling, and Vond's discovery of a secondary source
ten | eagues to the northwest of Semma, and he reported what Vond had said of
his intentions. Wen he had finished, the five | ooked at one anot her

"I think "Il go home," Shenna said. "It doesn't |ook that safe around
here." Hander nodded in agreenent.

"I must adnmit that if warlocks are going to be running things around
here, they won't have much use for witches," Ederd agreed. "But | think I'd
like to stay for alittle while and see what devel ops.™

Sterren nodded approvingly. His own attitude was very sinilar

"Suit yoursel f," Hamder said. "I'm going hone."

"Me, too," said Shenna.

Emer and Annara were obviously uncertain of their plans. They were
eyei ng each ot her doubtfully.

"One of us should stay to keep an eye on things, | think," Emer said at
last. "And the other should go contact a Guil dnaster."
Annara nodded. "You better go," she said. "I don't know any

Qui l dnasters. "
“"I"'mnot sure | do, any nore," Emmer said.
" Annara insisted.

"Well, you go, anyway,

Emer nodded.

"What's this about Guildmasters?" Sterren asked. Annara and Emer
exchanged qui ck gl ances.

Emer cleared his throat. "I suppose you've heard of the Wzards' Guild,"
he sai d.

St erren nodded.

"Well," Emer explained, "CGuildnmasters are the officers of the Wzards'

@Quild. This is all nore or |less secret, you understand, but it's not one of
the big secrets; we won't be punished for telling you."

"You think your Guild will want to do sonethi ng about this?" Sterren
asked. He hoped for sonme facts to back up his earlier theorizing.

Emer spread his pal ms. "Wio knows? They mi ght, though, and if we didn't
tell themabout it, and they found out later, it wouldn't do our standing any
good, that's certain."

"They probably won't do anything," Annara said. "They generally don't
like to interfere with nonwi zards. But they like to know what's goi ng on. And
sometines they do intervene, eventually. Usually they wait a mninumof ten
years, to see what's going to happen. The Quild has been around a long, |ong



time and it's a pretty patient organization."

"How do you know all this?" Hander asked.

"We're nenbers of the Guild, of course,” Emer said. "You can't be a
wi zard if you don't join. They kill anyone who tries, usually in sone
spectacul arly horrible way."

"How do you join?" Hander persi sted.

"When you sign on as apprentice, you're initiated into the Quild before
you' re taught your first spell,"” Annara explained. "Al through your
apprenticeship, you'll get |lessons about the Guild, as well as about w zardry
itself. Not that they really tell you much. How the @Guild actually works is
all secret. There are Cuildnasters, and there are runors of an Inner Circle

within the Guildmasters, but we don't... well, at least | don't know whet her
there's really an Inner Circle, or who gets chosen to be a Cuildmaster, or
anyt hi ng el se about how the Guild operates. | just know that if you break a

@Quild rule, you die, and I know what the Guild rules are, and what | can and
can't tell outsiders.”

Emer nodded. "It was the sanme for nme," he said. "Even though my master's
old master was a Quildmaster hinmself, until he died."

"So you intend to informthe Wzards' Guild of Vond's plans,” Sterren
said. "Then what?"

Emer and Annara exchanged gl ances. "Then | go home," Emer said, "if the
Quild will let nme. And I'lIl buy a dreamspell or a nmessenger-spell and | et
Annara know what the Quild wants her to do, if anything, if they haven't sent
a nessage al ready."

"And what will the GQuild do?"

"I have no idea," Emer said.

"Most likely," Annara said, "they'|ll argue for several nonths, maybe
years, and give the problemtine to either go away by itself or develop into
somet hing serious. My naster always said that was how t hey worked. "

Emer nodded. "My master never said, but it sounds right."

Sterren turned to Ederd. "Is there a Wtches' @uild?" The three w tches
exchanged gl ances. "Not really," Shenna said. "There are two rather |oose
organi zati ons, the Brotherhood and the Sisterhood, but they're nothing like
what Annara described. At least, the Sisterhood isn't. | never joined either
one, but | was invited by the Sisterhood once. |I turned it down; | didn't Iike
the rules. They swap spells and recipes, and talk shop a lot, and they have an
energency fund for when a nenber's in trouble; but they' ve got a |lot of
regul ati ons about not conpeting with each other and not keeping secrets from
the group and a whol e bunch of other stuff that | didn't want to put up with."

"The Brotherhood's even | ooser," Ederd said. "I was a nmenber for a year
but | got tired of paying dues for nothing and I quit."

"l never even heard of it," Hander said

Ederd | ooked at himcuriously. "Your naster never mentioned it?"

"No, she didn't," Hander said, glaring back

"I's there a Warlocks' Cuild?" Shenna asked. "You seemto know a | ot about
them Sterren.”

"I failed an apprenticeship,” he said. "If there is a guild, |I didn't get
far enough to find out about it. | don't think there is, though; warlocks tend
to be pretty antisocial. And they don't have the history w zards and w tches
do; they haven't even lasted twenty years yet."

"l wonder about the sorcerers?" Hander said.

"And t he theurgi sts?" Annara added.

"You coul d ask Agor about them" Sterren said.

"He's a theurgist here in Semma, though he isn't a very good one."

“I'll do that," Annara said. "Wiere do | find hinP | think I'd like to
talk to himabout all this and see what he thinks we ought to do about Vond
out there.”

Ederd nodded agreenent. "Good idea."

Sterren shrugged. "I can show you his room but there's no hurry."

"Speak for yourself," Hamder retorted. "I intend to get out of here



today, in case sonebody gets Vond mad and he decides to squash this whole
castle.”

"Me, too," Shenna said.

"I don't think he'll do anything like that," Sterren said.

"Al'l the sanme," Emer said, getting to his feet, "the three of us who are
goi ng probably ought to go, without wasting any nore tine. If you don't mnd

Sterren, I'"'mgoing to go pack nmy things." He turned to Annara. "I have that
spell you wanted witten out; I'Il trade it for the Explosive Seal any tine
it's ready."

"I don't know how to put all of it in witing;, |I'd better conme show you,"

Annara said. She rose, and together the two w zards departed.

"Excuse me, ny lord," Hander said as he, too, stood up, "but | think the
wi zard's right. 1'll go pack."

Shenna just nodded w t hout saying anything, as she and Hander |eft.

That left just Sterren and Ederd.

"Well," Ederd said, "I suppose I'll go |ook around the castle, see if |
can find a window with a good view of the warl ock's palace, and let you eat in
peace." He rose.

Sterren nodded. "If you like clinmbing stairs, my chanber in the tower has
a great view. Tell the guards | said you could go in."

Ederd bowed and left.

Sterren ate.

CHAPTER 28

"Ten | eagues to the northwest, you say?" Sterren nodded. Queen Ashassa
| ooked thoughtful. "That would be Lumeth of the Towers," she said. "Perhaps
near the Towers thensel ves."

"Maybe it is the Towers!" Princess Lura said. The queen nodded. "Maybe it
is," she agreed. "Certainly, nobody knows what they're for, and generating
this magi c you describe seens as |likely an explanation as any."

Sterren glanced at Nissitha and Shirrin, but as usual, they said nothing.
Ni ssitha stared at himdisdainfully, and Shirrin, whenever she saw himl ook in
her direction, |ooked quickly away. The adorati on he had seen so often in her
face seemed to be gone, now, replaced by a ferocious di sappoi ntnent.

Prince Dereth, age eleven, watched carefully, but said little beyond
occasi onal expressions of wonder.

Nobody replied to the queen's conmment, and when the silence began to
| engt hen unconfortably, Sterren asked, "lIs there anything el se, your Mjesty?"

"Just this, Lord Sterren. You know this man Vond and you know sonet hi ng
of his magic. What would you advise us to do?"

Sterren frowned slightly. He could only give one answer, but he knew it
was not one that the queen would |ike.

"Not hi ng," he said. He would have liked to have said nore, explaining his
reasons, but the effort of making hinmself understood in Semmat was too much.
He had been tal king all norning, save when he was wal ki ng back and forth
bet ween the castle and Vond's building site, and he was tired of it. He left
hi s answer a single word.

"You think he could defeat our entire army, if you marched agai nst hi n?"

"Yes, your Majesty, easily." Sterren did not bother to point out that the
war |l ock had al ready defeated the much [ arger arm es of Ophkar and Ksinallion
t he queen knew t hat.

Ashassa eyed him for a nonment, then nodded slightly.

"Al'l right, Lord Sterren," she said, "you nmay go."

"Thank you, your Majesty." He rose, bowed, and backed out of the room

Once in the corridor he paused, unsure where to go. The three departing
magi ci ans m ght well have already |left, and he had no idea where to find
Annara or Ederd, unless Annara had tracked down Agor, in which case she m ght
not appreciate any interruptions. The clinb back to his own roomwas too much



to face i mediately.

Well, there were always his duties as warlord; he had not seen anything
of his troops since returning from Ethshar save vague shapes novi ng on di stant
battl ements, or guards at various doors. He headed for the barracks.

As he wal ked, he reviewed his own thoughts about Vond and the unexpected
turn of recent events. He had not had a chance to sit down and think about it,
but in the course of the norning' s several discussions, he had reached severa
concl usi ons.

The warl ock's plans had several good points to them in truth. Uniting
several of the Small Kingdons and putting an end to their stupid little wars
woul d hardly hurt anyone or anything except the egos of the conquered rulers.
Most of the people affected would be peasants, who would acquire a new ruler
and who woul d no | onger have to worry about having their farms | ooted and
burned and their w ves and daughters assaulted by invadi ng sol di ers.

That assuned, of course, that Vond actually could build and hold his
enpire as easily as he believed he could, but Sterren thought it was a very
reasonabl e assunption. As Vond had pointed out, warlockry without the Calling
was virtually Iimtless, and right now, at |east, he was free of the Calling.
Magi ¢ was scarce and feared in this region. Wio could effectively oppose hinP

The local nobility would find thensel ves deprived of their traditiona
powers and perquisites, but Sterren found hinsel f untroubl ed by that prospect.
Life was inherently uncertain, always a ganble; why shoul d ki ngs and nobl es be
exenpt fromthat uncertainty? The ot of themcould go el sewhere and find ways
to survive, he was sure, or could presumably find places for thensel ves under
Vond's rule; even a warlock could not do everything hinmself and would surely
need experienced adninistrators to handl e the details of governing.

The question was, what el se would Vond do, beyond uniting the kingdons
and di spossessing the nobility?

That, of course, Sterren did not know Vond had spoken of concubi nes,
that m ght nean abduction and rape, or it might just mean accepting offers. He
was setting hinmself up as an absolute ruler, but did that mean only that he
woul d expect his orders to be obeyed, or that he would treat everyone el se as
nere slaves, to be beaten or killed at whin?

Benevol ent despot or brutal tyrant, the difference would Iie in Vond's
personality, and Sterren sinply did not know the man well enough to guess
whi ch he woul d becone.

If he becane a tyrant, then what? |If he turned out benevolent, then
Sterren would | eave well enough al one, but what if he becane a tyrant?

Wal ki ng out and headi ng back to Et hshar was a possibility, but sonehow it
did not seemlike a very appealing one. After all, Sterren had to admt that
he had brought Vond here.

He had not had any way of knowi ng what woul d happen, of course. Nobody
could have known about the new power source in Lumeth. Still, intention was
not always as inportant as results. He had never intended to | ose when he
pl ayed dice, but that hadn't put food in his nouth when he did | ose. One had
tolive with the results of one's actions, whether those results were planned
or not.

If Vond were a tyrant, what then?

There was the Wzards' @uild, of course, lurking somewhere in the
background, but what Annara and Emmer had told himof the Guild was hardly
very inspiring. Slow cautious, not eager to interfere, that did not describe
an organi zation that would efficiently renmove a tyrant.

There was assassination. Sterren had di scussed the possi bl e assassi nation
of the kings of Ophkar and Ksinallion with Lar Sanmber's son, his inherited
spy, and thought he had a good idea of what would be involved. Semma had no
hi story of assassination, no one trained in assassination; he could send his
soldiers or Lar's spies, but they would probably fail and either die or be
captured in the attenpt. They might also be traced back to him their warlord.
Agai nst a mere king, Lar judged the odds on a first attenpt no better than one
in five, getting steadily worse with each attenpt as the target took even



stronger counterneasures.

Lar had hinted at know edge of an organization of professional assassins,
but Sterren had the clear inpression that this group, if it actually existed,
did not operate anywhere near Semma. Furthernore, if he had understood Lar's
hints, they were very expensive, very secretive, and generally not easy to
deal with. They were not so nuch a gang or a guild as a cult; the nane
Dener chan had been mentioned once.

That m ght be worth pursuing if all else failed, but it did not | ook
prom si ng.

He could try to reason with Vond, of course; Vond considered hima friend
and ally. Perhaps he could sway the warl ock, keep himfrom becom ng a tyrant
in the first place.

He woul d have to try that.

There was one other possibility, one that he had seen al nost inmediately
as the inevitable solution. He considered it as he opened the barracks door
It was a solution that would take care of itself, eventually, but which he
could either hurry or hinder

Vond t hought he was free of the Calling, but if Sterren understood the
situation correctly, Vond was missing a vital point.

He shoved the whol e question to the back of his m nd as someone shout ed,
"It's the warlord! Three cheers for Sterren, Ninth Warlord!"

A ragged cheer broke out, and Sterren froze in the doorway.

He | ooked over his nen, astonished by this display of enthusiasm He had
been so concerned with Vond that he had forgotten that it was only a day ago
that the invading arnmies were sent fleeing. These soldiers didn't care about
any warl ocks; they were happy to have the siege broken, the catapults and
battering ram destroyed, their constant duties on the walls at an end, and the
nmet hods used did not worry themat all. They were spontaneously appl audi ng
him Sterren of Ethshar, who had brought themthis easy victory.

He smiled and raised his hands in triunph for a noment. The cheering died
down, and as men sank onto their bunks he spotted the three hunched backs in
t he corner.

The ganblers had not let a mere warlord interrupt their dice gane.

"Thank you for your... your welcome," Sterren stamered. "I'm happy to be
back! You did well!" He hesitated, |ooking at the |istening faces and unsure
what nore to say.

He shrugged and said, "What's the gane back there? Can | play?"

Startled | aughter broke out, then applause; sonmeone grabbed his arns, and
a noment later he was in the corner, the dice in his hand.

"It's three-count, bet on the lowroll," sonmeone said.

Sterren nodded. He knew t he gane.

"Your turn, ny lord," someone el se said, as coins rattled onto the stone.

He shook the dice and tossed them To keep the dice and win the coins on
a first roll, he needed to roll three ones. If anything el se cane up, he had
to pass the dice and the coins stayed. Three-count, the primtive ancestor of
Sterren's favorite three-bone, was usually a long, slow gane, with a good nany
smal | bets changi ng hands rather than a few | arge ones; it was sonething
pl ayed by bored people eager to waste tine, rather than serious ganblers, and
Sterren had never played mnuch.

He wat ched as the dice bounced fromthe wall and rolled across the floor
The first |anded showing a single pip; the second bunped it, but did not tip
it over, and it, too, showed just one pip when it canme to rest.

The third bunped the toe of a soldier's boot and stopped, show ng one
pi p.

Laught er and appl ause sounded again, as Sterren picked up his w nnings.

Nobody was | aughing half an hour later, when Sterren had won sone sixty
copper bits in one of the shortest games of three-count ever seen

The soldiers scattered, |eaving himstanding there with a full purse in
one hand, the dice in the other. He stared at the bits of polished bone. His
tal ent was back. Vond's attuning had worked, and he was draw ng luck fromthe



Luet h source. He wondered whet her he shoul d be pl eased.

CHAPTER 29

The peasants were being evicted fromthe castle, and Sterren stood atop
the wall and watched as they went unwillingly out the gate into the w eckage
that had been their village.

These were the people who had run for the shelter of the castle walls
when the banners of the invaders first appeared on the horizon; the gates had
been shut and barred well before the eneny arm es canme within bowshot, |eaving
the stragglers to flee in all directions. The people who had reached the
castle were not the bravest, and were in no hurry to venture back out into the
Vorl d.

Ki ng Phenvel, however, had put up with enough of the crowdi ng and
i nconveni ence and at di nner the previous night had announced that all peasants
were to be outside the gates before noon. He had ordered Sterren and Lord
Al garven, the royal steward, to see to it

Al t hough he did not really think that Phenvel's authority still anopunted
to nmuch, Sterren had shrugged and obeyed. Vond had only begun building his
pal ace the previous norning, and despite Sterren's warni ngs, the new situation

had not yet sunk in. Phenvel still thought of hinself as ruler of Semma, and
the other Semmans still had the habit of obeying him The castle was stil
hi s.

So now Sterren stood on the ranparts, watching his soldiers herd the
peasants out the gate.

Each one, whether man, woman, or child, did the same thing upon passing
the gate. Each one | ooked north, at the warlock's building site.

Vond's project was progressing well. He had conpleted his crypts, or at
| east the shell, in that first day, and had built his hill up around them
overni ght. Now he was erecting white marble walls on that base. The ground
shook each tinme a new section dropped into place, and the roar of stone
grindi ng agai nst stone was al nbst constant.

Vond's first quarry, now closed, had yielded granite, so the marble,
gleam ng in the nmorning sun, was a surprise, and comnbined with the horrendous
racket it was very hard to ignore

The entertainment, for Sterren, was not that each face turned toward the
pal ace, but in seeing what each one did next.

Sone stopped and stood staring, open-nouthed, until proddings from behind
forced themto nmove on. thers took a single glance and marched on, stolidly
accepting this miracul ous construction as just another event that was none of
their business. A few | ooked, then | ooked away, clearly frightened, as if just
| ooki ng at the palace m ght somehow get themin trouble. Sonme of the children
| aughed and appl auded as huge stones fell into position, or pointed
wonderingly at the tiny black-robed figure hangi ng unsupported above the high
white walls.

The next thing that each peasant did, after |ooking at Vond' s |atest
handi work, was to |ook at the ruined village, and the reactions to that were
far nore consistent. Sterren could see despair plainly in the expressions and
sl unped shoul ders of virtually all the evictees.

He had al ready decided, by the time the first peasant passed the
threshol d into the nud-soaked, debris-strewn village market, that he woul d
order his soldiers to help with the clean-up and rebuilding. They were
supposed to be men of war, and it was the war that had nmade this ness, so
cleaning it up fell within their duties as Sterren saw t hem

The | ast peasant was stepping unwillingly out into the nmud when the roar
fromthe north stopped.

It took a noment for the echoes to die away and silence to descend, and
by then everyone had noticed the change, and every face had turned toward the
new pal ace.



The little black shape no | onger flew above the marble walls; instead, it
was soaring gracefully toward them Sterren heard a few whispers fromthe
crowmd bel ow, but then silence fell again as they all stared at the approaching
war | ock.

Sterren, too, stared, wondering why Vond had stopped work at this
particul ar monent. He hadn't finished the wall he was working on. If he was
comng to force King Phenvel to surrender, it struck Sterren as rather
peculiar timng

Then he realized that fromhis position high above the pal ace, Vond woul d
have seen the people enmerging fromthe castle. He m ght even have seen
Sterren, on the battl ements above, and recognized him

And Sterren, after all, was warlord of Senma. The warl ock mi ght think
that an attack was being organized, or a formal surrender, or some ot her
operation involving him

"Hai!" he called, waving an arm "Vond! Over here!" He did not want the
warl ock to believe for even a nonent that anything suspicious was going on. He
could probably kill every peasant there, and Sterren, too, as easily as

Sterren woul d stanp on an ant.

Vond waved and a nonment |ater he settled down onto the wall beside
Sterren. The peasants bel ow stared up at the two of them "Hello, Sterren," he
said, "Wat's happening? | saw the crowd fromover there." He waved toward his
pal ace, and Sterren saw a proud smle flash across his face. "Com ng al ong
nicely, isnt it?"

"Yes, it is," Sterren agreed. Privately, he thought that the place | ooked
somewhat forbiddi ng; Vond had not bothered with rmuch architectural detailing,
but had used huge bl ank slabs of stone for nmpbst of his construction. He had
not yet cut windows in them either. The result, despite the white marble,
| ooked nore like a fortress than a pal ace.

Vond hi nsel f | ooked as human and ordinary as ever, just a smling
nm ddl e-aged man in black robes, and it was a bit hard to conprehend that he
had si ngl ehandedly erected nost of that fortress in a day and a hal f.

"What's this?" the warl ock asked, waving at the market square. It was
obvious to anyone that the ragged crowd mlling bel ow was no arny readying for
an attack.

"The king's evicting them" Sterren explained. "They took shelter in the
castle during the siege and, now that the siege is over, they're |leaving."

"Where are they going?" Vond asked, interested.

"Here," Sterren said, waving. "They're nostly fromthe vill age here.

They' Il have to clean it up and rebuild, of course; 1'll be sending ny nen out
to help. | suppose sone of themcome fromthe farns, too." He couldn't resist
adding, "I don't know if any of themare fromthe farns you' ve torn up for

your pal ace."

Vond glanced at him startled, and then | ooked back down at the peasants.

"Ch," he said, "but this can't be all the people fromall those farnms and
the entire village, too! Wat happened to the rest? Did the invaders kil
t hen®?"

Sterren shrugged. "Sonme of them probably, but a lot nust have fled every
whi ch way. You remenber neeting some of those. These are just the ones who got
to the castle before the gate was cl osed; nobody's gone out to bring in the
ot hers yet."

Vond stared down at the people for a noment |onger, and a good many of
them stared back at him

"Hai," he called suddenly, "I amthe G eat Vond, the new lord of Semma!
You see ny pal ace over there!"

Sterren started to protest, to grab the warl ock's sl eeve, and then
t hought better of it. After all, the warlock was speaking Ethsharitic, which
none of the peasants understood, a fact that Vond had clearly forgotten

"I am going to want servants. Any of you who would be interested in
wor ki ng for me, you need only wal k over to ny palace and wait there! You need
not deci de i medi ately; cone when you choose, and I will find places for you!"



A mutter of puzzlement ran through the crowmd. Nobody noved.

"I will show you, now, why | amthe true ruler of Semma, and not the oaf
who calls hinself your king!"

Vond raised his arnms, and the nud of the marketplace rippled. Stones and
br oken beans were thrown up, to hang in nid-air for an instant, and then fling
t hensel ves away, out of the village and into the distance. The nud itself
separated into water and soil, and the water, too, was flung away.

In a moment, the marketplace was clean and dry, the dirt hard-packed
beneat h the peasants' bare feet, pressed down al nbst into pavenent by Vond's
war | ockry.

Sterren, watching in fascination, thought that even the dirt fromthe
peasants' clothes and faces had gone into that snooth surface, |eaving the
crowd noticeably cl eaner

Wth a rush of wind, debris rolled up fromone bl ocked street into a bal
that hung in the air and then sailed away.

Then anot her street was cleared, and another, in similar fashion

In twenty minutes, Vond had cleared out all the weckage, |eaving
unt ouched the houses that still stood, and renoving all trace of those that
had been knocked down.

Unfortunately, that left only half a village, and nost of that half was
m ssi ng wi ndows, doors, roofs, or even chunks of wall

Vond eyed the results critically, then shrugged. "It's a start,’
He rai sed a hand agai n.

Sonet hi ng, perhaps a motion in the corner of his eye, made Sterren turn
and | ook at the castle. Faces were crowded in every w ndow, watching this
spect acl e.

He turned back toward the village.

The wreckage that had been sent off over the rooftops was com ng back
now, as one huge, irregular mass that hung in the air like a cloud. It was
shifting its shape like a cloud, too, though far faster than any natura
formati on. Whod, stone, and thatch were separating out into distinct portions;
everything el se was being dropped into a refuse heap in a handy field.

It occurred to Sterren for the first time that there were no natura
cl ouds anywhere in sight, which, in light of what he had been told, hardly
seened normal for winter in Semma. He wondered if the warlock was controlling
t he weat her, keeping the sky clear to nake his worki ng environnent nore
pl easant .

When the different materials were sorted, Vond chose a house and studied
it critically.

The thatch roof and nobst of the shutters were gone, but it was otherw se
intact. Vond waved, and masses of thatch came flying down fromthe cloud and
pil ed thensel ves into place.

"What about the shutters?" Sterren asked.

Vond gl anced at him then back at the house. "To Hell with the shutters,’
he said, "I can't do everything! How am | supposed to find the right ones out
of all that?"

Sterren shrugged. "Just asking," he said.

The repair work continued, as Sterren and the peasants wat ched.

As the day dragged on, nost of the peasants settled to the ground,
sitting or lying on the hard earth and chatting anongst thenselves. A few
| eaned up against the castle walls. None dared venture out of the market.

The faces in the castle wi ndows changed, as people tired of watching and
were replaced by others. Still, Vond had a steady audi ence for his
performance. Sterren thought he saw Princess Shirrin there alnost the entire
tine.

Sone tine after noon Sterren spotted one of his soldiers and ordered that
food and drink be brought out for the peasants and hinself. He asked Vond if
he cared for anything.

The warl ock declined the offer and continued with his work.

Sterren realized he hadn't seen Vond eat anything in days, and that there

he sai d.



was surely no food in his unfinished palace. Was he living on magic al one?

Per haps he was. Sterren thought better of inquiring and didn't worry
about it. He watched as his soldiers distributed bread, water, cheese, and
dried fruit to the peasants, then ate his own neal, which was sinilar save
that he drank w ne.

The restoration of the village took a long tinme; in fact, Vond still had
t hree houses unfini shed when the sun sank out of sight and the sky began to
dar ken.

Vond took care of that easily enough by summoning an orange glow in the
sky that gave hi menough light to work by.

VWhen he had conpleted repairs to every house that had still stood, he
| owered his arnms and said, "There!"

Sterren nodded. "Very inpressive," he said.

Vond | eaned over a nerlon and called, "You can go home, now |f your
house is gone, stay with a neighbor, and I'll take care of you later!"

The crowd below stirred; some of the peasants, particularly the children
had gone to sleep and were awakened. Nobody |eft, however. Nobody rmade any
nmove to | eave the market. They just stared up at the warlock and the warl ord.

"Why are you just sitting there?" Vond shout ed.

Sterren reached out and put a hand on his arm "They don't understand
Et hsharitic," he said.

Vond whirled and stared at Sterren for a nonent. Then he turned back to
t he market bel ow, realization dawning.

"Ch," he said. "Ch, dam!"

"You mght want to |learn Semmat," Sterren suggested mldly.

"I'"d rather they learned Ethsharitic," Vond snapped. "And if |1'mgoing to

build an enpire, | don't want to have to learn half a dozen different tongues,
dam it!"
Sterren shrugged. "Well, in time |'msure you can nake Ethsharitic the

common | anguage for your court, but right now, none of these people knows a
word of it."

"How the hell did all these stupid little | anguages happen, anyway? This
was all part of Ad Ethshar once, you know "

"I have no idea," Sterren said. "But they did. Maybe it was denons, or a
trick by the ruling class to keep peopl e where they bel onged. "

Vond gl ared down at the village, Iit a weird shade of orange by his
unnatural illumnation. "I suppose I'll need interpreters,” he said.

"At least for now," Sterren agreed.

For a monent, nobody spoke. Then Vond said, "You tell them Sterren. Tel
themthey can go hone. Tell themthat if any of themwant to work as ny
servants, they should come to ny palace in the norning. |I'mgoing hone." He
rose into the air.

Sterren waved a farewell as the warl ock began drifting away, then |eaned
over the ranparts and called, "The Great Vond has finished his work! Go hone
now The Great Vond wants servants! |If you want to be a servant to the Geat
Vond, go to his castle..." He remenbered the word for "palace" fromearlier
conversation and rephrased that. "Go to his palace in the norning! If your
house is not fixed, stay with a friend!"

The peasants stared up at him and he heard sonmeone say, "W in the
Wrldis that?" He didn't know if the man nmeant himor Vond; after all, since
he had gone off to Ethshar before the invasion, he had not been seen nuch in
his role as warl ord.

Then, as his nmessage sank in, the people began scattering to their
rebuilt homes and shops.

The orange gl ow was fading rapidly as Vond nmoved off toward his fortress,
but both nmoons were in the sky to allay the darkness. Sterren took one fina
| ook at the palace, its nmarble walls gleam ng an eerie yell ow agai nst the
bl ack sky and plain in the strange nixed light, and then clinbed back down
fromthe wall and went inside.

So far, he could hardly accuse Vond of tyranny.



Even so, he knew that the enpire was dooned fromthe start.

CHAPTER 30

Ni ne days after the rout the Ksinallionese arny marched back into Semmma.

The exterior of Vond' s pal ace was al nost conplete; only the top of the
huge nort hwestern tower remai ned open to the sky, although none of the roofs
had yet been til ed.

The warl ock scarcely needed to worry about |eaky roofs, of course, since
he coul d keep the rain away easily enough, as he in fact had so far. Besides,
Sterren thought, a |eaky roof wouldn't do any harm since there was nothing
i nside the pal ace as yet but bare stone walls and floors. He and Ederd had
spent nmuch of the previous day strolling through its enpty halls and chanbers,
adm ring the vast expanses of bare marble, as Vond expl ai ned what woul d
eventual ly go where

The warl ock's hal f-dozen servants had watched silently fromtheir
i mpronptu canp in what would in tinme be the kitchens. They had little to do
as yet, beyond seeing to their own nost basic needs. Nothing needed cl eani ng
yet, and Vond coul d not be bothered to eat real neals, but sinply conjured up
food from sonmewhere whenever he got hungry. He had no wardrobe to worry about;
he still wore the sane bl ack warl ock's robe.

The stairways were not yet built, so the only way into the upper floors
was by levitation. Some roons had no wi ndows as yet.

Even so, it was a very inpressive job for a nmere eight days' work. Al
the nore so, because Vond had spent a day or so cleaning and rebuilding the
village around the old castle.

Looking out fromhis tower roomin the old castle, and seeing the army on
t he horizon beyond the new pal ace, Sterren wondered what they thought of this
great brooding edifice that had not been there when they left, just nine days
bef ore.

For that matter, he wondered what the people of Semma thought of it.

He sighed. He should, he thought, have realized that the | ords of
Ksi nal I i on and Ophkar would not give up so easily as all that. A single battle
was not a war.

Vell, it wasn't his problem now that Vond had conquered Sema.

He wat ched as Vond appeared, rising out of the unfinished tower, his
cl oak spreading like wings on either side. He waited for the Ksinallionese
arny to be swept away.

It wasn't. Instead, Vond dropped to the ground facing it, out of sight
behi nd the pal ace.

Puzzl ed, Sterren waited a noment for himto reappear, then turned and
headed for the stairs. He wanted to see what was happeni ng.

By the time he had saddl ed a horse and ridden out the gate and past the
pal ace, it was all over. He found Vond standing atop a newy erected stone
dais in the mddle of a field, and the entire Ksinallionese arny spread out
before him bow ng in obei sance.

Three fresh corpses lay at the foot of the dais, spraw ed awkwardly,
swords fallen fromtheir hands. Another corpse lay in the dirt amd the bow ng
Ksi nal | i onese, this one burned bl ack

"Hello, Sterren," Vond said as he rode up

"What happened?" Sterren asked.

"Well, these nmen marched up, as you see, and | stopped them | didn't
hurt them just stopped them Most of them coul dn't understand a word | said,
but a few spoke Ethsharitic, and one of themsaid they wanted to parley. |
think ny citadel had inpressed them Anyway, that one there," he said,
pointing to one of the bodies that wore an officer's uniform "clainmed to be
the Ksinallionese warlord. That fellow over there," he went on, indicating a
bowi ng survivor, "served as his interpreter. They said that they had no
quarrel with me -- they called ne a wi zard, but | let that slide, since they



didn't know any better. Anyway, they said they were at war with Senma, not
with ne."

St erren nodded.

"Well, | explained that I had conquered Senma and intended to conquer
Ksinallion, too, but that I hadn't gotten around to it yet; and | offered them
a chance to surrender. The warlord got all red in the face and swore he'd
never surrender to a damed wi zard, or sonething like that, and | told him
that in that case, he mght as well try and kill ne, and we'd see what
happened. So he tried, and | let himtake a few stabs at me with his sword,
and then | expl oded his heart."

Sterren found the cal mway in which Vond described this nurder to be
extremely upsetting, but he hid that reaction and asked, "Wat about the
ot her s?"

"Well, after that, there was a | ot of discussion in whatever |anguage
t hese peopl e use anongst thenselves -- Ksinallionese, | suppose it is. Then
this one," he said, indicating another corpse, "tried to distract nme, while
that one," pointing to the final unburned body, "came up behind nme and tried
to stab me. | stopped both their hearts. And while | was doing that, that one
over there," he pointed to the burned remains, "fired an arrow at ne. He was
too far away to be sure of getting his heart properly the first try, so
fried him instead. After that, | told the interpreter that | would now accept
t he surrender of anyone who cared to surrender and bow to nme. And then you
rode up, and here we are." He waved a hand. "I think a few at the back ran
instead, but | won't worry about it." He |ooked over the hundreds of groveling
figures. "I think |I've just acquired a pal ace guard,"” he said, smling.

"What are you going to do about Ksinallion, then?" Sterren asked.

"Ch, | guess I'll fly there this afternoon, stage a few denonstrations,
and let themsurrender. | wasn't planning to start enpire-building until | had
my citadel finished, but I can't just |l eave themthere after this."

St erren nodded.

That afternoon, Corinal |1, King of Ksinallion, capitulated. He abdicated
in favor of the Great Vond, and the Kingdom of Ksinallion became the second
provi nce of the Enpire of Vond.

At |east, Vond considered it the second. Sterren, who had ridden along to
wat ch, pointed out that Phenvel had not actually surrendered yet.

Vond shrugged that off. "I'll worry about that after | finish ny palace.”

Two days later Vond intercepted a party of Ophkarite sol diers spying on
hi s pal ace and took a break from construction to force another capitul ation
He had to kill King Neran IV before Neran's heir, the newy el evated King
El ken 111, would surrender and add Ophkar to the Empire of Vond.

Vond got hone in tine to finish tiling the roof. That night, during
dinner at the high table in Semma Castle, Phenvel finally confronted Sterren
directly and denanded, "Wose side are you on, the warlock's or mne?"

"I amon the side of what's best for Semma, your Majesty," Sterren
replied quietly, putting down his fork

"What does that nean?"

"“Your Majesty, | nmean what | said."

VWhat he actually neant was that he was in favor of whatever caused the
| east trouble and did the | east danage to |lives and property. He was not
particularly concerned with any other criteria in choosing "best."

"And who do you see as best for Semma, ne or the warl ock?" Phenvel
demanded.

"At the monent, your Majesty,"’
with the warlock is to die."

"To defy me can get you killed, too, warlord!" Sterren tensed at this
threat, but forced his voice to remain calm "Your Mjesty," he said, "I don't
think you want to do that. The warl ock thinks ne his friend and would not I|ike
it if you killed nme." He hesitated, considering whether he dared say anything,
and if so how rmuch, then added, "Besides, | can promi se you that he will not
rule for long."

Sterren said, "I see only that to argue



"Ch?" Phenvel eyed Sterren intently. "Wy not?"

"I"msorry, your Majesty, but | can't tell you that." He gestured at the
crowmded tables. "If someone here were to hear and word get back to Vond,
fear what woul d happen.” In a noment of inspiration, he suggested, "Perhaps
you could ask the w zard Annara."

Phenvel | ooked without thinking, then realized that Annara, as a mere
conmoner, was not at the high table; as a rule, she and Ederd ate their neals
in the kitchen with the servants.

He snorted and turned back to his fried potatoes. Sterren was able to
finish his nmeal in peace and then slip out of the castle unnoticed.

He strolled through the village, with its odd enpty spaces where houses
had been destroyed, and down the hill, where he paused and | ooked at Vond's
pal ace.

The greater noon was high in the sky, the lesser lowin the east, and the
white marble seened to alnpbst glow in the noonlight. The five towers, one at
each corner, and a rmuch | arger one over the gate in the center of the
northwestern wall, stood out starkly against the starry sky. Lights shone from
a few wi ndows, but he knew that nmpst of the structure was still enpty.

He watched it unhappily.

Vond was acconplishing sone inpressive feats. The pal ace was beauti ful
at least on the outside, although a bit ominous in its appearance, with its
hi gh, blank walls. The village at Semma Castle was cl eaner and sounder than
ever before, at |least, what there was of it. Ophkar, Ksinallion, and Senma
were united for the first time in three hundred years, and at the cost of only
seven lives in all, counting fromthe day after Vond' s sudden acquisition of
access to the Luneth power source.

But it all made Sterren very uneasy. He knew that it could not possibly
last, and even while it did last, he did not trust Vond to renain as harmnl ess
as he had been so far.

He had nore or |ess decided on a course of action already, but he was not
happy with it. He liked Vond; the warlock was like a child with a new toy, or
really, an entire new playroom Still, Sterren intended to do all he could to
renove Vond from power in Semma, not on behalf of any foolish king, but
because Vond was clearly very dangerous indeed.

VWhat woul d happen if the Wzards' Quild did decide to renmove Vond? A
magi cal battle on the scale Vond operated on mght lay waste to the entire
ar ea.

VWhat if other warlocks did come along and take part in ruling the enpire?
No matter how benevol ent Vond night be, a question that was still in doubt,
sooner or later, a warlock would cone al ong who was not.

And Vond woul d not always be there to stop such a warl ock

Better, Sterren thought, if Vond were to go quickly, before any other
war | ocks arrived.

He sighed and decided to go sleep at the Citadel, as Vond' s pal ace was
now known, rather than Semma Castle. The warl ock had said he was al ways
wel cone there, though he had not yet been given a roomspecifically for his
own use or noved in any of his bel ongings. Phenvel, on the other hand, was no
| onger making Sterren feel welcone at all

He said nothing to the warl ock of what had happened.

It was only coincidence that the next day Vond cane to Senma Castl e,
smashed every door that was closed against himto splinters, and demanded
Phenvel 's formal surrender of authority.

Phenvel , Third of that Name, King of Semma, agreed i medi ately, and the
Ki ngdom of Semma ceased to exist, beconmi ng instead the Capital Province of the
Enmpi re of Vond.

CHAPTER 31

By the first of Greengrowth in the year 5221 Vond's pal ace was conpl et e,



furni shed inside and out. The streets of his capital were laid out and paved.
H s new courtiers, recruited fromhis three provinces, could all hold a sinple
conversation in Ethsharitic and were teaching the tongue to others.

Sterren of Semma, once Sterren of Ethshar, was now Lord Chancellor of the
Enmpi re of Vond.

H's reaction to Vond' s announcenent of this honor had been, "What's a
chancel | or ?"

Vond had shrugged. "Watever you like. | don't need a warlord, since | do
my own fighting, and that Ophkarite warlord is in charge of ny guards, but |
wanted to keep you around the pal ace, so you needed a title. That was the
vaguest high title I could think of. Make of it what you will."

Sterren had kept it vague. H's prinmary duty, he knew, was to provide
someone Vond could speak to freely. Beyond that, he set hinmself no definite
duties, but nanaged to inply that he was Vond's second in conmand, an
i mplication the warlock supported.

Despite his newtitle, he still maintained his quarters in the tower of
Senma Castle, as well as in the new citadel, and had managed to retain comand
of what had been the Senman army. His nmen, or at any rate those who had not
gone over to the citadel to sign up with the Pal ace Guard, were now t he
Chancel | or' s Guard.

Al three of his officers had resigned, at different times and giving
different reasons. Captain Arl had submitted his resignation two days after
Vond's storm had routed the invading arm es; that had been the earliest he had
been able to speak to Sterren. He had done so on the grounds that his nmen had
been inadequately prepared for battle, which neant he had failed in his
duti es.

Sterren suspected that Arl had expected to be asked to stay on, but he
had accepted the resignation. Arl had failed in his duties. Besides, Sterren
preferred not to have his great-uncle's officers around.

Capt ai n Shender had resi gned when King Phenvel surrendered, refusing to
serve a foreign sovereign.

Lord Anduron had finally resigned when Sterren accepted the title of
chancel | or, saying he no | onger understood what his position was supposed to
be.

Sterren had named Dogal and Al der as his aides and lieutenants, but did
not replace his captains.

Hi s sol diers seened to accept the new order, and Sterren's place in it,
readi | y enough. The Semman nobility were another matter. Wen Sterren
encountered any of themin the corridors of the castle he was usually snubbed,
or presented with a ferocious glare. Phenvel's son Dereth, no |longer a prince,
spat on Sterren's best tunic. Shirrin, upon seeing him invariably broke into
tears and ran, she obviously felt her hero had betrayed her. N ssitha sneered,
but then, she always had. Even Lura seened subdued and told him "I'm not
supposed to like you any nore, but | don't really see why."

Sterren caught whispers in the hallways, whispers he thought he was neant
to overhear, whispers containing words like "traitor," "barbarian," and
"coward." Mutters about his unfortunate ancestry, three-fourths Ethsharitic,
were comon. "Money-grubbing merchant's brat!" was one epithet he encountered
often. "Blood will tell"” was another favorite.

Sterren did not let any of this bother him He had chosen his path and he
was conmitted to it. The only things that bothered himwere Shirrin's tears,
and he thought that if he could manage a nmonment al one with her, he would
explain to her why he was doi ng what he was doing. She was a very pretty girl
after all, and just turned fourteen, not that much younger than he was
hi nmsel f.

But no opportunity to explain hinself to her ever cane al ong.

Every so often Sterren wondered why he didn't just |eave and go hone to
Et hshar, but he always arrived at the sane answer. He had brought Vond here,
so he was partly responsible for him He was the only one in Semma except Vond
hi nsel f who knew anyt hi ng about warl ockry, which nmeant that he was the only



one who coul d see and understand everything that was happeni ng.

And he al so thought he was a restraining influence on Vond. The warl ock
had no other friends or confidants at all. Besides, now that he was no | onger
the warlord, there was no great hurry about getting out of Semma, and there
were clearly historical events happening that were interesting to observe.

Actually, life in Semma and even in Senma Castle had not really changed
that nuch at all. Mst of the nobles still lived in the castle, undisturbed; a
few had slipped away, but the majority remained, still nore or |ess

acknow edgi ng Phenvel's authority. Admittedly, about a fourth of the servants
had deserted themto work at the palace, but that did little nore than reduce
t he crowdi ng somewhat. For nost of the castle's inhabitants, |ife coasted on
and they tried very hard to ignore the warl ock and his pal ace.

Sterren noticed that peasants no | onger cane to the castle nmuch. No taxes
were paid to King Phenvel any nore, and the castle's stores were being
consumed but not replaced, taxes were now going to the warlock's citadel. This
did not affect Sterren directly, since he was wel come at Vond's table, but it
did not bode well for the other nobles.

Those few of the bol der aristocrats who departed had accepted that their
old way of life was dooned and had gone | ooking for greener pastures,
"visiting" relatives in other kingdons, or sinply seeking their fortunes, I|ike
so many failed apprentices.

The nobl es who lingered all seenmed to think that matters woul d sonehow
right thensel ves, and everything would go back to what it had been before,
wi th Phenvel once nore uncontested ruler of Senma, but none of them seened to
have any idea how this would cone about, and none of them so far as Sterren
could see, were doing anything to help it al ong.

He was helping it along, at least slightly, but he did not dare explain
that; instead he put up with being labeled a traitor. He was not entirely sure
that in a sense, he night not be betraying Semma by working toward Vond's
downfall. After all, for the peasants, all the changes were for the better
Vond controll ed the weather and regulated the clinmate to an unheard- of
evenness of tenperanent. Rain came when needed, usually at night, and never
nore than needed. When days threatened to grow unconfortably cool the clouds
woul d be forcibly scattered, and when the sun was hot clouds would gather. As
a result, the spring planting was begun earlier than usual, and the fields
were al ready turning green

Vond had prom sed that roads and houses woul d be built once the pal ace
was no | onger occupying his tine and energy. The peasants Sterren had spoken
to all agreed that this would be wonderful, but he thought they didn't really
believe it woul d ever happen. They were accustonmed to enpty pronises from
their rulers.

Sonmehow, this bothered Sterren far nore than the hatred of the
di spossessed nobl es. He knew that Vond sincerely intended to carry through on
his prom ses -- not so much out of altruismas to enhance his own position
The ruler of a rich Iand accrues nore power and glory than the ruler of a poor
one, and the warlock knew that well.

But Sterren also knew that Vond night not have time to make his promn ses
good.

He sat in the tower roomthe warl ock had given him staring out the
wi ndow at the pal ace spraw ing bel ow him and wondered what he shoul d do.

He had encouraged Vond to build his citadel as lavishly as possible, big
and el aborate throughout, and created entirely with nagic. Not a single stone
had been lifted into place by human nuscle; even the carpets and tapestries,
al t hough woven by hand, had been delivered and |l aid or hung by warl ockry.
Sterren had steadily urged Vond to use as nmuch power as possible, not that he
had needed much urging. Warlockry was |ike a drug; the nore Vond used, the
nore he could use, and the nore he wanted to use.

And somehow, he did not see what the inevitable outconme of this would be.

Sterren thought that he, ignorant as he was of warl ockry, knew what was
goi ng to happen to Vond better than Vond did hinself. The warl ock was havi ng



too much fun with his magic to see that in time, the Calling would find him
even in Senmma

Sterren stared down at the citadel and wondered whether he should warn
him Now that the pal ace was conplete, Vond mght not throw his power around
so freely.

That brought up the question, of course, of what he would do.

Well, Sterren told himself, he could hardly | earn anythi ng about Vond's
plans sitting in his room He headed for the door. He had intended to go al
the way down to the warl ock's audi ence chanber, but hal fway down the first
flight of stairs Sterren changed his mnd and at the next |anding he turned
down the corridor and knocked on the first door

It opened, and Annara of Crookwall thrust her head around the edge.

"Hello," she said.

"Hello," Sterren replied. "May | cone in?"

Annara hesitated, glancing back into the room then swung the door wi de
and admitted him

Sterren was not surprised to see Agor, the Inperial Theurgist, sitting on
Annara's bed. They exchanged polite greetings.

At Annara's direction Sterren found a seat by the wi ndow. He settled onto
t he cushion and then funbl ed about, trying to figure out how to ask what he
wanted to ask.

Annara offered hima plate of honeyed cashews, and he ni bbled on those
wi t hout speaking, while Agor chatted in his newly acquired and horribly
accented Ethsharitic about the delightful weather that Vond had ensured.

Sterren gl anced around the room | ooking for sonething that m ght serve
to divert the conversation along the lines he wanted. He noticed a sparkle on
a high shelf.

Sonet hi ng shiny was noving up there, he realized.

He squi nt ed.

A coin, a silver bit, was spinning on edge, but he had not seen anyone
spinit, and it showed no signs of slow ng down as he wat ched.

"What's that?" he asked, pointing.

The two magicians followed his finger. Annara said, "lIt's a spinning
coin."

"How |l ong has it been spinni ng?"

"Ch, three or four nmonths," Annara replied.

"But you haven't lived here that long!" Sterren said, startled.

"I brought it with me fromthe castle,” Annara said.

"How coul d you do that?"

"It"'s on alittle card that folds up into a box for traveling," she
expl ai ned.

"What's it for? What keeps it spinning?"

"I't's magic," Agor said.

"I could have guessed that for nyself,’
nmean, what's it for?"

"It's a very sinple little spell,” Annara said. "It's called the Spell of
t he Spi nning Coin."

"And it just makes a coin spin on forever? That seenms pretty pointless.”

"It does do a little nmore than that," the wi zard admitted. "Emmer spun

Sterren said sarcastically. "l

that one, | taught himthe spell, as it wasn't one he knew It will keep
spinning as long as he's alive. If he's seriously ill, or badly injured, the
spinning will slow down, and it may even wobble a little if it's very bad. If
he dies, it will stop.”

"Ch, | see," Sterren said. "So you would know i f, say, he had been killed
by bandits on the way to Akalla."

Annara and Agor exchanged gl ances. "It wasn't the bandits | was worried
about," Annara said.

Sterren nodded. "I suppose not." He hesitated, then pushed on. He could
hardly have realistically hoped for a better opening. "I see it's stil

spi nning, and he's been gone for all these nonths. He must have contacted the



Wzards' Guild by now. "

"Yes," Annara said, flatly.

"And they haven't done anythi ng? Have they conmuni cated with you?"

She hesitated, then said, "My lord Sterren, why do you ask?"

Sterren blinked. "I'mcurious,"” he said.

"You'll pardon ne, ny Lord Chancellor, but I'mnot sure | care to satisfy
your curiosity."

He had half expected this reaction. "Annara," he said slowmy, "I can
under stand your caution, but believe ne, |I'mnot going to cause you any
trouble."

"You will forgive ne, ny Lord Chancellor, if 1..."

"Stop calling me that!" Sterren snapped. "I didn't ask for the stupid
title! People keep hanging these silly titles on ne, when | was perfectly
happy just being Sterren of Ethshar. Look, Annara, | know you're worried that
I"'mVond's spy, but I'mnot his spy, not unless he can read nmy mnd w thout ny
knowing it. If he wanted to know sonething, | suppose he could force it out of
you easily enough by torture; you aren't enough of a wi zard to defend yourself
against him O if you are, you' re also one hell of an actress, because you' ve

had me fooled! | can't force anything out of you, though." He paused for
breath, then continued nore calmy, "If you' re worried about which side I'm
on, right nowl'mnot really on any side. | think I know how to either destroy

the warl ock, or to keep himin power for at |east a while |onger, and
honestly haven't decided which | want to do, or whether | should just |eave
wel I enough alone. | canme here hoping for nore informati on to hel p ne deci de.
| can't force it out of you; Vond can. You can tell me now, and if I'mtelling
the truth it won't do you any harm and if I'mlying, Vond can cone up here
and convi nce you."

He stopped, suddenly unsure what he was sayi ng and whet her he shoul d be

saying it.

Annara threw a | ook at Agor, then turned back to Sterren and said, "Al
right, Sterren. | don't suppose it will do any harmto tell you. |'ve had
dreans, dreans where wi zards tell ne things. Sone of them nay be ordinary
dreans, but | think at |east sone nust have been sent. | don't always renmenber

t hem when | wake up; there are tricks to renenbering your dreans, and |'m not
very good at it. Al the sane, | think | have an idea what the Quild is
doi ng. "

"Ah," Sterren said. "Wat are they doi ng?"

"Not hi ng. At least, nothing yet. They're watching the situation, using
scrying spells and prophecies, and that's all. Ch, and it seens that reports
of the events here are somehow not spreading very well, particularly not to
war | ocks, and those warl ocks who do hear about the new power source are being
di scouraged or diverted in various subtle ways."

Sterren nodded. "You know, | had begun to wonder why not a single other
war | ock had turned up."

"Remenber, Vond's invitations have all enphasized his own suprenacy, and
war | ocks are not prone to play the sycophant. Even wi thout ny guil dmates
interfering, | suspect he would be attracting few converts."

"True enough," Sterren acknow edged. He sat for a noment, nunching
cashews and considering this news.

"So," he said at last, "is the Guild contenplating any nore drastic
acti on?"

"No," Annara said, after a noment's hesitation. "At |east, not that
they've told me about. The general noninterference policy seenms to be hol ding
good. "

Sterren nodded, and as he did a thought occurred to him He asked Agor
"What do the gods think about all this?"

The theurgi st shrugged. "Like the wizards, they don't interfere," he
said. "Not since the Geat War."

Sterren accepted that. "One nore question,” he said, "and I'll go." He
| ooked at the two magicians cl osely.



"For yourselves," he asked, "do you want Vond renoved?"
Annara and Agor | ooked at each other

Agor shrugged.

"I don't know," Annara said, "l really don't."

CHAPTER 32

Five mnutes after he left Annara's room Sterren peered around a drapery
into Vond' s audi ence chanber. The warl ock spotted himimediately.

"Ah, Chancellor Sterren!" he called, "Conme in! Cone in!"

Sterren obeyed, |ooking curiously about as he did. He had seen the
audi ence chanber before, of course, the rich red draperies down either side,
the ornately patterned marble floor, the |uxurious red carpet down the center
Twent y-f oot - hi gh wi ndows behind the dais |let sunlight pour in fromthe
pal ace's central courtyard; stained-glass nedallions set in the w ndows
pai nted colors on the floor, and the cut-glass bevels that edged the
nmedal I i ons ringed the colors with sprays of rainbows. Gol den banners hung from
the vaulted white marble ceiling; mobst were plain and unadorned, but three
bore battle flags sewn onto them representing Semma, Ophkar, and Ksinallion

Three broad steps, alternating black and white nmarble, led up to the
bl ack marbl e dais, and above its center Vond fl oated confortably in md-air;
he had not yet bothered with a throne.

That rmuch was familiar. Wiat was new to Sterren was the group of young
wonmen who stood at the foot of the dais.

He counted twelve of them all young and all uncomonly attractive. Their
garb varied from sinple peasant honespun to the rich velvets and silks of the
conquered nobility; their expressions varied fromuncertainty to bold
defiance. None of themwere so nuch as whispering; the only sound was the
rustle of their clothing.

"What's going on?" Sterren asked, breaking the silence.

“I'"'mchoosing a harem" Vond replied.

Startled, Sterren took another | ook at the wonen. "I've had ny eye out
for the last sixnight or so," the warl ock explained, "and 1'd noticed these
young | adi es as pronising prospects, so when | had a nmoment, | brought them

here to | ook over." He smiled wolfishly.

"Do they know what's going on?" Sterren asked, seeing confusion and fear
on several faces.

Vond shrugged. "I told them but | don't know if they understood."”

"May | speak with then?" Sterren asked.

"Be ny guest," Vond said with a wave.

"Ladies," Sterren said, in Semmat, "I am Sterren, Ninth Warlord of
Semma. " He did not know a Senmmat equival ent for "chancellor,” if one existed
at all, and he was not yet confortable with the title in any case. "Do you

know why you are here?"

H's reply was a babble of voices; he raised his hands for silence.

It took a noment, but the women quieted. Sterren pointed to one. "You
who are you?"

The chosen one | ooked back at himblankly. "Ksinal-Uoni," she said, with
an odd accent.

Sterren picked another. "Do you speak Senmat ?"

Thi s one nodded.

"Who are you?" Sterren asked.

"Kyrina the Fair," she replied, "Daughter to Kardig Trak's son and Rulura
of the Green Eyes."

Sterren could easily understand how she got her epithet. She wore a
sinmple green tunic and a brown peasant's skirt, but even so, she was easily
nore beautiful than the nost el aborately attired nobl ewoman Sterren had ever
seen in Senma

"You |ive near here?" he asked.



“In the village," she said, gesturing vaguely in the general direction of
Semma Cast | e.

"Do you know why you are here?"

She shook her head, which sent a ripple through her |ong, glean ng bl ack
hair and wafted perfune in Sterren's direction. "No, ny lord."

"How di d you cone here?"

She gl anced at Vond and at the other wonen, clearly not eager to act as
spokesworman. Nobody vol unteered to take her place, and after an instant's
further hesitation she explained, "Perhaps an hour ago, something |ike a great
wi nd, yet not a wi nd, snatched me up and brought nme here. | found nyself in a
great hall, where | could nove freely, but where all the doors but one were
cl osed and barred, and the one open door was guarded by men who woul d not | et
me | eave. Anot her woman was there, as well, and then these others were swept
in, as | was, one by one; and when we were all there, the guards |led us here,
using their spears to keep us together."

Sterren nodded his understandi ng.

"This is the Geat Vond," he said, gesturing toward the warl ock. "You al
probably guessed that."

Several wonmen nodded.

"You all know he now rules this |and?"

Seven woren, by Sterren's count, nodded. He guessed the other five spoke
no Semmat .

"You know he is a warlock, a nagician?"

Mor e nods.

"He is also a man. He has brought you twelve here to choose wonen to..."
Sterren paused, w shing he knew nmore Semmat; he could think of a hundred
delicate ways to phrase this in Ethsharitic. "To warm his bed," he said at
| ast.

That elicited not nods, but startlenent, anger, fear, and at |east one
crinson bl ush

Vond was watching all this, and, Sterren saw worriedly, |ooking bored.

"Sterren," he said, "I take it you've just explained why | brought them
here.”

St erren nodded.

"Tell them" Vond said, "that any who wish to |l eave are free to go, but
t hat those who stay, and who please ne, will be richly rewarded."

Hesitantly, Sterren translated this speech into Semmat as best he coul d.

The seven who understood | ooked at one another, clearly considering the
of fer. Kyrina |l ooked at the warlock carefully for a | ong nonment, then turned
and strode for the exit.

Vond waved a hand, and the great double doors swung wide to |l et her pass.

Anot her worman, a nobl ewoman this tine, hesitantly followed her

One of the five who did not understand Senmat seened to catch on, and
literally ran out the door.

O hers foll owed, each after her own fashion, until five remained, three
of whom spoke Semmat. The five eyed each other warily.

Sterren wat ched them puzzled. Wiy had these five stayed? None of them
was starving; in fact, two of the five were dressed very well indeed. They
shoul d not be so desperate as to choose sl avery; and surely concubi nage, in
this case, was a formof slavery.

Per haps, he thought, they didn't trust Vond to keep his word and feared
he woul d take revenge upon themif they left. Certainly, all five |ooked
sonewhat nervous.

O perhaps they didn't see it the way he did. They m ght see sharing
Vond's bed as a route to power and wealth. If that was it, Sterren was sure
t hey were w ong.

O perhaps it was just curiosity or a sexual interest in the warl ock.
Sterren hadn't really given the matter nuch thought, but he supposed Vond was
attractive enough, and there were always stories about nagicians. For hinself,
Sterren could see no reason a know edge of arcane skills should inply a



know edge of erotic skills, but there were always stories.

Most |ikely, he thought, it was a conbination of all of these that kept
the five of themin the audi ence chanber. He found that unappealing and
decided he did not care to watch any further. He started to turn away.

"Sterren," Vond said, "I need you to translate!"

He had forgotten that. He turned back, reluctantly. "Couldn't one of your
servants do that?"

"You're here; they aren't. Besides, you speak Ethsharitic better than any
of them"

Sterren had to admit that this was true.

"Let's start with their nanes," the warlock said, waving a hand at the
worren.

Sterren did the best he could, given that only three of the wonmen spoke
Senmmat; a fourth spoke Ophkaritic, the fifth Ksinallionese. One of the Semman
worren knew a few words of Ksinallionese, and the Ksinallionese spoke
Ophkaritic, so that nobody was totally cut off.

And of course, gestures and facial expressions conveyed plenty of
information as well.

After half an hour or so, Vond chose the Ksinallionese to take a strol
wi th him and become better acquainted, and Sterren escaped with a sigh of
relief, while one of the pal ace servants, sumoned by Vond's nmagic, escorted
the other four to the apartments they were henceforth to share.

Sterren made his way out the citadel's main gate and | ooked down Vond's
artificial hill at the surrounding countryside. The |land had turned green with
spring, and the peasants were out in the fields, tending their crops. The sky
was a radiant crystal blue, with a handful of soft white clouds sailing like
whi te-robed w zards across it.

A party of a dozen or so nen was marching up the road toward the gate.
Four of them were Vond's red-tunicked pal ace guards, and the rest were in
rags.

Sterren saw to his horror that the ragged ones were in chains. Mst of
t hem | ooked resigned, but two or three | ooked terrified.

"Hai," he called, "Wat going on?"

The forenost guard saw him acknow edged his presence with a bow, and
cal | ed back one word.

Sterren did not catch it; the guard's accent distorted his Ethsharitic
beyond easy conprehensi on.

"What ?" Sterren called back

"Slaves!" the soldiers repeated. "W bring slaves!"

"What for?" Sterren asked, as he and the guard approached each ot her

The guard spread his hands in the Ksinallionese equival ent of a shrug.
"The Great Vond ordered,” he said.

"Where did these people cone fron?" Sterren persisted.

The guard hesitated; clearly, his Ethsharitic was not very good. "W go
to Akalla, buy them bring them back," he explained slowy.

Sterren stopped and stepped aside as the party nmarched up past him He
wat ched them go without interfering.

At | east they had been sl aves already, and not innocent peasants Vond had
had ensl aved.

In fact, he supposed that it was perfectly reasonable for Vond to keep
slaves, but Sterren found it a little hard to accept. For nobst of his life he
had been far nore likely to deal with slavers as merchandi se than as a
customer. He had never quite been reduced to sleeping on the city streets,
whi ch woul d have made himfair game for the slavers, and he had never been
caught stealing, which could also put cuffs on a person, but those had al ways
been cl oser than the sort of wealth that would include buyi ng anyone.

He had known a few sl aves, either before or after their enslavenent. He
had never exchanged nore than a few polite words with a sl ave-owner, except
Vond. O, he suddenly realized, perhaps King Phenvel; some of his castle
servants mght well be owned, rather than hired



He watched the slaves march into the palace. Vond was buyi ng sl aves and
acquiring a harem Ws this necessarily tyranny? After all, he bought his
sl aves on the nmarket, and his chosen concubi nes were there voluntarily.

No, Sterren decided, it wasn't tyranny, but it wasn't a good sign
ei ther.

CHAPTER 33

Vond conquered Thanoria on the sixteenth of G een-growh, 5221. He took a
si xni ght or so to consolidate his conquest this time, taking care of details
he had been rather haphazard about in dealing with Semma, Ksinallion, and
Ophkar. He arranged for taxes to be paid into his inperial treasury, appointed
provincial officials fromthe former royal government, selected candi dates for
his harem and so forth.

That done, he conquered Skaia on the twenty-fourth.

Ennuri non went next, on the third of Longdays, followed by Akalla of the
D anond on the fourteenth. He took special care there, due to the presence of
the port, and inquired after recent arrivals, hoping for word of inmgrating
war | ocks.

He was di sappointed by the replies he received, and on the nineteenth he
returned to his palace in a foul tenper.

He concentrated on other affairs for several days after that, building
roads, tenements, and market halls, getting acquainted with his new
concubi nes, and dealing with his subjects.

Rather to his surprise, he found that he did not enjoy actually ruling
his enpire. Settling disputes, admnistering justice, appointing officials,
and the other traditional duties of royalty were dull and tine-consum ng, and
provi ded no opportunity for himto display his magic.

Sterren had been expecting this realization. He had | ong ago concl uded
t hat kings were no happi er than anybody el se. Furthernore, he had noticed that
for sone tinme now, Vond had only seened really confortable and al ert when
usi ng huge amounts of magic, as if warl ockry were an addictive drug. \Wen the
warl ock finally confessed his disappointnent, [ate one night in a quiet
torchlit arcade overlooking the pal ace courtyard, Sterren sinply nodded and
agreed, w thout comment. "You don't seem surprised,"” Vond said, irritably.

"I"'mnot," Sterren said. "I never thought ruling | ooked |Iike nmuch fun."

The warl ock settled nore deeply into the sling chair he sat upon. "It
isn"t," he growmed, "but it should be."

"Why?" Sterren asked

"Because | want it to be," Vond snapped.

Sterren made no reply.

After a noment of disgruntled silence, Vond said, "I just won't do it any
"Wn't do what ?"

"I won't deal with all these petty details, who owns what, how to punish
this thief or reward that soldier, where to put the roads, howto collect the
taxes, how much coin to mint, | won't doit."

"Someone has to," Sterren pointed out, "or your enmpire will fall apart.”

"I don't have to. You do. You're ny chancellor, aren't you? | just
deci ded what that neans, it's your job to take care of anything |I don't want
to be bothered with." Vond sniled an unusual ly unpl easant smile. "I'l
announce it in the norning; you'll be in charge of the adm nistration of the
enpire. 1'll take care of what |'m good at, building and conquest."

Sterren had hoped and feared this night happen. After all, he was the
only person Vond trusted. To all the native inhabitants of his enpire, the
war | ock was sonething of a nonster, alien and inhumanly powerful, conquering
entire kingdoms in a single day; none of them could speak to himw thout fear
and he dealt with them in general, with contenpt. Besides, very few were
really fluent in Ethsharitic, and Vond had not yet bothered to | earn any other



tongues. Warlockry, unlike witchcraft, did nothing at all to enhance his
linguistic abilities. Warlockry was a purely physical sort of magic; it could
not teach.

The ot her mmgicians were | ess contenptible than the ordinary citizens,
but still did not provide very good conpany for the new enmperor. Fromthe
start, both Annara and Ederd had hel d back visibly, refusing to speak openly
wi th Vond, and he had noticed this reticence. Agor's Ethsharitic was an
i npedi ment, and his eccentric behavior, cultivated since childhood to add to
an aura of mystery, was anot her.

That left Sterren as Vond's only friend, the only person he could talk
with as one human to another, and despite Vond's denials, Sterren was quite
sure that the warlock was niserably lonely.

He had expected other warl ocks to come and join him and was grow ng ever
nore confused and di smayed at their failure to materialize. This drove him
nore and nore, to talk away long hours with Sterren

Sterren was no warlock; he was unnaturally lucky with dice, but otherw se
could barely stir a cat's whisker with his magic. Still, he had known Vond
when Vond was powerl ess, he knew sonet hi ng about how warl ockry functioned, and
he was not cowed by the inperial mght. That nade hi man inval uabl e conpani on

And Sterren had guessed that it might in tine nake himVond's partner in
enpire, as well.

Now t hat that guess had cone true, he was ready. This was an opportunity
far too good to miss. He could do far nore to prevent tyranny if he were
hi nsel f invol ved i n governing.

He had seen, over the last few nonths, that Vond's decisions, as enperor
tended to be quick and careless. He did not concern hinself with right or
wrong, with what woul d be best for those involved, but only with what was nost
expedi ent, what would settle matters nmost quickly, rather than nost equitably.

Now he coul d change that.

He had no illusions about his own governing ability, however. He knew
hi nsel f well enough to suspect that he, too, would opt for expediency after a
few boring days.

"I'"ll accent that on one condition," he said.

Vond | ooked at him sharply. "Who are you, to be setting conditions?" he
demanded.

"I"myour Lord Chancellor, your Inperial Mjesty,
mldly.

Vond coul d hardly deny that, but he was not so easily soothed. "What
condi ti on?" he demanded.

"That | may delegate my authority as | please," Sterren said, "Because as
| said, |I never thought ruling | ooked like fun, and I don't want to be saddl ed
with the job either. | don't mnd doing a share, certainly, but | don't want
to spend ny days divvying up strayed cattle any nore than you do."

Vond considered this. "Fair enough,” he said. The next norning Vond set
out to conquer Huroth, and Sterren set out to establish the Inperial Council.

Sterren replied

CHAPTER 34

The Chancellor's Guard cane in handy on occasion; it had saved Sterren a
good deal of trouble to sinply tell Alder, "Take as many men as you need, but
| want Lady Kalira of Semma here in an hour."

Then all he had to do was sit in his chosen room a small study on the
second floor of Semma Castle, and wait; an hour later, Lady Kalira glared at
hi m across the table.

“I"'mhere," she said w thout preanble. "Wat do you want?"

Sterren noted, with hope and admiration, that she did not call hima
traitor or otherwise insult him "Your help," he said.

Her angry glare softened to curiosity. "Wat sort of hel p?" she demanded
warily.



"I'n running the enpire."
"Enmpire!" She snorted.
Sterren shrugged, using both the Ethsharitic shoul der bob and the Semman

gesture of spread fingers and a downturned palm "Call it what you like," he
said. "Like it or not, the warlock has united several kingdons now, | can't
say how many since he's in the process of adding at |east one nore even as we
speak, and | think I can call it an enpire." He had had plenty of tine to

i mprove his Semmat in recent nonths, and spoke it easily now "I didn't cone
here to argue about names," he concl uded.

"Maybe | did, though," Lady Kalira retorted.

"I hope not," Sterren said.

For a monent neither spoke. Then Lady Kalira said, "Al right, what's
your of fer?"

"You know Vond named me chancellor," Sterren said.

"What ever that neans," she answered, noddi ng.

"He's just decided that it means |'mto take care of all the
admi nistrative details that he doesn't want to bother with," Sterren
expl ai ned.

Lady Kalira considered this, then snmled. "And | suppose,” she said,
"that you intend to palmthe job off on ne."

"Not exactly," Sterren said. "But | adnmit you're close. | want you to
tell me who | should pass it on to."
" Shoul d?"

"Yes, should. Who could do the best job of it, and who would do the best
job of it. I knowl'd botch it."
"You do?" She eyed himcarefully.

He nodded.

"I think you'll need to tell me alittle nmore of what you had in mnd,"
she said.

"What | had in mnd," Sterren told her, "is an Inperial Council, a group
of the best administrators we can find, who would actually run the enpire.
Vond isn't particularly interested in doing that, and neither am|. Besides,
Vond isn't going to be around for all that long, and | don't suppose I'll be

very wel come once he's gone. A group of well-respected natives would be able
to keep things going snoothly, regardl ess of what Vond and | do."

"Why isn't he going to be around very long?" Lady Kalira asked, staring
at him

"I can't tell you that,"

Sterren replied unconfortably.

"You said the same thing months ago, and he's still here," she pointed
out .

Sterren shrugged again. "So far, yes," he said.

"And you still say he won't be for |ong?"

"He can't be," Sterren insisted.

"Why not ?"

"I can't tell you that," Sterren said again.

Lady Kalira considered this, then asked, "Can you tell me how | ong he'l
be around?"

"No. Maybe a nonth, maybe a year or two. | don't think he can possibly
last five years."

"Did you hire an assassin, or something?" she asked curiously. "The cult
of Demerchan, perhaps?"

"No," Sterren said. "Why would | do sonething stupid |ike that? He isn't
doing me any harm In fact, he isn't doing nmuch of anybody el se any harm
either. Look at the peasants out there, they're doing just fine! Nobody's
conpl ai ni ng except the deposed nobles, and even you aren't really suffering

much! And here | am on top of it all, offering you a chance to get back into
runni ng the government!"

Lady Kalira studied himclosely and then shook her head. "I don't
understand you, Sterren," she said, "I don't understand you at all."

"I don't care if you understand me or not; | just want your help in



putting together this council. | thought seven menbers woul d be about right,
no ties in the voting that way. And | don't want it to be hereditary, exactly,
since we can't afford to have any infants or inconpetents on it; but perhaps

menbers coul d have the right to appoint their heirs. | don't want any of the
deposed kings on it, either, it wouldn't |look right unless we included all of
them and | hope that you, as a Semman, will see why | don't want that."

Lady Kalira smiled involuntarily at this reference to her forner
sovereign. Sterren took this as encouragenent.

"l suppose princes or princesses mght be all right, but 1'll |eave that
up to you," he continued. "I don't know nmuch about any of the peopl e around
here; | never really got to know nmost of them 1'd |ike you to choose the

people you think | really need to have, to start. You're welconme to take a
seat on the Council yourself, if you like, and | thought nmaybe the steward,
Al garven, would be a good choice, but I'll defer to your judgnent." He
hesitated, then said, "I think we probably don't want all seven to be Senman.
In fact, | think a good m x of nationalities would be w se, but on the other
hand, Semma is the capital province, so at |east one or two... What do you
t hi nk?"

"I think," Lady Kalira said slowy, "that | need to know nore about the
duties of this proposed council."

Sterren smiled and said, "Wat would you suggest? Vond has cl ai ned

bui |l di ng and conquest for hinmself and left everything else to me. | prefer to
leave it to a council. What would you recomend?"

"You're really serious about this?"

"Ch, yes."

She si ghed.

By the time Vond returned fromthe successful subjugation of H uroth,
they had sel ected four of the seven councillors and were di scussing neeting
schedul es.

CHAPTER 35

It was the ninth of Harvest, in the Year of Human Speech 5221. The Enpire
of Vond extended fromthe deserts in the east to the ocean in the west and
fromthe edge of the World in the south to the borders of Luneth of the Towers
in the north.

Vond had turned back before attacking Lumeth and had returned to his
citadel trenbling.

"I heard the whisper there, even over the power | draw on," he told

Sterren. "1'd forgotten what it was like. Foul, dark nuttering in ny nind,
awful!" He took a deep breath, then released it slowy.
"I almpst think | can still hear it," he said, "but I knowit's just ny

m nd playing tricks on ne."
Sterren hesitated, then said nothing.

"Well," Vond went on, "I know where ny limts are now, at any rate. |
don't dare ever venture past the borders of Lumeth or Kalithon or Shassall a,
but here on the south of them |'mall-powerful."

Sterren did not argue with Vond's claim "It's too bad," he remarked
instead. "I was curious about what woul d happen if you got really close to the
towers themselves. Aren't they the source of your power?"

Vond nodded. "I was curious, too, but I won't risk finding out. It's too
bad; 1'd have preferred to have control over the towers."

That had been sixnights before, early in the nonth of Longdays, and that
unexpect ed def eat had been foll owed by nore than half a dozen quick victories
over the tiny port nations of the South Coast west of Akalla, victories that
had extended Vond's enpire as far as it could safely go. Now, on the ninth of
Harvest, Sterren stood on a bal cony and | ooked out across the countryside.

The and was a rich green from horizon to horizon, punctuated only by
roads and buildings and the bright colors of flowers; thanks to Vond's contro



of the weat her and reworking of the soil there were no barren spots, nowhere
that the earth failed to yield generously.
Strai ght, snooth roads paved with stone stretched out fromthe plaza

bel ow the citadel, leading directly to each of the towns and castles of the
enpire.
The village that surrounded Semma Castle still stood, but was equalled in

size and far outdone in splendor by the town growi ng up around Vond's pal ace,
a town built of white and gold narble, roofed in red tile. Small fountains
babbl ed i n each corner of the plaza and at several intersections, providing
drinki ng water for anyone who wanted it, and a nuch | arger ornanental fountain
sprayed upward at the center of the plaza. Snoke and intriguing odors rose
froma dozen forges and ovens.

The two vill ages were growi ng toward each other across the intervening
valley, and it seened likely that in time they would nmerge into a single
entity. In time, Sterren thought, this m ght beconme a real city.

Senma Castle itself still stood, but its popul ati on had dropped
drastically. Over the nmonths, as the royal treasury and the castle stores gave
out, the nobility had drifted away, fleeing the empire or, in a few cases,
finding honest work. The royal famly itself was still sticking it out, but
nost of the others had left.

The sane thing, Sterren knew, had happened in all the former capitals,
the castles and stronghol ds that had once rul ed Ophkar, Ksinallion, Skaia,
Thanoria, Huroth, Akalla of the D amond, Zhulura, Ghelua, Ansuon, Furnara,
Kal shar, Quonshar, Dherimn, Karminora, Al boa,and Hend.

So far, Vond had definitely been good for the Small Kingdons. He had
di spossessed a few hundred nobl es, but he had enriched thousands of peasants.
He had killed a few dozen people in his conquests, but he had probably saved
at least as many from starvation.

And he was dooned.

Sterren still found it hard to believe that Vond did not realize he was
doonmed. It was really fairly obvious. After all, all warl ocks were dooned.
Just finding a new power source would not change that. Sterren thought Vond
had been gi ven enough hints when he established the northern borders of his
enpire, but still the warlock did not see it.

It was not just that he was unwilling to admt it, either. If that were
it, he would have cut back on his use of magic, but he hadn't. He continued to
| ay roads, erect buildings, manipulate the weather, and at tines to light the
ni ght sky in sheer celebration of his mght.

Sterren had refrained fromcomrenting, but after all these nonths, he was
finally convinced that Vond deserved better. He deserved a warning, at the
very least, a warning only Sterren could provide.

And, Sterren prom sed hinself, he would deliver that warning

The only catch was to figure out how to convince Vond that he, Sterren
had only recogni zed the danger now. |If Vond knew that Sterren had wi thheld his
certainty for so long he was likely to be very annoyed i ndeed.

Sterren did not care to have Vond annoyed with him He was puzzling out
an approach when someone behind himcleared a throat.

He turned and found a pal ace servant, a man named Ildirin who had once
been a butcher's assistant in Ksinallion, standing in the bal cony door

"Your pardon, ny Lord Chancellor,"” he said apologetically, "but the
Enperor is neeting with the Council and desires your presence.”

" Now?"

"Yes, ny lord,"” lldirin replied.

Sterren knew better than to argue or hesitate; Vond hated to be kept
wai ting. "Were?" he asked.

"I'n the council chanber."

Sterren nodded, stepped past Ildirin into the pal ace, and headed towards
the marbl e stairs.

I[Idirin followed at a respectful distance. The council chanber had not
been desi gned as such; after all, when Vond built his pal ace he had no idea



that an Inperial Council would ever exist. He had intended the roomto be an

i nformal audi ence chanber, where he could nmeet with his cronies wthout the
full pomp of the main audience hall, but still on a business basis rather than
in his personal apartnents.

Save for Sterren, however, who was usually wel come even in Vond's private
quarters, the warlock had no cronies. He had a council, instead, and so the
i nformal audi ence chanber had beconme the council chanber.

The councillors could hardly he considered cronies; none of the seven
liked Vond or particularly wanted to see himremain in power. Al seven,
however, were willing to recognize that the Enpire of Vond was a reality and
that it needed governing; and all seven were very good at governing.

Odinarily, the Council went about its business, and Vond went about his
busi ness, and the two had as little to do with each other as possible,
conmuni cating with each other only through Sterren. For Vond to nmeet with the
entire Council was unheard of.

Sterren hurried down the stairs, the wide sleeves of his velvet tunic
flapping at his sides, and marched across the broad hallway at the bottom The
great red doors at the inner end of the hallway led into the audi ence chanmber;
the bl ack doors at the outer end |led out to the plaza. He ignored them both
and headed directly for the small rosewood door that nestled unobtrusively in
one corner.

Hi s hand on the latch, he hesitated. He rapped lightly, then opened the
door and wal ked in.

The seven councillors were seated at the table where they carried out
nost of their deliberations, three to a side. Their chairwoman, Lady Kalira,
usual ly sat at the head of the table; today she was at the foot, and the G eat
Vond fl oated cross-1egged at the head. He was only slightly higher than if he
had been using a chair; his knees were bel ow the polished wood of the table
t op.

"Ah, there you are!" Vond said when he saw Sterren step into the room

"Here | am" Sterren agreed. "Wat's happeni ng?" He | ooked about for
somewhere to sit, or even sonewhere better to stand, and spotted an unused
chair. He turned it to face the warl ock enperor, and asked, "May | sit?"

Vond waved pernission. As he did, he caught sight of Ildirin peering in
t he doorway.

"I see you found him" the warlock said. "Now go see if you can find us
somet hing appropriate to drink; | expect we'll be doing a Iot of talking, and
talking is thirsty work."

[Idirin bowed and vani shed, closing the door behind him

"Now, " Vond said, "I suppose you all want to know why we're here, so I'l
get right to the point, which is that aml not at all sure | like this
"Inperial Council' of yours."

Sterren did not like the sound of that and deci ded that perhaps Vond was
not in a nood to hear bad news today. He wondered whether he could sonehow
convey an anonynous nessage to the warl ock.

The councillors glanced at one another, and some at Sterren, but after a
second or two all eyes cane to rest on Lady Kalira. She accepted her silent
appoi nt nent as spokeswonan and rose. "Your |nperial Mjesty," she said in her
accented Ethsharitic, "we serve at your pleasure. If you wish us to stop, we
will stop, we will be glad to stop."

Two or three heads bobbed in agreenment; nobody indicated by even the
slightest gesture or sound that he m ght think otherw se.

"Don't be so quick to resign, either," Vond snapped. "I know | need
somebody to run things; I'mjust not sure | want you. |I'mnot sure you' ve been
running things the way I want themrun."

"W serve at your Inperial Mjesty's pleasure,
bowi ng her head.

Her Ethsharitic had inproved greatly over the past several nonths,
Sterren noticed. Recognizing that it was the new | anguage of government had
driven her to study it far nore seriously than nere curiosity had before.

Lady Kalira repeated,



"That's what you say here," Vond said, "but | hear otherw se el sewhere.
hear whi spers that you're plotting to overthrow ne, to restore the old
nmonarchies. After all, you're all aristocrats yourselves; why should you
accept a comoner |ike ne as your enperor?"

Lady Kalira started to say sonething, but Vond held up his hand to stop
her .

Sterren wondered suddenly just what sort of whispers Vond had actually
been hearing. Was it whispered runors that had upset him or was there another
sort of whisper entirely that was getting on his nerves?

Then he forgot about that, as Vond turned and addressed himdirectly.
"So, my lord chancellor, why is it you chose only the old nobility for your
counci | ?"

The question itself was easy to answer, so easy that Sterren wondered
what Vond was really after.

"Because, Your Mjesty," Sterren said, "no one else in your enpire has
had any training or experience in governing."

"And you did not see fit to train thenP"

"No, Your Mjesty, | didn't; | was trying to set up sonmething to handle
governi ng now, not at some indefinite future tine. Besides, | don't know any
nor e about governing or training peasants to govern than you do."

"I't wouldn't have to be peasants; couldn't you find nerchants or
tradesnen? Running a country can't be that different fromrunning a business."

Sterren had sone serious doubts about Vond's statenent, but he ignored it

and answered the question. "I didn't try to find tradesnen, because | didn't
see anything wong with using nobles who al ready know the job. Besides, there
aren't that nmany tradesnen around here; it's not exactly Ethshar. | nean, in

Senma, they had a Lord Trader, how rmuch of a merchant class could there be, in
a case like that?"

"You didn't see anything wong with using the nobles |I threw out of
power ?"

"No, | didn't!" Sterren answered. "Wat are they going to do? You'd kil
anyone who got out of line, and they knowit." He gestured at the councillors,
rem ndi ng Vond that they were |istening.

"They could stir up discontent," the warl ock suggested.

"Why shoul d they? Listen, Vond, | don't think you appreciate what these
peopl e have done here. | picked the nost conpetent people |I could, w thout
wor ryi ng about where they came from Each of themagreed to help run the
enpire because they could see that it was here to stay; and each one of them
was | abeled a traitor by his friends and fam |y because of that! They put up
wi th that because they want to see their people, nobles, peasants, nerchants,

everybody, ruled fairly and well. If your enpire ever did fall, and the old
ki ngdoms were restored, they'd probably all be hanged for treason for having
hel ped you!"

"You think so?" Vond said, his expression unreadabl e.

"Yes, | think so!" Sterren snapped.

At that point Ildirin entered quietly, bearing a tray that held a ful
decanter and a dozen wi negl asses. He proceeded around the edge of the roomto
t he enperor, who court etiquette required be served first.

"And | don't suppose," Vond said, "that you m ght be trying to put the
nobility back in power, |eaving ne just a figurehead!"

"Way woul d | want to do that?" Sterren asked, genuinely puzzled.

Vond accepted a gl ass of w ne. "Because you're a noble yourself, of
course, Sterren, Ninth Warlord!" He drank

Sterren's nouth fell open in astonishnent. One of the councillors

gi ggl ed, then quickly suppressed it. Ildirin silently poured w ne.

"Me?" Sterren said at last. "lI'man Ethsharitic nerchant's brat! 1'mno
nobl e; ny grandnother ran away from home, and | don't give a damm who her
father and brother were. 1"'mno nore a part of the old nobility here than you
are!"

Vond' s expression stopped him and he corrected hinmself, "Well, not nuch



nmore. | didn't know | had any noble blood." He glanced at the councillors and
said, "Besides if | were trying to restore the old nobility, wouldn't | have
put kings and princes on the council, instead of these people?"

"Kings would be a little obvious," Vond pointed out, "and you did put a
few princes in here, didn't you?"

"I did?" Sterren | ooked at the councillors again and recogni zed Prince
Ferral of Enmnurinon

"Ch," he said. Defensively, he added, "Only one. Qut of seven."

"So far," Vond sai d.

IIdirin had served all the councillors, now, and approached Sterren with
a filled glass. He waved it away; it appeared he needed his head clear if he
was going to keep it.

"So far," Sterren said, "and forever, | don't choose new councillors; |
don't know who can handle the job and who can't. | let each councillor choose
hi s own successor."

IIdirin, still holding the glass he had intended for Sterren, |ooked
around the room and noticed that the enperor's glass was enpty. He stepped
back and started gliding silently along the wall, back toward Vond's place at
the head of the table.

"Ch, | see!" the warlock said, sneering, "You won't put any kings on the
council, but if these seven name kings as their heirs, then retire, there's

not hi ng you can do to stop it!"
"Don't be silly," Sterren said, and he heard soneone gasp quietly at his
audacity in addressing the warl ock enperor thus. "The Inperial Council serves

at ny pleasure, as well as yours, your Mjesty. | can dismss any councillor
any time | please. So can you, just as you can dism ss ne as your chancell or
And | assure you, |'d dismss any king or queen, and probably whatever foo

named himas heir."

"Ah, you woul d? Why?"

"Because we don't want the old royalty back in power. W don't want one
councillor, by virtue of his former station, to perhaps sway the rest of the
council unduly. W don't want to confuse the peasants by restoring a king to
any senbl ance of authority.”

"That's right," Vond said, accepting the full w neglass fromlldirin. "W
don't want any of that. |I'm sure the peasants resent ne, consider ne a
usurper..."

Al garven, once royal steward of Semma, coughed suddenly, choking on a sip
of wine. Vond turned to glare at him between sips fromhis own fresh gl ass.

"Excuse me, your Majesty," Al garven said, as soon as he coul d breathe and
talk again, "but the peasants... why would you think the peasants resent you?"

A flicker of uncertainty crossed Vond' s face.

"I've overthrown their kings," he said.

"Forgive me, your Mjesty," said Berakon Gerath's son, once royal
treasurer of Akalla of the Dianond, "but so what? Wat did the old kings ever
do for the peasantry? You' ve built roads and houses, put an end to wars, and
even done what seened inpossible and regul ated the weather. Wth all this,
your taxes are no higher than the old. Believe nme, your Mjesty, the peasants
don't mind at all that you've replaced the old kings, though they do worry a
bit about the inevitable price for this bounty."

Vond handed his enpty glass to Ildirin, who struggled a nonment to bal ance
everything on the tray before he could accept it. Vond threw hi man annoyed
gl ance.

"Al'l right," Vond said. "Forget the peasants. You say nobody here wants
the old kings restored, but you have a prince on the council; what happens
when his father dies?"

"Your Majesty," Prince Ferral said quietly, "ny father has been dead for
five years now. You deposed ny el der brother, not ny father."

"Al'l right, then," Vond said, as Ildirin funbled with the decanter, "what
happens when your brother dies?"

"Not hi ng much, your Mjesty. He has children and other brothers ol der



than nyself. | ameighth in the line of succession."

Vond gl ared and reached for a glass of wine just as Ildirin started to
hand hi mone. Their arms collided, and the wine spilled down the enperor's
chest, staining the gol den enbroidery on his black robe an ugly shade of red.

The warl ock stared down at the spill for an instant, then shrieked, "You
idiot!" He waved an arm and Ildirin was flung hard against the marble wall.
The crack as his spine broke was clearly audible to everyone in the room Vond
waved again, and the servant's head was crushed, the bones shattered, |eaving
the skin a linp sack. Bl ood gushed fromhis nose and mouth as he died. The
corpse fell heavily to the floor and lay in a pool of gore.

Sterren and the councillors stared in shocked sil ence.

The tray that held the decanter still stood on the table. Vond snoot hed
his robe, but did not seem overly disturbed.

Sterren knew, as he stared at the corpse, that he would not be warning
Vond of anyt hi ng.

CHAPTER 36

Littl e was acconplished in the remai nder of the neeting. The presence of
Ildirin's body cast a pall over the conversation, and Vond seened to have
spent his anger. In the end, he agreed to let the Inmperial Council continue as
it had been, with the understanding that it existed entirely by his
sufferance, and that he had the right to disniss any nenber at any tinme and to
overrul e any deci sion

None of this had ever been in any question, as far as Sterren and the
councillors were concerned, but nobody was foolish enough to point this out.

Afterward, Sterren took a | ong wal k.

It was obvious that Vond was |osing control. The magnificent buildings,

t he prosperous enpire, the thriving crops had all served to hide this;
Ildirin's gruesone death had dragged it out into plain sight. Not only was any
t hought of a warning gone, Sterren was now convinced that he had to do all he
could to destroy Vond quickly.

That night Vond ate dinner in the Geat Hall, with Sterren at his right
hand. As often as not he ate in his private apartnments, if he bothered to eat
nmeal s at all, but on this particular occasion he held a formal dinner, with
hinsel f, Sterren, and the Inperial Council at the high table and the rest of
the inperial household arrayed al ong three | ower tables.

"You know, your Majesty," Sterren remarked as he chewed a bite of apple,
"you haven't done any real spectacular magic lately."

Vond | ooked at him "Ch?"

"I mean, early on, you conjured up that stormto rout the armes of
Ophkar and Ksinallion, and you quarried and assenbl ed the stone for this
pal ace in a few days, and so forth; but lately you haven't done anything nmuch
nore inpressive than | aying pavenent stones. Ch, that's certainly useful, and
so is regulating the weather, and all the rest, but you haven't done anything
really showy in nonths."

"You don't consider lighting the night sky show?"

Sterren pretended to consider that. "Well, | suppose,” he admitted. "But
it's not new Everybody's used to it now. "

"And why should I want to be showy?" Vond asked

"To inmpress people, to rem nd everybody what their enperor is capable of.
If you got the awe you're due, you wouldn't need to worry about disloyalty,
and we coul d avoi d unpl easantness |ike that neeting this norning."

Vond nodded.

"Besides," Sterren added, "I thought you liked using your nagic as much
as you could."

"I do," he said. "In fact, |'ve been getting irritable lately, and
nervous. | wonder if it nmight be because | haven't been doi ng enough. The

power's there to be used, after all. It's always there in the back of my head,



and | feel it so very clearly now..." His voice trailed off. Sterren nodded
encour agi ngl y.

"What woul d you suggest ?" Vond asked.

"Ch, | don't know, nove a nountain, maybe?"

Vond snorted. "1'd need to build one, first; there are no nountains in
the enpire. Besides, where would | put it?"

Sterren waved that away. "Not a mountain, then. Well, the edge of the

Wrld lies a few | eagues to the south of here; could you do sonething with
t hat ?"

"Li ke what ?"

"Ch, peel it back and see what's underneath, nmaybe. |'ve heard theorists
argue about what holds the World up and keeps it fromfalling into the
Net hervoid. O maybe just go see what |ies beyond the edge and bring back a
pi ece."

"There isn't anything beyond the edge, is there?" Vond asked.

Sterren shrugged. "Nobody knows," he said.

Vond considered that, clearly intrigued.

Not hi ng nore came of it that night, but the follow ng norning, the tenth
of Harvest, Sterren awoke not in his own bed, but hanging in md-air, just
out si de the open w ndow of his room

"Good norning!" Vond called fromabove him "I thought you'd Iike to cone
along to the edge of the Wrld and see what it's likel™

Sterren | ooked up nervously. This was not really what he'd had in nind

"Good nmorning!" he called in reply. "I hope you slept well!"
Vond frowned.
"Actually," he said, "I didn't. | dreanmt... well, | don't know exactly

what | dreant, but it wasn't pleasant, whatever it was." The frown faded.
"Never mind that, though," he said. "W're off to the edge!"

Sterren conceal ed his lack of enthusiasmfor the venture, and rolled over
in mdair so that he could see where he was flying.

They sailed quickly past Semma Castle and across the few | eagues of
farm and beyond, into the enpty southern desert.

Sterren woul d have wat ched the scenery, but there wasn't any bel ow, and
to either side he could see nothing but mle after mle of sand spattered with
tough, patchy grass.

Behi nd himhe could see the towers of Senma Castle and the Inperial
Pal ace gradual | y shri nki ng.

And ahead he coul d see nothing. The edge of the Wrld was wapped in
yel | ow haze.

Sterren had seen that haze fromthe tower, but had assuned it was just
wi ndbl own sand, or glare fromsunlight reflecting off the edge itself. To his
surprise, he could now see that it was neither, but a sort of very thin golden
mst. It would have been al nbst invisible in any i mgi nabl e confined area, but
here it seemed to go on forever. He could | ook through the golden m st, but
all he saw beyond it was nore golden mst, and still more golden mst, unti
eventually it added up to opacity. If there were anything beyond the mst, he
could not see it.

And of course, nobody had ever suggested that anything existed beyond the
edge of the World, except perhaps Heaven, where the gods lived, and that was
nore usually thought to |ie somewhere above the sky.

He had nothing to provide himw th any scale, but Sterren thought he nust
be seeing literally hundreds of miles of nothing but that yell ow haze.

Vond called down to him "What is that stuff?"

"How shoul d I know?" Sterren called back. "Do you think we can get above
it?"

"l have no ideal"

"I"'mgoing to try." Wth that, Vond began to rise, pulling Sterren up
with him

They ascended for what seemed |ike hours, and eventually the golden m st
thinned still further, but so did the air about them The blue sky above



turned darker and darker, and grew steadily colder, until Sterren was
shivering so badly that he could scarcely shout his protests to the warl ock

They did, indeed, cone to the top of the yellow fog, but they were unable
to see over it or through it; all they saw was a seeningly infinite expanse of
gol den haze, stretching on before themforever, while behind themall the
Smal | Kingdons were laid out, the central mountain chain curving down between
the rich-green coastal plain and the paler, drier eastern | ands. The ocean
appeared on the western horizon, the burning sands of the great deserts on the
eastern, and still they saw nothing to the south but gol den haze.

VWen they could see the haze on the eastern horizon, beyond the desert,
wr appi ng around the southeastern corner of the Wrld, even Vond gave up

Sterren had been ready to give up |ong before; unlike Vond, he had no
supernatural power source to warmhimor gather in air. Frost had formed on
his face and hands, and he was having serious trouble breathing by the tine
Vond finally began descendi ng.

VWen they had once again reached the warm thick air of the everyday
worl d, the warlock remarked, "1'd never gone that high before. It's quite
something, isn't it?"

Sterren's frozen muscles had not yet thawed; he could not answer.

They | anded, and Vond stepped forward to the edge while Sterren waited
atop a small dune.

The edge | ooked like an ordinary cliff; it was not particularly straight
or even, but just a place where the dunes ended in a drop-off.

VWhat made it unique was that it extended as far as Sterren could see in
both directions, and that he could see nothing at all on the other side except
that infinite gol den nist.

Vond stood atop that cliff, |ooking down. "I can't see anything," he
cal l ed back, disappointed. "Just that dammed haze."
Sterren stepped cautiously forward and peered over, still several feet

back.

Li ke Vond, he could see nothing but the yellow mist. "Wait here," the
warl ock said. He rose into the air and drifted forward.

Al nost i mredi ately, he stopped and fl ew back to hang in the air near
Sterren and said, amazed, "There's no air! | couldn't breathe. And that yell ow
stuff smells horrible and it burns your throat. And |I still couldn't see any
bottom The mist just goes on forever!"

Sterren | ooked up and down.

"What holds it back, though? Wiy does the nist stay on that side, and the
air on this side?"

Vond | ooked up and down, as Sterren had, and then shrugged. "It must be
magi c," he said. "Wzardry, maybe."
Sterren shrugged. "l never saw magic do anything this big."

"The gods nust have done it," Vond said, in sudden enlightennent. "The
tal es say they brought the Wrld out of chaos, don't they? That yellow stuff
nust be chaos!"

That did not sound right to Sterren. The story he had heard was that the
Wrld had been a bit that was |eft over, unnoticed, when the universe split
into Heaven and Hell. The gods had found it later, and hel ped shape it, but
they hadn't created it out of chaos.

Besi des, why woul d chaos be yell ow? Wy would it be any color at all?

He didn't think that there were any explanations for the golden mist; it
was just there, and they would have to accept it.

"Now what ?" he asked.

Vond | ooked about, considering. "I don't think | want to fool around with
that stuff,” he said. "If it is chaos, it's dangerous."

Sterren was not about to argue with that; he said nothing.

"What if | were to fold back the edge, here? That m ght even be useful
if the magic that holds that stuff back ever fails, a wall here would be a
good second line of defense."

Again, Sterren was not inclined to argue, although he thought Vond was



tal ki ng nonsense. He could not help balking at the inmensity of the idea,
however .
"Fold it back," he said, his voice cracking.
"Why not?" Vond said. "I'lIl need to see howthick it is,though.”
"How t hi ck what is?"
"The Worl d, of course!" He bent over, peering down between his dangling
feet, and Sterren watched as a narrow hol e appeared in the sand before him
Sand slithered steadily up into a ring around the hole, and did not slide
back down to fill it in again. Instead the surrounding ring grew and spread
Vond stared down into this unnatural opening for several ninutes, and
Sterren settled down to sit on a dune and watch. From where he sat he could

not see into the hole at all, but he found he did not nuch care.
At last, Vond straightened up. "I can't find the bottom" he said. "I
went down well over a nmile, I'msure." He shrugged. "Well, I'Il just peel back

the top layer, then, and fold that up." He | ooked about, calculating, and his
gaze fell on Sterren

"Ch," he said, "lI'd better get you out of here. This may be nmessy."
"Al'l right," Sterren said, greatly relieved but trying not to showit. He
st ood up.

In an instant, he had been swept up by that nowfamliar magi c and was
airborne again, flying at a fantastic speed back toward Senma, noving so fast
that once again, as he had at high altitude, he had troubl e breathing.

Breat hl ess nonents | ater, he | anded, stunbling, on a village street, in
t he shadow of the walls of Semma Castl e.

CHAPTER 37

Carried over the intervening distance, |ow runblings occasionally reached
the village. Fromhis perch in the castle tower Sterren could see huge chunks
of sand and rock shifting in the distance, but he could make out no details.

After dark the noise continued, and an eerie orange glow lit the southern
skies. The gl ow seened to wax and wane erratically, and occasional sparkles of
red or pale blue light rippled across it. Sterren was very glad he hadn't used
anot her of his ideas and suggested that Vond go fetch the | esser noon out of
t he sky; folding back the edge of the Wrld was quite terrifying enough

By noon on the eleventh of Harvest the job was conplete; where once the
edge of the Wbrld had been marked by a distant |ine of gold, nowit was marked
by a distant line of black that Sterren assunmed to be stone, and a tiny black
dot was approaching that could only be Vond, returning.

Sterren decided that the tower of Senma Castle was not where he wanted
Vond to find hinm he headed for the stairs.

He passed Shirrin in the sixth-floor hallway and al nost stopped to talk
to her. She stared at himfor a nmonent while he hesitated, then turned and
ran, and he conti nued down the stairs.

When he got back to the Inperial Palace Vond was already there, sitting
on air in the audi ence chanber with the great red doors opened wi de.

Sterren paused in the entryway, unsure whether to speak to the warl ock
or to slip upstairs unnoticed. Vond settled the matter by calling, "Ch, there
you are, Sterren!"

Sterren strolled into the audi ence chanber, trying to | ook casual. "How
did it go?" he asked.

"Ch, well enough,"” Vond said, smling. "The sand woul dn't hold together
of course, so | pulled up a sheet of bedrock. It's about fifty feet thick and
fifty yards high, and only the gods know how |l ong." He stretched and added,

"It felt wonderful, using all that power!"

Sterren smled back, hoping the warl ock woul d not see how false the snile
was. "l could see the difference fromthe tower," he said.

Vond nodded. "It doesn't | ook like nuch fromthis distance, though.”

"True enough, but it can be seen, and when people realize what it is,



t hi nk how i npressed they' || be. Their enperor has turned up the edge of the
Wrld itself! The concept is nore powerful than the appearance on this one."

Vond nodded. "But I'll want to do sonmething flashy next time, something
everybody will see. You think about what it mght be, Sterren; | like your
i deas." He paused and frowned. "Right now, though, | think I mght take a nap
| didn't sleep at all last night, while | was working, and ny head is buzzing,
as if the walls thenselves were talking to ne." He waved an arm about vaguely.

Sterren nodded and watched silently as Vond drifted off toward his
private chanber.

Vond still did not realize what was happening, Sterren thought. He
wondered how long it would take and when Vond woul d catch on

He strolled aimessly out of the audi ence chanber into the entrance hall,
where the rosewood door of the council chanber caught his eye. He crossed to
it, hesitated, and then opened the door and peered in.

The chanmber was enpty. All sign of Ildirin's sudden dem se had been
scrubbed away.

Sterren wondered how the other servants had received word of Ildirin's
death. Who had told them and what had they been tol d? How many had decided to
| eave?

He cl osed the door and thought for a nmoment.

The weat her was beautiful, of course, as it always was in Vond's enpire,
but that mght not last. He decided to enjoy it while he could. The courtyard
hel d a magnificent flower garden

He was sitting on an iron bench, feeling the sunlight warmon his face,
and letting the scent of roses fill his nostrils, when Vond screaned.

The scream canme not just fromthe warlock's throat, but fromthe air
around him fromthe palace walls, and fromthe stone of the earth itself;
everything vibrated in rhythm The stones groaned, so deeply that the sound
was nore felt than heard, while the air shrieked and even the | eaves of the
garden whistled piercingly.

The scream had no words; it was shapel ess terror given voice.

The echoes were still fading, the air still humm ng, when the w ndow of
Vond' s bedchanber expl oded outward into the garden, spraying shattered gl ass
in every direction; Sterren ducked and covered his head with his arns as
shards rattled down on all sides.

VWhen the last tinkling fragnent had settled, he | ooked up and saw Vond
hanging in the air above him The warl ock wore only a white tunic, and his
face was al nost equally white. Hi s eyes were wide and staring, his hands

trenbl i ng.
"Sterren!" he called. "Sterren!"
Sterren said quietly, "I'mhere.”

Vond heard hi mand | ooked down. He plunmeted fromthe sky and | anded
roughly on the graveled path, falling to his knees and only catchi ng hi nsel f
fromfalling flat on his face with one outstretched hand.

He | ooked up at Sterren and said, "The nightmares, Sterren, they're
back!"

Sterren nodded. "I thought so," he said.

Vond' s expression changed suddenly. Sterren's calmcut through his fear
and rel eased anger and uncertainty. "You thought so?" the warl ock demanded.

Sterren blinked and sai d not hi ng.

Vond rose to his feet, using warlockry rather than hands and | egs. "Just
what did you think? I had a nightmare, how woul d you know anyt hi ng about
t hat ?"

Sterren hesitated, trying to phrase an answer, and Vond continued, "It
was just a nightmare! It wasn't... wasn't that. It couldn't have been. It was
just a nightmare, ny mnd playing tricks on ne."

"No," Sterren said, shaking his head and marveling that even now, Vond
could not accept what was happeni ng.

"It was an ordinary nightmare," Vond insisted. "It must have been! That
thing in Aldagnor is still out of range. It has to be! | haven't been using



it! 1've been getting power from Luneth!"

"No," Sterren repeated. He was horribly aware that Vond was on the verge
of compl ete panic and could lash out wildly at any tine and strike himdead
instantly. "No, it alnpst certainly does cone from Al dagnor."

"It can"t," Vond insisted.

"OfF course it can!" Sterren answered, annoyed at Vond's stubborn refusa
t o under st and.

"But how?" Vond insisted, "I'mout of range here!"

Sterren shook his head. "Nowhere is really out of range; you know that.
When you first cane here, before you learned to use the Lunmeth Source, you
could still draw on Al dagnor. Not nuch, but a little. Don't you renenber? You
couldn't fly, but you could stop a man's heart."

"But that's apprentice work! Apprentices don't get the nightmares!”

"You're no apprentice any nore. Don't you see? You' ve been draw ng so
much power from Luneth, you've beconme so powerful, so receptive to warl ockry,
that the Al dagnor Source can reach you. Receptivity isn't that selective.
After all, your receptivity to A dagnmor was what | et you use Luneth in the
first place. They're the same thing; the nore sensitive you are to one, the
nore sensitive you are to both. The Lumeth Source is closer, so you can draw
far nore power fromit, but you still hear the Al dagnor Source, too."

"But | cant!"

"You do. You told ne so yourself. You couldn't enter Luneth of the Towers
and you' ve been conpl ai ni ng for days about whisperings and buzzings in your
head; didn't you realize what they were?"

Vond paused, his expression shocked.

"No," he said at last, "I didn't. But they... you're right, | was hearing
Al dagnor. | wasn't listening, since | had Lumeth, but | was hearing it. Wy
listen for a whisper when you can use a shout?" He focused on Sterren again.

"You knew he said accusingly. "You knew this was com ng!"

Sterren did not dare to reply.

"Way didn't you warn me? |..." Realization dawned. "CGods, you encouraged
me! " Vond excl ai mred. "You, it was your idea to fold up the edge of the Wrld!"
Fury seethed in Vond's eyes, and Sterren expected to die then.

He didn't.

"Why didn't you warn ne?" Vond screaned

"I was going to," Sterren answered, truthfully. "Really, | was. But then
you killed Ildirin and hardly even noticed, and I... | thought you were
becom ng too dangerous. Besides--" He took a deep breath, and conti nued,
"besi des, would you have believed ne?"

Vond's face, though still pale, was calmas he forced hinself to consider

this question. He sat down on the bench beside Sterren

"No," he admitted at last. "No, | wouldn't have."

"Besides," Sterren said, "I had no idea how nuch | onger you had, how nuch
power you would have to use before... before this."

Vond nodded. "No other warl ock ever cane close to the power | had," he
said wistfully. Sterren noted his use of the past tense. He had al ready
resigned hinself to the situation

"So," Vond said, "I'mback where | was when you found me in Shi phaven
Mar ket, back in Ethshar, 1've had ny first nightmare, passed the brink. | need
to either get farther from Al dagnor, or to stop using nmy magic and live with
the nightmares, or else I'll hear the Calling and... and do whatever the
Cal li ng nmakes one do."

St erren nodded.

"I can't get any farther away, can |?"

"W're not at the edge of the World," Sterren pointed out. "Not quite."

"But fromhere to the corner there's nothing but sand and grass and
desert. It's not worth it. | can't even build anything to live in; it would
use too nuch power."

"You coul d use your hands," Sterren suggested.

Vond snorted derisively. "I don't know how," he said.



"You could just stay here, go on as you have, and go out in a blaze of
glory. After all, the Calling isn't death, is it? It nmight not be so bad."

"No," Vond said flatly. "I don't know what it is, but anything that sends
those nightmares... No. | escaped it once, and that just nakes it worse now "
He shook hinself, and said with sudden resolution, "I'Il give up magic. |
don't need it now, |I'man enperor. | can live as | please without it!"

Sterren nodded. "O course,"” he said.

But he knew Vond could never do it. After using warlockry in such
prodi gi ous amounts for nonths, using it for his whinms for years, could Vond
really give it up?

Sterren did not believe it for a mnute.

CHAPTER 38

Vond wal ked into the audi ence chanber, clinbed the dais, and settled
uneasily onto the borrowed throne. He | ooked down at Sterren

"How do | | ook?" he asked.

"Fine," Sterren said reassuringly.

"It's not very confortable,” the warlock said, shifting slightly and
| ooki ng down at the throne. "And it doesn't really go with this room"

"Phenvel 's bigger than you are and he | eaned back nore," Sterren pointed
out. "As for the | ooks, maybe we can drape sonething over it later."

Vond nodded. "What did the servants say when you told themto fetch it?"

"I used sone of the slaves you bought from Akalla, and they didn't say
anything. It's not their place to question direct orders."

The warl ock nodded again. "That's good," he said, in a distracted way.

After a nonment of unconfortable silence, during which Vond tried to find
a nore confortable position and Sterren sinply stood and waited, Vond asked,
"What do you think they thought at the castle? D d anybody object?"

Sterren shook his head. "I sent half a dozen of my guards al ong. Nobody
obj ected. They may be wondering about it, but they can't do anything. You're
t he warl ock enperor, remenber, you're all-powerful. Nobody knows anything' s
changed except the two of us."

Vond sniled, a twisted and bitter expression. "They know. Half of Semma
must have heard ny scream™

"They don't know," Sterren insisted. "They don't know why you screaned.
They don't know anyt hi ng about warl ockry. Nobody in the entire enpire knows
anyt hi ng about warl ockry except you, ne, and naybe a few traders and
expatriates fromthe north."

"They' ||l guess, when they see nme sitting in this thing."

"They won't."

Vond shook his head, but stopped arguing. "Should |I open the doors, now?"
Sterren asked. Vond waved a hand unhappily. "Go ahead," he said. Sterren
mar ched down the length of the audience hall to the great red doors and rapped
once on an enanel | ed panel

The doors swung in, propelled by two pal ace servants api ece, another
rem nder of Vond's unhappy condition, since he had al ways noved them nagically
bef ore.

In the hallway beyond waited a dozen or so petitioners. These were the
ones who had been sent on by the Inperial Council or various servants and
of ficials as being outside the council's purview, with valid reasons to see
the Great Vond hinself.

There was no bailiff, usher, or doorkeeper to nmanage the presentations;
Vond had al ways taken care of that hinself, using his magically enhanced voice
to direct people. As Sterren | ooked over the uneasy little knot of people he
t hought to hinself that a great many things woul d have to change if the enpire
was to run snoothly.

"Al'l right," he said, "how many groups do we have here? Pl ease, divide
your sel ves up, spread out, so | can see what the situation is.”



The petitioners milled about in confusion; clearly, several had not
understood his Ethsharitic. He repeated the instructions as best he could in
Senmmat and waited while the group sorted itself out into snaller groups.

There were five petitions, it appeared, one group of four, a group of
three, two pairs, and a single. "Wo speaks Ethsharitic?" Sterren asked.

One hand went up in each group; the single, unfortunately, just |ooked
bl ank. Sterren asked himin Semmat, "Do you speak Semmat ?"

He nodded. "Yes, sir," he said.

That, Sterren thought, would have to do.

He decided to start with the |argest group and work down; it seened
fairest to keep the fewest possible waiting.

"Al'l right," he said, pointing, "You four, cone on in."

The Ethsharitic-speaki ng spokesman for the foursone led his party into
t he audi ence chanber, down the rich red carpet as the doors swng shut behind
them to stand before the dais. Sterren watched themclosely, to see if they
seened aware that anything was out of the ordinary.

They did not. Apparently, either nobody had told themthat the G eat Vond
had no throne and al ways conducted business floating in the air, or they had
di smi ssed such tal es as exaggerations.

They went down on their knees before the enperor and bowed deeply.

"Ri se,” Vond said.

H s unenhanced voi ce seened horribly weak to Sterren, a thin little sound
that was alnmost lost in the great stone chamber.

The petitioners did not seemto notice anything odd. They rose.

Their spokesnman took a cautious step forward and waited.

" Speak, " Vond sai d.

"Your Inperial Mjesty," the petitioner said, "we have conme here as
representatives for many, nmany of your subjects who grow peaches. This year
thanks to the fine weather you have given us, we have a very large, very fine
crop, and it is all ripening at once, so fast that we do not have tinme to
harvest it. We..." He hesitated, glanced at Sterren, who | ooked encouraging,
and then continued, "We have seen you light the sky at night. Could you do
this again? If you could |ight the sky above our trees, we could harvest by
night, as well as by day, and we would not leave fruit to ripen and rot on the
tree before we can get to it. I... we understand that you have ot her concerns,
but --"

"No," Vond said flatly, interrupting the petitioner

The spokesman blinked. "No?" he said. "But your Myjesty--"

"No, | said!"

"May | ask why--"

"No!" Vond bellowed, rising fromthe throne, not by magic, but standing
naturally upon his own feet. H's voice echoed fromthe walls.

A breeze stirred the warlock's robes, in a closed roomwhere no natura
breeze could reach. Vond felt it and | ooked down at the swaying fabric of his
sl eeve in horror.

He turned to Sterren and said, "CGet themout of here."

Then he turned and ran fromthe room

The petitioners stared after himin astonishnent. Sterren stepped forward
and told them "The Geat Vond is ill. He had hoped that he would be able to
hear petitions regardless, but it appears that the gods would have it
otherwise." He hesitated, then continued, "And I'mafraid that's why he
refused your petition; while his illness persists, his magic is sonewhat
limted, and to light the sky as you ask would be too great a strain upon his
heal th. "

The petitioners | ooked at himuncertainly as he spoke, and he saw fear
appear on the spokesman's face. Sterren thought he understood that; after all
when the king is sick, the kingdomis in danger. That old proverb would hold
true all the nore for an emperor, and a young enperor of a young and
still-unsteady enpire at that. Wrst of all, Vond was an enperor wi thout an
heir. "Don't worry," Sterren said soothingly. "It's not that serious."



He hoped the lie would not be obvious.

"What can we do?" the spokesman asked.

"Go home, harvest your peaches as best you can, and don't worry unduly.
If you know the names of any gods, you might pray to themon the enperor's
behal f, and |I'm sure healing charnms won't hurt." He took the spokesman's arm
and |l ed the party back down the hall to the door

Once again, a single rap opened the doors, and Sterren escorted the

little party out into the hall. There he raised his voice and called, "The
Great Vond is ill, and all audiences for today are canceled!" He repeated it
in Senmat. "If you wish to, you may stay in the area and check with the guards

daily, and present your petitions when the Great Vond has recovered; or you
may put themin witing and give themto any guard or servant wth
instructions that they be delivered to Chancellor Sterren, who will see that
they are read by the Great Vond as soon as his health permits. If you cannot
wite, there are scribes for hire in the village."

The little crowd m |l ed about again, muttering uneasily.

"That is all!" Sterren announced firmy. He turned to the four servants
at the doors and dismi ssed them

That done, he turned and headed for the stairs. He kept his pace sl ow and
dignified until he knew he was out of sight of the petitioners, then broke
into a trot, heading directly for Vond's bedchanber.

As he had expected, he found Vond there, sitting in a chair and staring
at the gaping hole, edged with bits of glass and | eadi ng, that had once been
t he wi ndow overl ooki ng the courtyard gardens.

"I can't even fix the window, " Vond said w thout preanble as Sterren

ent er ed.

"I"l1l have the servants take care of it imediately," Sterren said.

"Sterren,"” Vond wailed, "I can't even fix the dammed wi ndow | can't do
anything. | can't afford to lose ny tenper; | was struggling as hard as |
could to shut out the magi c down there, but you heard ny voice, you felt the
wi nd. How can | live w thout magic?"

"I didn't feel any wind," Sterren said truthfully. "I saw your clothes
nmove, so | knew what happened, but it didn't reach nme. You had it al nost under
control. It will take practice, that's all. Mst people live their whole lives

wi t hout nmagic. You ask how you can live without it; ask how |l ong you can live
withit."

Vond turned and glared at him "You did this to me," he said bitterly.

"You did it to yourself,"” Sterren retorted. "And whoever did it, it's
done now, isn't it?"

"Ch, gods!" Vond burst out, throwing hinself fromthe chair to the bed.
"And t he nightmares have al ready begun!

"You' ve only had one so far," Sterren pointed out, "and that was right
after working the mightiest nmagic any warl ock has ever performed. Perhaps, if
you use no nore nmgic, you won't have any nore nightmares." OCh, get out of
here!" Vond shouted. Sterren retreated to the door. "I'Il send the servants to
fix the window," he said as he left.

CHAPTER 39

There were no nightmares that night, or the next, and Vond grew nore
optimstic. He stayed sequestered in his apartnments, but spoke of venturing
forth again and taking up his role as enperor, when he had adjusted to using
no nagi c.

Even the rain on the second day did not seriously danmpen his spirits. If
anything, this sign that he was no | onger controlling the weather seened to
cheer the warl ock

On the third night his screans woke the entire palace. Sterren took the
stairs three steps at a time on his way to Vond's chanber.

Two guards and Vond's valet were already there, staring in shocked



silence as Vond, hanging a foot off the floor, beat on the north wall of the
roomwith his fists.

"Your Mpjesty," Sterren called. "Remenber, use your feet!"

Vond | ooked at hi munseeingly and then seened to emerge froma daze. He
| ooked down, then dropped to the floor, and fell to his knees.

He knelt there, shaking. Sterren crossed to himand put an arm around his
shoul der.

"You," he said, pointing to one guard, "go get brandy. And you, go get an
herbalist." They hurried away.

The val et asked, "Is there anything..."

"Go find the theurgist, Agor," Sterren said.

The val et vani shed, leaving Sterren alone with the terrified warlock. He
| ooked up at the wall, where a small smear of red showed that Vond had scraped
hi s hand on the rough edge of a stone.

"Why were you hitting the wall?" Sterren asked.

"I don't know," Vond replied. "Was | ?" He | ooked up, saw the streak of
bl ood, then | ooked down at his injured hand, puzzl ed.

"WAs it the nightmares?" Sterren asked.

Vond al nost grow ed. "OF course it was, idiot!" He | ooked up at the bl ood
again and asked, "Was | flying?"

"Yes," Sterren said.

"I used magic, then. No matter how careful | am the nightnares can make
me use magic. It's not fairl™

"No," Sterren agreed. "It's not fair."

The guard returned with the brandy, and Sterren hel ped steady the gl ass
as Vond drank. \Wen the warl ock had caught his breath again, he asked, "D d
say anyt hi ng?"

"No," Sterren told him "I don't think so." The guard cleared his throat.

Sterren glanced at him "WAs there sonething before | got here?" he
asked.

"He was crying, my lord," the soldier said, "and sayi ng sonethi ng about
needi ng to go sonewhere. | couldn't rmake out all of it."

Then the herbalist arrived.

Hal f an hour later Vond was in bed again, feeling the effects of a
sl eeping potion the herbalist had brewed, and the little crowd of concerned
subj ects was breaking up, drifting out of the inperial bedchanber one by one.

Sterren departed and headed back up for his own room

The incident had shaken his nerves. It had been easy enough to say that
Vond had to go, but to watch himslowy being destroyed by the Calling was not
easy at all.

Sterren was not sure he could take it.

Per haps, he thought, it was time to go home to Ethshar. Vond coul d not
follow him The old Semman nobility was scattered and powerl ess, save for
Kalira and Al garven, and they woul d have no particular reason to want him
back. But no, he told hinself, that was cowardice. Not that he was
particularly brave, but it was worse than ordinary cowardi ce. He had created
the whole situation; to run away and leave it for others to clean up the ness
was despicable. It went beyond cowardice, into treachery.

It would be cheating, and he was an honest ganbler. He did not cheat. He
di d not wel sh.

He woul d stay and watch what he had wrought.

He al nost reconsidered two nights |later, when another nightnmare sent Vond
bl azing into the sky like a comet. He awoke and fell to earth a nmile north of
t he pal ace; Sterren and a dozen guards marched out to fetch hi mback

CHAPTER 40

On the twenty-fourth of Leaf color, 5221, Sterren awoke suddenly and was
startled to see sunlight pouring in his bedroomw ndow. It had been two



si xni ghts since he had slept the night through, wthout being awakened by
anot her of Vond's Cal ling nightmares.

He sat up and realized that he was not alone in the room that he had
been awakened. He blinked, then recogni zed the man who had awakened hi m as
Vond' s val et.

"What' s happened?" he asked.

"He's gone," the valet said.

Sterren wasted no tine with further questions; he rose and followed the
servant at a trot through the pal ace passages, back to the warl ock's
bedchanber.

The bed was enpty and not particularly disturbed; the coverlet was thrown
back on one side, as if Vond had gotten up for a noment, perhaps to use the
chanber pot, and had not yet returned.

The often-repaired window to the courtyard was open

Vond was gone.

It was over; whatever it was that lurked in the hills of Al dagnor had
taken anot her warl ock.

Sterren al nost wanted to laugh with relief, but instead he found hinself
weepi ng.

VWhen he had regai ned control of hinself, he asked the valet, "Wat tine
isit?"

"I don't know, ny lord; | awoke an hour or so after dawn, | think, and
cane in and found it like this. | went straight to fetch you."

Sterren nodded. "All right," he said. "You go find whoever takes care of
such matters and see to it that the Inmperial Council is in the council chanber
an hour fromnow | need to speak to them"

The val et hesitated. "What do | do here?" he asked.

"Not hing," Sterren said. "Leave it just the way it is. The Great Vond
m ght cone back."

Wth a shiver, Sterren realized that m ght even be true. Nobody knew what
happened to warl ocks who gave in to the Calling. None had ever returned.

But Vond had been nore powerful than any other warl ock who ever |ived,
and warl ocks had only existed, and therefore had only been vani shing, for
twenty years. Nobody really knew whet her Vond m ght come back

But quite frankly, Sterren doubted it.

Back in his room he had soneone fetch hima tray of breakfast pastry,
whi ch he ate while bathing. Wien he was washed, fed, and dry, he took his tine
in dressing in his best tunic and breeches, conbing his hair, brushing out his
freshly grown nustache, he was al nost, he thought as he | ooked at the mrror
ready to grow a proper beard. Wien he was thoroughly satisfied with his
appear ance, he headed for the council chamnber.

Al'l seven councillors were there waiting for him Lady Kalira,
anticipating his arrival, was at the foot of the table, |eaving roomfor him
at the head. He marched in and took his place.

"The Geat Vond," he announced, "has noved on to a higher plane of
exi stence. "

"You nmean he's dead?" Prince Ferral asked. "No," Sterren said. "O at
least, | don't think so."”

"You'll have to explain that," Al garven renarked. Sterren did, not
concerning himself with the truth. Wrlocks, he explained, did not die the way
ordi nary people did. They vani shed, transnmogrified into pure magic. The
ni ght mares and other ills that the Geat Vond had been suffering were his
nortal body's attenpts to prevent this ascension

"He's gone, though?" Prince Ferral denanded.

"He's gone," Sterren admitted. "But we don't know if it's permanent. It's
only twenty years since warlockry was first discovered, and the G eat Vond was
the nost powerful warlock the Wirld has yet seen. We really don't know whet her
he mght return or not."

The councillors watched Sterren carefully, and he | ooked them over in
return, trying to judge how many of thembelieved him He couldn't tell. After



all, these were all expert politicians. They could hide their opinions quite
effectively.

Then Lady Kalira asked the really inportant question, the one that
Sterren had called this neeting to answer.

"What now?" she said

"l don't know," Sterren adnmitted.

"Well, what do you think?" Algarven asked.

"I"'mnot sure," Sterren said. "W could just go on the way we have been
After all, nobody outside the pal ace has seen Vond in al nost two nonths now.
Nobody has to know that anythi ng has changed. "

"I don't know about that," Algarven said. "I don't think we can keep it
secret forever. The servants will know, and they'll talk."

The ot hers nodded in agreenent.

"We could take Lord Sterren's approach,"” Lady Kalira suggested, "and say
that he's gone, but he'll be back."

"Do we want to go on as we have?" asked Lady Arris of Ksinallion. "W
could put everything back the way it was, couldn't we?"

"Coul d we?" Al garven said. "What would we do with this pal ace?"

Everyone began tal king, and Sterren |lost track of who was sayi ng what.

"Why should we go back to stupid little border wars?"

"Why break up the strongest nation in the Small Ki ngdons?"

"What if the peasants don't want to switch back?"

"What about all the roads he built?"

"We coul d be beheaded for treason!"”

"How woul d we divide up the inperial treasury?"

It was Lady Kalira who settled the natter by asking, "Do you really want
someone |ike King Phenvel back on the throne?"

That settled it; the Enpire of Vond woul d conti nue.

"What about a new emperor?" Prince Ferral asked.

"Who?" Al garven asked in reply.

"I'f we pick one of the deposed kings, we'll have rebellions in the other
provi nces," Lady Kalira pointed out.

"What about Lord Sterren?" Lady Arris asked. Sterren thought he sensed a
current of approval and he bl ocked it quickly. He had thought this all through
once before, when Vond had appointed himto handl e the details of government.

"No," he said, "I"'mnot interested. | didn't want to be warlord of Semm,
| didn't want to be Vond's chancellor, and I certainly don't want to be your
enperor!" Lady Kalira started to speak, and Sterren cut her off. "You don't
need an enperor," he said. "The Hegenony hasn't got an enperor. Sardiron
hasn't got an enperor. They get along just fine."

"What do they have?" Prince Ferral asked. "The Hegenmony has a
triunvirate, three overlords who forma sort of council. And Sardiron has a
council of barons. W have a council here; we don't need an enperor."

"You' re suggesting, then, that the Inperial Council be the highest
aut hority?" Al garven asked.

Sterren nodded. "Exactly," he said.

"And what of our chancellor?" Lady Kalira asked. "Wat will you do?"
"Retire, if you'll let ne," Sterren said. "lI'd like to settle down
quietly, find some sort of honest work -- though |I certainly wouldn't mind if
you want to vote me a pension, or maybe even an appoi ntment of some sort."

Lady Kalira rose and gl anced at the other councillors. "I think," she

said, "that we need to discuss this by ourselves."

Sterren bowed. "As you wish, ny lady," he said. "If you need ne, | expect
to be at Semma Castle." She bowed in return, and Sterren left the room As he
strolled down the hill on one of Vond's fine paved roads, he whistled quietly
to hinself.

It was over. He had di scharged his responsibilities. He had cl eaned up
the nmess he had created. He had won Semma's war, but in the process of w nning
it he had unl eashed Vond and destroyed Semma. Now he had renpved Vond, but had
kept his good works, his enpire, intact. He could not be warlord of Semmma,



since Semma was gone, and now he was no | onger chancellor of Vond.

He was free, he could go hone to Ethshar if he wanted, or he could stay
where he was. He was crossing the market before the castle gate when a sol dier
spotted himand waved. He waved back

"Lord Sterren," the man called in Semmat. "Wat about a gane of
t hree- bone?" Sterren | ooked over, thinking of the feel of the dice in his
fingers. At that thought, sonewhere in the back of his nmind, he thought he
heard a faint silent buzz, or perhaps even a whisper

He shudder ed.

"No, thanks," he called. He turned his gaze away, up toward the castle.

He saw Princess Shirrin standing on the battlenents, watching him
approach. He waved. She smiled, and waved back. Startled, he stunbled and
al nost fell, then caught hinmself and wal ked on

She nust finally have forgiven himfor allow ng her father to be deposed,
he realized. She could not possibly know yet that Vond was gone.

He could explain it all to her now, explain how he had known Vond was
doomed and that to resist himwould only lead to disaster. She would wel cone
this explanation, he was sure. She would wel cone him He thought he just m ght
stay in Semra after all.

EPI LOGUE

Sterren lay on his bed, enjoying the view of warm afternoon sunlight and
contenmplating his future. Marriage to Princess Shirrin seened delightfully
i nevitabl e. Nobody seenmed di sposed to evict himfromhis confortable tower
roomin Semma Castle, and nobody objected to his presence at the table at
nmeal s, so he had free food and shelter and was in no great hurry to find
anot her hone, or any genui ne occupation

Li fe was good.

A polite knock sounded.

He ignored it for a nonment, too confortable to want to nove

A much |l ess polite knock sounded.

He sighed and sat up as the second knock was foll owed by soneone poundi ng
on his door and calling, "Lord Sterren! W nust speak with you!"

"I'"'mcomng!" he shouted in reply.

Reluctantly, he rolled off the bed and onto his feet, crossed the room
and opened the door.

"What is it?" he denanded.

Then he saw who was in the corridor beyond.

The entire Inperial Council was standing there. For a nmonment he stared at
themsilently, and they stared back. "What is it?" he asked again. "Wat do
you want ?"

Lady Kalira spoke, while the others remained grimy silent.

"Lord Sterren," she said, "for the past two sixnights we have tried to do
as you suggested, running the Enpire ourselves. For the nmpost part, | think we
have succeeded. However, sonme probl ens have arisen that we find oursel ves
unable to deal with. W spend our time in pointless bickering over the nost
trivial issues, and when we try to vote, someone invariably abstains, and we
find ourselves in atie; and the argunents start all over again."

Sterren blinked and said, "So what?"

"So," Lady Kalira said, glaring balefully at him "your systemis not
wor ki ng. "

Sterren felt a sudden sinking feeling in his gut.

She paused for a monment, then continued, "Furthernore, we have sone
doubts about the nature of our authority. W are all accustomed to living
under mnonarchy, where one person holds the final say. W aren't confortable
havi ng that power divided, particularly when it stays divi ded because our
votes end in ties."

"What does this have to do with ne?" he asked, afraid that he knew



"Lord Sterren," Lady Kalira said, "you brought the warlock here and in
doi ng so you destroyed all the established hierarchies. You served as his
chancel | or, which gave you an authority nobody else in the Enpire now
possesses. W need an authority, a king or an enperor, who can settle these
endless little disputes, and the only authority we can all agree on is yours."

"But | don't want it!" Sterren protested.

"That's exactly why we chose you as enperor,’
could we trust someone who hungered after power?"

"I won't do it," Sterren said.

"Lord Sterren," Lady Kalira said, "you have little choice. You arranged
for your Inperial Council to have absolute power, did you not?"

Lady Kalira expl ai ned. "How

"Yes, | did," Sterren began, "and I--"
"In that case. Your Majesty," she interrupted, "if the Council's power is
absol ute, you nmust yield to it, and it is the will of the Council, determn ned

by unani nous vote, that you, Sterren of Semma, be named Emperor of Vond."

Sterren stared at her. He realized what he had just done. In admtting
that he had arranged for the Council to have absol ute power, he had tacitly
admtted that he, hinself, had the authority to grant such power; he could
hardly deny the Council's right to return it. He funed for a nonment, then
burst out, "I amnot going to be an enperor!™

"As you w sh, your Majesty," she said, bowing. "Tell us then what title
you prefer.”

"Vond is the enperor,"” he pointed out. "I can't be enperor."

"Vond is gone," Lady Kalira replied.

He | ooked over the seven faces before him all of themdetermnm ned. "You
all want me in charge?" he demanded

Al'l seven nodded, but he thought one or two night have hesitated.

"Suppose | refuse?"

"I'f you refuse, your Mjesty," Lady Kalira said, "I"'mafraid that | wll
be forced to resign fromthe Council, and | believe several others will resign
as well."

He | ooked over the faces and saw no hint of yielding.

Lady Kalira said, "Need | point out that if the Council resigns, the
Empire will fall apart? | expect that the old ki ngdoms woul d revive, and that
you woul d probably be considered a traitor by the nobility of Semm."

That was true enough, and Princess Shirrin was one of those nobles.

Besi des, he thought the Enpire was a good thing, he saw no point to all
the petty little kingdons it had repl aced.

"Ch, hell," he said. "You could appoint ne regent, | suppose.”
Smiles of varying intensity appeared on four of the seven faces; the
other three he couldn't read. "Lady Kalira will serve as ny chancell or and

vi ce-regent, of course," he said.

Her smle had been an internedi ate one; it vani shed conpletely, and she
opened her mouth to protest.

Then she stopped as she saw the | ook of satisfaction on his face.

"As your Majesty wi shes," she said, reluctantly. She hesitated. "WII| you
be movi ng back into the Inperial Palace?"

"Let me think it over," he said. He stepped back into the room and waved
in dismssal. "You may go," he said.

The councillors turned away, when a thought occurred to him "Lady
Kalira!" he call ed.

She turned and waited as the others continued down the stairs.

"That vote," he asked, "was it really unani nous?"

She snmiled. "On the second ballot,"” she said. Then she turned and headed
for the stairs.
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