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Author'sIntroduction (Including A Synopsis Of A Leaf In TheWind)

Back in the late 70s, the Dungeons and Dragons craze started. | fell in love with theidea of role-playing
games and spent many hours with my friends exploring worlds that didn't exis—worldslike Corithim.

Thefirst book of the series, A Leaf in the Wind, isloosely based on aD&D game| playedin high
school. Consigned to Darkness isanew congruct. Still, | couldn't have written it without that long ago

game.

| wrotethefirst draft of A Leaf in the Wind more than twenty-five years ago. That nove, writtenin
longhand, filled three spiral-bound notebooks, which are currently stting in storage somewherein lllinois.
Consigned to Darkness was written ashort time later. | rewrote Darkness completely in 1996 and
started anew rewrite in 2004. By February 2005, | was satisfied. | spent alot of time on it, because I've
lived with thisstory for so long it had to live up to my vastly overblown expectations.

For those who need areminder of what happened in the first book, or those who haven't read it, I've
included asynopsisof A Leaf in the Wind. While the synopsiswill give you the background information,
I highly recommend you read the first volume of the Chronicles of High Gondylar . I'm not just saying
that because | wroteit.

A synopsis can tell you everything that trangpired in abook, but it can't bring the charactersto life.
Characterslike Tanrif, Cyanne, Kestryl and Andres are more than just words on paper. They live and
breathe and fedl. Y ou won't get that from the synopss.

Evenif you remember Leaf wdll, | highly recommend reading the synopsis. There are acouple of
seemingly inggnificant events that become important in thefinal two volumes of thetrilogy.



A Leaf intheWind: Synopsis

Dahan and Amagaare the Duke and Duchess of High Gondylar. Dathan is human; Amdgais
Ethrellen—two related speciesthat can interbreed but don't often. After an assassination attempt on their
daughter Cyanne, the five-year-old heir to the throne, Dathan and Amalga agree to send her away for her
protection. Sheis never to return to High Gondylar.

Kestryl the Bladesman, a servant of the throne, takes her far away and leaves her with aloyal
Gondylarian, then returnsto the palace. The story is spread that Cyanne has died. Few people know the
truth.

Fifteen yearslater, Dathan iskilled by magica assassnation, and Amagadies ashort time after. On her
desthbed, the Duchess charges Kestryl with finding her daughter and telling her what has happened.
Penthor, the chosen her, takes the throne after Amalgas death.

A hundred miles south of Gondylar, the Dark One of VVykon, the powerful mage responsible for Dathan's
desth, watches the eventsin the palace. He plans on corrupting aLord and placing him on the throne.
When he learns Cyanneis il dive, he takes stepsto kill her and the Bladesman, who searches for her.

The Bladesman defeats the assassins sent by the Dark One, but before the last of them dies, hetells
Kestryl heisworking for Penthor, thus setting the stage for arivalry between two loya Gondylarians,
neither of whom knows of their common, hidden enemy.

The Bladesman cuts off the n's head and hasit ddlivered to Penthor with a threatening note. So the
misunderstanding escaates.

Acrossthe great seacdled The Midtress, in acity caled Stratus, ayoung man named Tanrif getsajob
on the docks. Hisfather, the famous adventurer Varon Imgard, had trained Tanrif asawarrior, but Tanrif
isjust ayoung man trying to make hisway in theworld. He doesn't search for greatness but dlowslifeto
dictate what happensto him.

Gdith, a Sarithan Assasain, triesto kill Tanrif. Injured, Tanrif flees through the streets of Stratus. He ends
up at the shop of Demendil, a great weapon smith. There he meets Lyleaand Cyanne who, heistold, are
gsters. Demendil had taken both girlsin when they were smal and raised them as his own.

After Tanrif arrives at the shop and shares his story, Demendil seeks out Varon Imgard, whom he has
known for along time. It is clear thereis history between them, though whét is never revedled, but it
probably has something to do with magic, as VVaron Imgard turns out to be quite the spell caster. If you
are curious asto what is between them, I'm afraid you'll have to wait for loranas Ransom (book three of
thetrilogy), but it will be explained (adlong with afew other “loose ends").

The Sarithan Assasans, having failed to kill Tanrif thefirst time, ride to Varon's ranch where two are
killed, and the rest, including Bone, Galith's second-in-command, are fooled. Unfortunately, Varon
Imgard had cast a spell making Demendil look like Tanrif, hoping to use that bait to draw the Assassin's
after them. Thus Galith and Bone believe Tanrif to be respongble for an Assassn's death. Varon and
Demendil escape, though there istoo much water under the bridge for them to remain friends. They part
ways.

In the meantime, the ns sent by the Dark One of Vykon reach Stratus and learn that Cyanne
works at the Shop of Demendil. The nsattack and are killed by Lylea, Cyanne and Tanrif. Tanrif
mistakenly assumesthe ns sent by Vykon are Sarithans. Now that they know whereto find him,
Tanrif feels he has no choice but to leave. Cyanne, who is drawn to him, won't dlow him to go off aone.



Cyanne seduces Tanrif, which upsets Lyleawho a so likes him. She can't blame Cyanne, though. Lylea
had never acted on her fedlings. Cyanne and Tanrif leave the Shop of Demendil to put some distance
between themselves and the Assassns.

Demendil returns home and learnsthat Cyanne and Tanrif had fled. Lylea goes after them, ostensibly to
warn them of danger but redly to try to win Tanrif's heart. Shortly after she leaves, the Bladesman and
Captain Andres of the Roya Gondylarian Navy arrive, searching for Cyanne. Kestryl knows shewas
being raised by Demendil and heads straight for the shop. He isfrusirated to learn that she could be
anywhere, though Demendil has a pretty good idea of which direction they were heading, at least if
Lylea's speculations were correct.

Gdith returnsto the city of Glith to report hisfailure to the High Priest of the Sarithan Assassns. Heis
demoted in rank and told he will not be raised again until Tanrif isdead. He travelsto Stratusto start his
search and learns from one of the town guard that Tanrif was seen leaving Stratus with abeautiful young
woman—adigtinctive one a that.

What resultsisaline of people riding east across The Skyshore Realm: Tanrif and Cyanne, followed by
Lylea, followed by Andres and Kestryl, followed by Galith. Thiswould seem to support the premise that
providence has a sense of humor.

Back in Glith, Boneisgiven amisson. Heisto find and kill Varon Imgard for taking an Assassin'slife.
Eventudly he corners Varon on aship heading for High Gondylar. He mortally wounds the greet
mercenary, who throws himself overboard into shark-infested waters rather than suffer desth at the hands
of the Assassin.

Lylea catches up with Tanrif and Cyanne. Cyanne doesn't trust her Sster's motives, but Lyleaisthere,
and she can do nothing about it. The three witness a bizarre phantom battle and end up following a
phantom carrying amagic necklace deep into the Mines of Silverguard. They find the box the necklace
had been placed in but can't open it. They take the box and end up lost in the mines. Eventually, after
overcoming severd obstacles (and a horrible creature or two), they find their way out.

In the town of Journ, Kestryl and Andres catch up with Cyanne and company. Tanrif and Lylealearn of
Cyanneshirthright. Cyannerides off with Kestryl and Andres, determined to return to Gondylar and
avenge her parent's death.

Tanrif, crushed by perceived abandonment, goes off dlone. Lyleatracks him down. After Tanrif bareshis
soul to her, the two make desperate love. Later, while they're adeep in the woods, Agar the thief shows
up. Tanrif catcheshim trying to sted his sword and makes him open the box they'd taken from the Mines
of Siverguard.

Tanrif puts on the magic necklace and has avison. He finds out the necklace isan Amulet of Dreaming, a
piece of the Gem-God Razsra. He is changed by the necklace and redlizes that histrue destiny lieswith
Cyanne. Heleaves Agar and Lyleatogether, claming they would soon have need of each other, and
rides toward Stratus.

During hisride he has a second vision, where he learns of aprophecy that names him the destroyer of the
Sarithan Assassins. Behind the prophecy, and cheering it on, is lorana, the Goddess of Magic. Findly, he
knowswhy the Sarithan Assassins are after him.

On the way back to Stratus, he runsinto Gdith, whom he again eludes, if only barely. He arrivesin
Stratusjust before Captain Andres' ship sailsfor High Gondylar. He agreesto go back to the Great
Dukedom with Cyanne and help her fight for her birthright.



Gdlith, having failed again, is made adave of the Sarithans, and is given to Bone, who was once beneath
him in the hierarchy. Bone beats Gdlith mercilesdy, determined to break the dave before delivering him to
the Grand Magter of the Assassinsin the Idands of Dawn.

Dueto severe wegther, both Tanrif'sand Galith's shipsend up a aport city caled Dusk in the Sunset
Ides. Galith sees Tanrif but refusesto believe hel'sthere. When he redlizes he wasn't halucinating, Galith
isableto figure out where Tanrif is heading and decides to use the information to purchase his freedom
when thetimeisright.

Tanrif, Andres, Kestryl and Cyanne sail to the Gondylarian frontier, well aware no oneisgoing to
support her claim to the throne. They are betrayed and captured by the mercenary Skandl. They manage
to escape and follow Skandl to an encounter with Denworceno, another mercenary Skandl considers a
threat. Skand| kills Denworceno. Tanrif leads Denworceno's men back to Skandl's ranch house. He
avenges the mercenary's death. Denworceno's men agree to help Cyanne win the throne.

On the way to Gondylar, Tanrif isbitten by adeadly fire viper sent by the Dark One (remember him?) to
nate Cyanne. The biteisinvariably fatd but, somehow, Tanrif survives. Thereis some speculation
that the Amulet of Dreaming protects him, but that would be a mistaken assumption, even though readers
of thefirst book wouldn't know that until reading this sentence.

Bone and Gdlith reach the Idands of Dawn, where Galith triesto bargain for hisfreedom. Bonekillshim
but not before learning that Tanrif ison hisway to High Gondylar. The Grand Master assigns Bonethe
task of finding Tanrif and killing him.

Tanrif, Andres, Kestryl and Cyanne make their way to the capitd city Gondylar, where they sneak into
the city through an old forgotten passage in thewall, originaly designed as an escagpe route. They fal on
the palace and take the throne when Tanrif managesto put his blade to Penthor's neck.

Cyanne, unableto believe Penthor atraitor, pardons him, much to Kestryl's dismay. She knights Andres
and Tanrif, and announces that Tanrif isto be her consort. She ingtructs Penthor to plan the wedding.

During histraining in Gondylarian etiquette, Tanrif sensesan Amulet of Dreaming hidden in the palace. He
findsit in spite of the care someone had taken to keep it hidden. It turns out to be the lost Necklace of
Elond the Fair.

Bone shows up in Gondylar in time to attempt an nation during the wedding reception. Heis
captured and disarmed, but Tanrif doesn't want to execute him. Instead, he sends Bone off with anote
for the Grand Master, suggesting that they |eave each other aone.

The Dark One of Vykon, thwarted every step of the way, usesthe fabled Gauntlet of Teleportation to
enter the palace at Gondylar and kidnap Cyanne, in an attempt to draw Tanrif, who fascinates him, to the
Darkdom of Vykon.

Tanrif, thinking he needs al the help he can get, puts on the Necklace of Elond the Fair. Ashe watches,
the two Amulets of Dreaming fuseinto one. Tanrif's persondity changes after that. He becomes angrier,
stronger, darker.

Before Tanrif and Kestryl set out to rescue Cyanne, Tanrif goesto the temple of 1orana, the Goddess of
Magic, well aware she has been manipulating the situation all dong. Heistold by the High Priestessto
take with them the Horn of Tenithior, arelic used in the palace during holy days. On hisway out of the
temple, hefindsthe sword held | eft for safekeeping (you cannot bring wespons into a house of worship)
has been replaced by asword held found hidden in his father's closet when he was ill achild. Heruns
out onto the street, but whoever had |eft it for him is gone. How that sword reached High Gondylar so



many years later, and who left it for him, isamystery that won't be solved until 1orana's Ransom. I'd
gpologizeif | thought it would help.

Tanrif and Kestryl set out for the Darkdom of Vykon. When they get there, they are captured by the
Dark One. A fight ensues. The Dark One flees when he realizes his soul-stedling magic doesn't work on
Tanrif. He uses the Gauntlet of Teleportation and vanishes.

Tanrif, Cyanne, and Kestryl try to escape the caverns but get hopelesdy logt, until they find the Dark
Onéesarm protruding from awall. In his haste, held inadvertently teleported insde solid rock. They
remove the Gauntlet of Teleportation and useit to escape. Unfortunately, they have no control over
whereit takesthem and end up in the Idands of Dawn, a the same time the Sarithans are gathering to
decide what to do about Tanrif.

To make along story even longer (I told you you should have read the book), before Cyanne can tell him
she's pregnant, Tanrif iskilled by an agent of the Assassins. Her need for vengeance becomes even
greater when sheis somehow possessed by Tanrif's magic sword.

She and Kestryl snesk into the Sarithan Fortress-Temple and go on akilling spree, until they are
discovered. They flee and end up in a dead-end storage room, where Kestryl sounds the Horn of
Tenithior at their most desperate hour.

TheWarrior Dukes of High Gondylar, including Tanrif, are resurrected, just in timefor thefind baitle.

Tanrif isingrumenta in the destruction of the Fortress- Temple, taking most of the powerful Sarithan
Assassinswith it. Just before the structure collapses, Kestryl uses the Gauntlet of Teleportation to
trangport himsalf and Cyanne to safety. They were unable to save Tanrif.

Watching her husband die a second time is more than Cyanne can take; her mind is never quiteright
afterwards. She believes Tanrif, who had aready risen from the dead once, will one day return to her.



Prologue—The Amulet

Kestryl squinted against the glare of the afternoon sun, ready to do battle. He raised two swordsin saute
and advanced. Tanrif, his opponent, showed no sign of fear. Like the Bladesman, heheld asword in
each hand. For ashort timethey circled. Then Kestryl attacked fiercely.

Tanrif deflected the blows and returned an attack of his own. The hills surrounding the conflict echoed the
efforts of the confrontation. Neither man could find an opening. Soon, Kestryl stepped back and lowered
his swords.

"Y ouveimproved.”
"Areyou scared, old man?’

The Bladesman raised an eyebrow in response and thrust suddenly. Aswith the rest of his attacks that
morning his blade was turned, though thistime he came closer to scoring.

"Y outh is not necessarily an advantage in combet,” said the Bladesman. “ Experienceison my side.”

He held up ahand to signd arest. Tanrif lowered hiswegpons, and Kestryl turned to face the woman
watching. He bowed.

"M'lady."
"Don't sop,” sad Cyanne, smiling. “| cameto watch."

The Bladesman again bowed then attacked. Tanrif redoubled his effortsin afurious ondaught Kestryl
knew he could not maintain—at least he hoped that was the case. The Bladesman fdll back further,
parrying and retreeting, drawing his opponent out. But Tanrif showed little Sign of tiring.

When the ondaught finadly dowed, the Bladesman pressed an attack of hisown, no less skillful than that
of the younger man but somewhat more focused.

Tanrif retreated until he saw an opening. He moved in, but the Bladesman shifted his attack and one of
Tanrif's swords took flight. Both men watched until it landed it apatch of tal grass severa yards away.

The younger man looked surprised and continued his attack with the remaining blade. The Bladesman
pressed the advantage. Tanrif was forced to concentrate on defending himself. A short time later, when
both men were bathed in sweat, Tanrif lost hold of his second sword. He bowed then grinned.

"Y ou're swesting, old man."
The Bladesman sduted him with his wegpons before sheathing them.
"Asl sad, youveimproved.”

The younger man didn't respond. He turned toward Cyanne and moved in her direction. Her eyes shone
with pride.

"Did you seethat, mother?!

Cyanne opened her arms, and he embraced her. “Y ou were marvelous, Tanrif. Y ou're the image of your
father. When he returns he's going to be so proud.”



Tanrif opened his mouth to speak, but areproachful glance from Kestryl silenced him.

Kestryl knew it was hard on the boy, but he couldn't do anything about it. Nothing ether of them could
say would break Cyanne of her delusions.

It had been eighteen years since thefind battle with the Sarithan Assassing, and Cyanne still awaited the
return of her husband. Over the years, Kestryl had tried talking to her. The conversations often led to an
argument.

Hetried everything he could to convince her Tanrif was dead and would not be returning; but Cyanne
had seen her husband come back from the dead once, and hadn't seen him die the second time. Still, no
one could have survived the collapse of the Fortress- Temple.

She would not listen to reason. Kestryl learned long ago that he could do little more than nod and amile.
From avery young age, he'd taught the boy to do the same.

At firdt, Tanrif played dong, but times had changed and he grew less and less satisfied with hislot in life.
Kestryl couldn't blame him. They lived in the middle of nowhere; Tanrif had no friends, no women,
nothing but training and duty. Tanrif wasagood lad. He deserved better.

There was nothing more Kestryl could do for them here. Hed already taught Tanrif what he could—how
to read and write, the history of High Gondylar, court etiquette and more. Tanrif was uniquely prepared
to st on the Gondylarian throne, an event for which Kestryl had waited along time.

Cyanne was dready heading back to the cottage. He listened for a bit as he followed, but she'd launched
into astory about her hushand's exploits, and held heard them all before. The way she told them, Tanrif
had doneit al on hisown. Kestryl's contribution was | eft largely unmentioned. It would have been
amusing wereit not sotragic.

Like the dutiful son hewas, Tanrif forced asmile and feigned interest. Kestryl watched, fegling sorry for
the boy. It had to be hard on him. He could put it off no longer. It wastimefor Tanrif to take his place on
the throne,

Kestryl had one detall to attend to before he brought the rightful heir to Gondylar.

* * % %

Later that night, while Cyanne dept, the Bladesman and Tanrif sat outside the cottage. Both weretired
from the workout and neither spoke, content instead to listen to the night sounds. It was Tanrif who
broke the silence,

" Something troublesyou."

"Isit thet obvious?'

Tanrif shrugged and considered the moon. He did not spesk again.

"l an going on ajourney, Tanrif."

"You're not just riding into town for supplies, are you?"

"No, I'm not. | could be gonefor quite sometime.”

Kestryl watched the boy but couldn't read his expression in the darkness.

"Y ou will be coming back ... won't you?"



"If Shebawillsit."

"Y ou're not going to tell me about it, are you?"

The Bladesman leaned closer and studied him. No longer aboy but aman, and a perceptive one at that.
"No, I'm not going to tell you. Take care of your mother, Tanrif."

"You know | will."

"Yes, | do. It'sthe only thing that makesthistrip possble. But it is something that must be done.”

Tanrif placed ahand on Kestryl's shoulder. “I don't know what thisis about, but | wish you luck
whatever itis"

Not for thefirgt time, Kestryl was amazed a how much Tanrif looked like hisfather. He smiled sadly,
touded Tanrif's brown hair and walked away.

Hedidn't look back as he made hisway to the small stable held built behind the single-story cottage. A
short time later, when he rode into the Gondylarian night, Tanrif was nowherein sght.

* k k %

Tanrif walked through the sllent house feding lonely. His mother still dept, and he wasloath to disturb
her. Heloved Cyanne, yet she was part of his problem. How could she till believe, after dl these years,
that hisfather was dive?

How he wanted to scream at her, to make her see the truth, yet Kestryl was correct. Nothing would ever
convince her. He knew he could ether accept it or leave. Neither option appealed to him.

How hewould loveto see acity—any city. Helonged to walk through its streets, to smell the aroma of
its cookeries, to browse through the different shops, to see someone, anyone, besides Kestryl and his
mother. It had been far too long since hislast trip into town and now, with the Bladesman gone, it would
be even longer.

He sighed and lowered himself onto the bed. Perhaps he would be able to deep. When the Bladesman
returned, they could have atak. Tanrif might even find the strength to say that he could stay no longer
and needed to make his own way in the world. Maybe chickenswould fall out of the sky.

How easy it had been for hisfather, who had never had any real congtraints. He did what he wanted,
when he wanted. By the time his father had been his age, he was dready stting on the Gondylarian
throne—perhaps he'd aready died. How ironic that his progeny had yet to live.

He closed hiseyes and tried to relax but deep would not come. Then he heard the calling. 1t was not the
first time. A voice, distant yet near. Madness. There was no other explanation.

A woman's whisper. Seductive. Elusve. Whispering promises of power and glory. Had it been like that
for hisfather? Was it the Goddess of Magic who spoke to him? He laughed then. He was no great
warrior. There was no prophecy that governed hislife. How could aman rule a Dukedom when he didn't
yet know how to rule himsdlf?

Thevoice was stronger than it had ever been. An ache began to form within. He found himsalf Sitting,
then standing. Slowly, he moved across the room, out into the hallway and then to his mother's bedroom.
Cyanneturned onto her side, but he ignored her. The voice was not hers.



He found himsdlf kneeling by alocked chest. HEd never opened it before, though held sometimes been
curious asto what was inside. Both his mother and Kestryl had been evasive. He moved to the tablein
the corner of the room and picked up an old wooden box. He opened it and |ooked. There was nothing
ingde; there had never been anything inside.

The voice whispered, and he obeyed. He pushed on the bottom. Nothing happened. He pressed dowly
across each inch until one side dipped. The opposite sde rose dightly, forming agap too smdl for him to
place afinger in. Hetried to move it further to no avail. Hetipped the box to the side and akey did ouit.
Helooked at it then turned his eyesto the chest. His mother hadn't tirred.

Hewouldn't have stopped if she had.

He |eft the box open on the table and returned to the chest. Whatever wasinsde cdled to him—there
was no other explanation. He inserted the key and turned it. Thelock fell open. He removed it from the
clasp and opened the lid.

Therewas yet another box inside, but he knew this one was neither locked, nor trapped. Not physicaly
anyway. Therewas aspdl onit, but he knew the spell could not harm him. He opened it and stared, for
thefirgt timein hislife, at the Necklace of Elond the Fair. He felt no fear, displayed no caution, ashe
reached in and removed it from itsresting place.

The Amulet hung fromitssilver chain, shining in the dimness. From the moment he saw it, Tanrif could
not turn away. The gem hovered before him, colors shifting on and benegth its surface, making it seem as
if it had no definite shape. As he gazed into its crystalline depths, strange ideas began to form. He knew
the Amulet wouldn't hurt him. It hadn't harmed hisfather. Kestryl smply didn't want him to have the
power. If he put it on, hewould be like agod.

Heraised it higher, eyesreflecting the gem'sbrilliance. A film of sweet formed on hisforehead and his
eyesgleamed asif he were possessed. Part of him, asmall part, fought the temptation to place the chain
around his neck, but nothing in histraining had prepared him for that type of contest.

Had he not been under the Amulet'sinfluence, he would have looked around guiltily before pulling it over
his head. He hesitated when the cold silver touched the back of his neck, then continued to lower the
gem until it rested on his chest. Theworld lurched. He screamed asif aflaming spear had pierced his
heart. The memory of that momentary pain would never leave him.

Cyanne sat up, awakened by the scream.

"Taif?'

He turned toward the bed.

"Y es, mother. I'm here."

"What are you wearing?’ Shelooked first at him then to the open chest. “What have you done?!

"Done, mother?” He sat down beside her on the bed. “1've done nothing at al. | am only taking what is
mine"

"That amulet does not belong to you. It belongsto..."
"My father?” He reached out and grabbed her hair. “Isthat who it belongsto?'

Cyannebit her lip. “Yes"



"My father is dead. He's buried hafway around the world. Heis never coming back.”

Cyannetried to talk, but the words wouldn't come. Tanrif laughed and jerked her head back. Cyanne
fought for control.

"Tanrif, you have to takeit off. Take off theamulet.”

"Why, mother? Why should I? So | can spend the rest of my days here, planning my life around your
ddlusions. | think not."

"Let go. Youre hurting me!™

"Not as badly as you've hurt me. Do you know what you've done to me? To Kestryl? Do you redlize
what you've become?’

"Please, let mego.”

Shetried to dap him, but he gripped her hair harder and pulled her head back until it touched the bed.
Then heleaned down and kissed her neck.

"What are you doing?"'

"I'm accepting payment. No virgin should st on the throne of High Gondylar.”
"Kestryl!"

"Oh yes, mother, cry for your precious Bladesman. He can't hear you. HE'sgone.”
Panic lit her eyes, and shetried to pull away, but Tanrif was too strong.

"What do you want?"

"I want you to know pain as | have known pain.”

He moved on top of her and forced her legs apart.

"I'm your mother!"

Helaughed. “Youremy curse

She screamed when he entered her and continued to scream for along time after. She screamed until his
lust and rage were spent, then remained motionless as he rose and dressed.

"Y oull berelived to know I'm not going to kill you. Leaving you divewill befar more painful "

She didn't move, didn't look at him, didn't say aword. She didn't seem to notice him leaving, nor did she
emerge from her room as he gathered hisfew possessions and packed them into saddlebags.

Tanrif intended to belong gone by the time the Bladesman returned.



Chapter One—The Seed I s Planted

Parth sat up and swung hislegs over the side of the bed. The floor was cold on his bare feet, but he
didn't pay it any mind. A sigh from behind reminded him he wasn't alone. He turned to look at her, and
for once she was as good looking as he remembered.

It wasn't the first time held awvakened with a strange woman in his bed and hopefully wouldn't be the last.
She was awake and watching. Though hetried, he was unable to recal her name. At least he didn't have
ahangover.

He reached for his breeches and quickly pulled them on, dl the while waiting for her to say something.
The words never came. He dressed quickly, placed asilver coin on the table by the bed and |eft the
house.

The early morning sun found him walking quickly down Merchantman Boulevard. He walked with his
head down, s0 asto keep the sun from his eyes. Parth was well-known in Gondylar. Many noticed his
passage, but no one spoketo him. It was just aswell. He was overdue at the palace.

The guard & the main gate dlowed him entrance. He returned the guard's cheerful greeting with
something approximating alow growl. The guard's chuckle followed him down the walkway.

Parth dlowed himsdf asmile, remembering thefirgt time hed come thisway almost twenty years earlier.
He and his men had followed aman called Tanrif into a battle they shouldn't have won. That they'd
accomplished their god, securing the throne for the rightful ruler of High Gondylar, had been amazing.
Casudlties had been remarkably light considering the odds againgt them.

As he passed beneath the portcullis, images of that long ago battle tickled hismemory. Hed been a
different man back then—younger and lessjaded. Once upon atime, he had believed in humanity. How
far away those days seemed now.

When he reached the throne room, he paused to straighten his attire before reporting to the Duke. Not
that it was necessary. He'd become afixture at the palace and none of the Dukes who had succeeded
Penthor had been able to displace him. Without his support, the Duke's position would be, at the very
least, more tenuous.

Stll, hetried to makeit appear asif he had amodicum of respect. If he weren't dready late, he'd have
stopped back at his room, changed his clothes and combed his hair. Time did not permit such amenities.
He drew a deep breath and entered.

Theraint was pacing back and forth.

"Thereyou are. If you weren't the bladesman, 1'd have your hide. Do you redlize what timeit is?'
Parth eyed the Duke, giving only the dightest of bows before replying. “Of coursel do.”

"Then you'd better have good reason to keep me waiting."

"l was busy most of last night checking into rumors of an assassination attempt. Groundless rumors, asit
turned out.”

The Duke grunted then climbed the three stepsto histhrone and sat heavily. Theraint wasnot a
good-looking man. He was overweight, undertall and apair of green eyes bulged from hishead asif



trying to escape. Hislong black hair oozed grease and, unless he was entertaining guests, remained
uncombed. Parth wondered why he'd bothered adjusting his garb.

When he redlized he was staring, Parth turned his head and found himself looking at the barren wall
where the Horn of Tenithior had once resided. It had been stolen shortly after the Duchess Cyanne had
been kidnapped. Had it really been eighteen years? It was hard to believe.

The Duke had been spesking, and Parth tried to look attentive though his mind was €l sewhere. Theraint
was complaining again about the Lords and how they didn't pay their taxes—one of hisfavoritetopics.
The Duke, predictably, began ranting about who he was going to visit just to remind them who wasin
charge. Parth was certain no such vistswould occur.

Theraint was acoward and would never leave the relaive safety of the paace. Asit wasunlikely that any
of his competitors would be able to harm him, Theraint would continue to hold the throne as he had for
the past year—until the others grew weary of waiting. Sooner or later, someone would find away
through his defenses, and Theraint would join a select group of recently nated Dukes.

If he weren't duty-bound to protect the throne, Parth would be tempted to do the job himsealf. For better
or worse, someone e'se would have to claim that honor. He resigned himself to listening asthe Duke
grew more and more agitated.

It was going to be another long day.

* * % %

Kestryl dismounted and allowed his horse to walk. Hed been pushing her hard for too many days. He
wanted to get to Gondylar asfast as possible, yet as he gpproached he found himself dowing down. He
needed to think. The future of High Gondylar would be written in the days to come, and he could afford
no misstep.

Since Penthor's departure from the throne, the Dukedom had suffered a steady downdide. The only way
that he could think to stop it wasto place Tanrif on thethrone. After dl, the boy was the rightful
heir—and High Gondylar needed him.

He thought about Cyanne and how she'd wanted no part of her birthright. It was entirely possible she
wouldn't want to go to Gondylar. Hed have to convince her somehow. Tanrif had alot to learn about
palitics, but Cyanne and he would be there to offer advice and support.

It was a perfect plan with asingle flaw. There dready was a Duke on the throne, though the thought of
the dovenly Theraint Sitting in Dathan's chair turned the Bladesman's ssomach.

In the past, Kestryl had been loath to leave Cyanne adone, but hislast sparring match with Tanrif had
changed things. He knew the boy could protect his mother. It wastimeto put his plan into motion.

Almost without thinking, Kestryl vaulted onto the mar€e's back and kicked her into agalop. Hewas
closng in on Gondylar and afuture he could dmost taste.

* * * %

Bone waked down the long corridor, carrying atray expertly balanced on hisleft pam. He looked quite
dtractivein his servant's garb. Many of the ladies of the House of Saren had aready sought his company,
and once or twice hed sampled their pleasures, but he was not being paid to satisfy highborn whores.

Hed findly reached the point where he was trusted enough to serve the reclusive master of the house. It
had taken along time, but if hisyears with the Sarithan Assassins had taught him anything, it was



patience.

So for thefirgt time, he moved toward Lord Traydon's study, hisfeet barely making any noiseat al. At
the end of the corridor he reached a solid oak door. A woman's voice called out in responseto hissingle
knock.

"It's open.”

He entered. He had been hoping to find Traydon aone. The Lord, both older and larger than Bone
recalled, motioned him to place the tray on the dresser. He dlowed the woman to search him for
weapons before he turned again.

Traydon smiled unpleasantly. “ Just place it on the desk.”

Bone couldn't help but notice that Traydon's voice was too thin for his bulk. He placed the tray before
the Lord. With hisleft hand he removed the cover, with the right he pulled the dagger from the plate and
expertly dit Traydon'sthroat. Before the girl could scream, he whirled and threw the blade at her. It sunk
deeply into her neck, cutting off her ability to make noise moments before it ended her life. He paused
only to retrieve the blade before leaving the premises.

He would miss the attention of the highborn whores, but that couldn't be helped. It wastimeto collect his
money.

* k k %

Kestryl, garbed as a servant, walked swiftly down the streets of Gondylar. It had been many years since
he'd been to the capital, and he was sure he wouldn't be recognized. As he walked, he caught snatches
of conversation in passing. He dways listened for such mutterings. If what he heard on the street was any
indication of the Situation, things were not going well in the Great Dukedom.

The endless succession of Dukes did not help. It seemed none of the rulerswere at al concerned with
the common man. There was good reason for this state of affairs. Thefirst years of anew Dukesreign
dedt amost solely with consolidating his position, and none had lasted long enough to get beyond that.
Crimewas a the highest it had ever been, at least in Kestryl's lifetime. Even the better neighborhoods
seemed run down, and the warehouse district was dmost awar zone.

Twice, cutpurses had approached him. On both occasions he'd sent them off with acut on each
cheek—alesson they would not soon forget, but that mattered little. Even if both retired as aresult of the
encounter, there would be no shortage of thievesin Gondylar.

Kestryl made hisway to the palace, where he found that even the officid district had not been
maintained. Sadness tugged at him, but he stedled himsalf and continued. He had ajob to do and,
unpleasant asit was, it could wait no longer. High Gondylar had to survive.

He entered the palace grounds through the delivery gate. He knew that the guards were lesslikely to stop
himif he looked like he knew where he was going, so he kept his head up and even nodded to the guard
on duty. The same gpproach got him inside the palace proper. No one chalenged him. If security had
been this lax when he was bladesman, heads would have rolled.

Parth had alot to answer for and before long, would have to do just that. He scowled as he passed two
guards gambling in the hdlway, but turned away before they could see the disdain on hisface.

When Kestryl reached the throne room, he found the doors open and unguarded. The lack of security
exagperated him, though it made hisjob easier. Still, he'd have preferred a battle to cold-blooded



murder.

The Duke was done when he entered. Kestryl looked surprised at the sight of him. There was no way he
could reconcile the wretched man before him with the boy held once I et touch his sword. He moved so
quietly he was hafway to the throne by the time the Duke noticed.

"Yes what isit?'

The Duke's voice was filled with boredom and annoyance a the same time. The Bladesman continued his
slent gpproach.

"What do you want?'

He was wondrous thick, Theraint. Even now, he was unable to discern the imminent danger.
"Wdl?'

Annoyance was the only emotion evident now. The Bladesman stopped and looked up at him.

"Greetings, Theraint.” He bowed low. Therewas anirresstible irony in the gesture. The Duke's eyes
widened as recognition lit them. “Good. It ssems| am remembered.”

"Youredead,” said Theraint, panic evident from the high pitch of hisvoice.

"Not dead, merely forgotten. Where are your guards? Don't you think it might be unsafe to be here
done?'

The Duke swalowed, but managed aweak smile. “What may | do for you, Blades ... uh, Kestryl?"
"The parade of Dukes has been little more than acircus, but you have gonetoo far."

"What do you mean?"'

"Y ou've encouraged unprovoked attacks on the Ethrellen.”

Theraint laughed. “Y ou've returned from the dead to tell me that?'

Kesryl felt his control dipping. “Y ou stain the memory of the Duchess Amaga I'm glad Dathan does not
live to see what has become of histhrone. | have cometo set thingsright. Stand and defend yoursdlf.”

"Y ou're mad. I'm not going to fight you."
"| thought that might be the case, but it doesn't matter. | will kill youin cold blood if | must.”

"Youll kill meanyway.” Theraint stood. “What about it, Kestryl. | thought you were aman of honor.
Surely, you wouldn't attack an unarmed man.”

"Don't count onit.”

Kestryl legpt forward. Theraint had no timeto react before Kestryl caught him by the throat.
"Your honor...” croaked Theraint.

"Thereisno honor in killing you, but thereislessin letting you live, Shebaforgive me."

Kestryl tightened his grip and jerked the Duke to his feet. Theraint struggled but was no match for the



Bladesman. He dropped to one knee then sank the rest of the way to the floor. Kestryl kept squeezing
until he was sure Theraint was dead.

While the buzzards on the Council fought over the throne, the Bladesman would bring Tanrif to Gondylar.
Soon the rightful ruler would reign once more. With Tanrif on the throne and ared bladesman & hisside,
things could be put right. He turned to leave, when two guards entered, one carrying atray of food.

At the sight of the Duke sprawled on the floor, the guard dropped the tray and drew hisweapon. The
Bladesman advanced, drawing both blades. The second guard looked asif he might run but instead
pulled his sword. Both had short, thin blades—stylish, but not much usein any real contest. These were
not palace guards, the Bladesman redlized, but armed servants. He shook his head at the totality of the
deterioration.

Kediryl easly parried the first clumsy attack. Without wasting a Single movement, he beat the guard's
sword aside and thrust ablade into his stomach. The other moved to attack, but the Bladesman
interposed the body of the first guard, till on hisblade. The second cried out as he ran his companion

through.

The Bladesman withdrew his wegpon from the first victim, neatly blocked the panicked attack that
followed and quickly put an end to the opposition. He fled then, not wishing to take another lifeif he
could avoid it. He retraced his steps, hoping to be long gone by the time the bodies were discovered.

* k% k %

Parth walked down the corridor, a spiced cake in his hand. He often visited the kitchen during the day to
annoy Thelanna, who ruled the areaasif she were duchess. Her constant thrests entertained him, and he

disregarded every command she gave. He suspected she enjoyed the game as much as he but never took
the time to confirm the theory.

Parth turned a corner and froze. He dropped the cake and freed his blade from its scabbard.

Thetoo familiar shape approached, fresh blood dripping from two short swords. He dowed then
stopped, amixture of emotions battling on hisface.

"Greetings, Bladesman,” said Parth, feding foolish for using atitle that had been hisfor so long. Still, he
found it difficult to think of Kestryl asanything dse.

"Parth."

They stood, regarding each other.

"What are you doing here?’ Parth asked when he realized the Bladesman would offer no information.
"I have cometo set things straight. | had a score to settle.”

"And Theraint?'

"Dead by my hand."

To Kestryl's surprise, Parth stepped to the side, gesturing him on. The Bladesman continued down the
corridor.

He hesitated before leaving. “ This place is adisaster. How could you have let it cometo this?!

Parth shrugged. “ There was atime when the throne was worth defending. Ten years ago, would you



have believed meif | told you you'd be assassnating the Duke? I'd lay my life on the linefor aDuke or
Duchess who cared for High Gondylar, but you've seen what we've had on the throne. What's the

point?"
"I'd have left. | would not be able to stand by and watch it al come apart.”
"| just keep hoping someone who can make adifference will finally occupy thethrone.”

"Andif | told you that the rightful ruler would soon return ... would you support him?"

Parth's eyes widened, though he held histongue. He had no idea what the Bladesman was talking abot,
but certainly he couldn't mean Tanrif. Still, if the Bladesman was dive, perhaps the Duke wastoo. He
gave an abrupt nod and Kestryl, without uttering another word, continued on hisway.

Parth stood motionlessfor along time, gazing down the corridor, the forgotten spiced cake at hisfedt.

* k k %

Kestryl was no stranger to the Temple of Sheba During the course of hislong life he had spent much
time there, though it had been many years since hislast visit. While the trappings of the Goddess usualy
comforted him, that was not the case at the moment.

Stopping only to hand his swords over to an acolyte for safe-keeping, he entered the interior. In avery
real sensethe Temple of Shebawas histrue home, for his devotion to the royal blood of Gondylar was
exceeded only by hislove for the Goddess. There were few people about at that hour of day, though to
his surprise, Pythiana, the High Priestess, was one of them. She stood behind the altar and watched his
approach. He did not address her but instead veered off to one of the prayer niches and closed his eyes.

Sheba, hear my plea. | know what | did waswrong, but it was necessary. Theraint stained the name of
the Gondylarian throne and his continued existence threatened the Ethrellen, who are guiltless. Dathan,
who loved you a so, took an Ethrellen wife, and her memory is preciousto me. | know the murder of
Theraint was not an act of honor, but my rage drove meto it. Forgive me, great Goddess. Exact what
penance you will and dlow meto serve you till.

"The Goddess does forgive you, Kestryl."

He rose and whirled, surprised to find Pythiana standing behind him. He started to knedl in respect, but
she caught hisarm and lifted him to hisfeet. Her eyesfound hisand held them.

"Y our penance will be severe, but know too, in your pain you continue to serve the Goddess. Y ou will
hurt as you have never hurt before and that pain will not ease for many long years. Thisisatest of faith.
Never doubt that your pain serves a higher purpose, though al might seem lost. Y ou will be driven to the
depths of madness, but the fire of your rage will one day purge the stain on your soul.

"Shebalovesyou, Kestryl. Y ou have served long and well, but still you must be cleansed and the process
will hurt like nothing you have experienced before. No matter what you go through, it isHer will. Never
forget that."

Kestryl wanted to speak but could not. He knew he deserved whatever happened. He continued to stare
at Pythianas face, even asthe transformation began. Her black hair shortened and silvered, her face
sretched into asnout filled with large, sharp teeth. It took only seconds to complete the process.

Had he been able to turn from the sight, he'd have redlized that the two of them were done in the temple.
The High Priestess’ body remained unchanged, but awolf's head had replaced her agelessface. When
she spoke again, he was no longer being addressed by Pythiana but by the Goddess hersdlf. The



compassion in her eyeswasn't enough to offset his pain. Kestryl wanted to drop to his knees but found
himself unable to do so.

The movement was sudden and fierce, but the physical pain was not nearly as bad as hisanguish at
disappointing the Goddess. She sank her teeth deeply into hisright shoulder. In spite of himsdlf, he
screamed. The pain was gone dmost as soon asit began. A moment later Pythiana stood before him
once more.

"Y ou have been marked, Bladesman. The stain of your sin will remain until your soul has been purged of
theevil of thisday."

Sheturned and walked away .

Heart heavy, Kestryl walked back toward the entrance to retrieve his weapons. When he passed a
mirror, he turned and examined hisreflection. He pulled histunic aside, reveding aterrible scar, asif long
ago held been bitten by awolf. He touched it lightly, whispered a prayer of thanks and continued on.

He did not doubt his penance would be awesome indeed.

* k x %

Tanrif could fed the late afternoon sun on his neck as he rode east. Already exhausted, he forced himself
to keep riding. He didn't know how long he had before Kestryl returned. Nor did he care, aslong as he
wasfar away by then.

It hadn't taken Tanrif long to decide whereto go. He had traveled very littlein hislife, only asfar as
Diamt, the nearest town. He was certain of only onething; if Kestryl caught him, he wouldn't live long
enough to seethe world.

Part of him knew he should fed guilt over what held done, but that part no longer had any control over
hisactions. Not anymore. He pushed his horseto the limit, often looking over his shoulder, haf expecting
to seethe Bladesman in pursuit, but the road lay bare behind him. He continued riding and thinking. He
needed a place to hide—a place where he could build afollowing. And he knew whereto find it—the
very city hisfather had gone to when hefirst arrived in High Gondylar.

He'd been told stories about the Gondylarian frontier, specificaly about the City of Crossed
Swords—the place from which Denworceno's men had followed his father to avictory that had kept the
bards busy since. It was appropriate that his own journey to the throne should begin there aswell. He
too would build an army and lay Siegeto the throne.

Absently, he brought his hand to the Amulet of Dreaming. Strength flowed through him and once again he
felt the hand of destiny guiding him. He had never been more certain.

One day, the Gondylarian throne would be his.

* * % %

The Bladesman rarely stopped on the way back to the cottage. Since his encounter at the Temple of
Sheba, fear gripped him. Once again he pushed his horse too hard, but he gaveit little thought. All he
could think about was getting back to Cyanne as soon as he could.

The days blended into each other as he rode through rain and later heat, until finaly, familiar landmarks
appeared. Only then did he dow and make some effort to compose himself.

He was surprised when he approached the cottage and no one emerged to greet him. He rode straight to
the door, dismounted and drew his sword. He did not cdl out. Even without Pythianas warning, he'd



have known something was terribly wrong.

He glanced at the kitchen door, then crossed the hallway to Cyanne's room. Hed trusted hisintuition for
too long to question it now. He opened the door. Shelay on the bed unmoving, unblinking, her torn
nightgown beside her. In the corner of the room, the box that had contained the Amulet of Dreaming was

open and empty.

He approached the bed and reached out a hand to fed for apulse. The moment he touched her, she
whimpered and drew away. He could still see what was |ft of the bruises on her thighs, forearmsand
face. Though they were well on their way to hedling, Cyanne had done nothing to wash the telltale blood
from her body or the linen.

"By Sheba, what have | done?!

Kestryl kndlt and lowered his head until it touched Cyanne's naked flesh.
"I'm sorry, M'lady. I'm so sorry."

He rose suddenly, sword once again ready.

"Tanrif?"

He waited for an answer.

"Taif!"

He left the room and searched the cottage. Tanrif was gone, as were some of his possessions. He
returned again to Cyanne's room and covered her.

"What happened here?'
Cyanne did not respond.
"M'lady. Please. | need to know what happened. Speak to me.”

But Cyanne gave no sign of having heard. Eyeswide, she stared into a pain Kestryl would never be able
to touch.



Chapter Two—Strange Reunions

Bone st at atablein atavern once called Renegades. Long ago, it had been renamed Denworceno's
Den in honor of the famous mercenary who'd died there.

Denworceno's reputation impressed Bone, so he chose the establishment as a base of operations—an
appropriate place for Bone to meet with perspective clients, which he did frequently.

The pervasive dissension of recent years had made Bone awedthy man. Most of the larger noble houses
were busily positioning themsdlvesin the event that the Gondylarian throne should suddenly find itself
empty. Most Gondylarian nobles were not benegth stooping to assassination, and Bone was the best, not
to mention the most expensive.

Hiring Bone was more than just a guarantee the job would be done. It illustrated an affluence that
appealed to the wedlthier Lords, who took pleasurein flaunting their assets. Bone's sgnature style made
him acommodity and he was able to name hisprice.

Between jobs, when Bone returned to the Crossed Swords, he liked to show himsdlf, if for no other
reason than it would alow othersto see he was available once again for work. So he found himself at
Denworceno's Den when the stranger entered.

As soon as he saw the man, Bone sat bolt upright and amost stood. He masked his reaction and |ooked
around to seeif the lapse had been noticed, but everyone seemed involved in their own conversations.
His eyesreturned again to the newcomer.

He appeared to be younger than twenty years of age, with shoulder-length reddish brown hair amost
never seen in High Gondylar. He stood somewhat under the six-foot mark. His compact frame bespoke
an underlying strength Bone would not have been anxiousto test, even if he didn't know the man. Bone
realized he/d been staring and turned away. It couldn't be Tanrif. Not here. Not now. Y et as much as
he'd like to deny the evidence of hiseyes, asingle glance a the Amulet of Dreaming convinced him he
was looking at aman held long assumed dead.

The years had been good to his old nemes's, too good in fact. Could the magic necklace protect him
agangt aging? Bone watched as Tanrif crossed the room to the bar. Even his confident stride seemed

largdly unchanged.

How had Tanrif escaped the Fortress-Temple of the Sarithans before its collgpse? It didn't seem
possible. Still, Bone had never been one to doubt the evidence of hisown eyes. Quietly, he vacated his
table and made hisway to the shadows from where he could watch without being seen.

Tanrif had been missing for close to twenty years. Why show up here? Why now? Could he be hereto
take revenge on the nwho'd tried to kill him? Had he somehow found out that Bone was
responsible for Varon Imgard's death? He didn't have any of the answers but knew he'd better find them
inahurry.

Tanrif waked up to the bar and ordered an ale. Bone waited patiently until the young warrior finished the
drink and placed a coin on the counter. When he walked toward the exit, Bone receded further into the
shadows, though it seemed the extra caution was unnecessary. Tanrif strode directly out of
Denworceno's Den without so much as asideward glance. Bone hesitated before following him onto the
Sreet.



He used dl of his considerable skill to escape detection. Bone was good at this game and seldom lost a
quarry. Thus, after turning a corner, he was most surprised to find Tanrif was nowhere to be seen.

He scanned the area carefully, but there was nowhere Tanrif could have hidden. He walked forward as if
in adaze. Even had he been running, Tanrif couldn't have madeit to the closest door before Bone turned
the corner.

When the attack came it was from behind, and Bone was not ready for it. Even without turning, he knew
who it would be, though how Tanrif pulled it off was beyond him. The ndidn't even havetimeto
draw aweapon.

That wouldn't have bothered him had it been anyone but Tanrif. Bone was more than capable of
defending himsdlf bare-handed. Still, he hadn't madeit thisfar in life by dlowing fear to rule him.

He moved to grab the warrior's extended arm, and couldn't believe it when his hand closed on empty air.
His surprise was e evated to astonishment when Tanrif stepped insde his guard and neatly swept hislegs
from under him. Before he could recover, Tanrif pressed adagger againgt histhroat.

"Yourefollowingme... why?'
Bonewaited for the recognition that never came. “Do you pretend to not know me?”
Tanrif sudied the face carefully. “What isyour name?

Bone masked his astonishment with bravado. “1 take agreat ded of prideinwhat | do. I'd think you
would remember the man who tried to kill you at your own wedding."

"B(]’E."
"None other."

Tanrif kept hisface expressonless. He seemed involved in some kind of internal debate. Finaly, he
sheathed his dagger and took a step backward.

"Why have you released me?"
"Onewould think you'd be grateful "

"The only time an enemy doesyou afavor isif the favor works against you. | would know why firgt,
beforel show gratitude.”

"Fair enough. I'm not who you think | am.”
"Areyou not Tanrif?'

Tanrif'slaughter bordered on hysteria “ So, it wasn't just one of my mother's delusions. I'm Cyanne's son.
My father died before | was born. Mother ways went on about how much | looked like him, though
until now | never truly believed it.”

"Believeit. Theresemblanceisfrightening. Still, if you are Tanrif's son, why let melive?!
Tanrif extended ahand and helped the assassin to hisfeet. “I can useaman like you.”

"Now why would you need an assassin?"



"Maybe | have someone | want killed. But tell me ... my father destroyed the Sarithans. How do | know
you won' take that out on me?"

"That was along time ago. I've moved on."
"Very commendable. Have you no loyalty to your order?’

Bone's eyesgrew hard. He knew the young warrior was leading somewhere, and hisinability to see that
findl degtination irked him.

"l am loyd to mysdf. | kill for my own reasons.”

"You may wel beaman | can use. What if | told you | was &fter the Gondylarian throne? | am after dll,
therightful heir.”

Boneturned theideaover. If thiswereindeed Tanrif's son, and he had no reason to believe otherwise, it
was possible he could take the throne. Tanrif had done so when Gondylar's defenses had been much
sronger. Asthings now stood, it would be much less of achdlenge.

Being dlied with the Duke of High Gondylar wouldn't hurt his postion. And it had been along time since
hed had achdlenge.

"I don't work chegply."

Tanrif shrugged. “ A pity. | havelittleto offer at present. | suppose one of your competitors might be
interested.”

He started to turn away.

"Wait. | spoke hadtily. | think | can help you."

"For what price?'

"In return for future considerations.”

Tanrif laughed. “How ... specific.”

"I don't quite remember your father being so sarcastic. Do you want my help or not?"

"If we do this, you obey me. The dightest hint of treachery and | will show you just what I'm capable of ."

"Believe me, my liege, there are few places|'d rather have afriend than on the Gondylarian throne.”

* * * %

The Bladesman wasted no time. He had to go after Tanrif but couldn't leave Cyanne aone. Once he
realized she wouldn't respond, he hitched hishorseto acart and carried her outside. He hoped the fresh
air and sun would help bring her out of her stupor, but after he placed her onto the seet, she sat immobile,
gtaring forward. Kestryl couldn't guess from what spell she suffered but knew someone who could. Once
he'd taken her to safety, he would try to figure out how to find Tanrif.

Whether Tanrif had been taken or had left of hisown valition, it wasimpossbleto say. While he knew
Tanrif had grown restless, he refused to believe the boy would run off and leave his mother undefended.

More likely, someone of power had passed close, sensed the Amulet, and forced Cyanne to show him
how to open the chest, or had divined the secret through sorcery. Whoever was responsible could have



taken Tanrif as adeterrent to prevent the Bladesman from following. If that were the case, the thief had
to be someone who knew something of their situation. Not many did.

On the other hand, Kestryl could remember all too clearly that the Dark Duke of VVykon had once been
able to spy on the Gondylarian palace, so it was possible some other sorcerer had been keeping watch,
waiting only for the Bladesman to absent himsdlf before going after the gem.

Another possibility was that Tanrif had pursued the thief in an attempt to reclaim the amulet, or perhaps
he'd ridden off to get help for his mother. He looked again at the stricken woman. Cyanne knew the truth
but hadn't uttered aword since his return. He had never been more worried about her.

Kestryl concentrated on driving, sparing her only an occasiond glance. Periodicdly, hetried to initiste a
conversation, but after severd failures, gave up. Findly, in an attempt to reach her, he started to sing.
Cyanne had dwaysliked hisvoice and he thought that if she heard some of her favorite songs, it might
rouse her, but nothing he tried worked.

Without thinking, he urged his horse to move faster. Unused to draft duty, the mare snorted rebellioudy
before complying.

"I'm sorry, Midnight, but we must make haste. Dauber Uaks will know what to do—at least | hope s0.”
But the horse was done talking to him. He didn't blame her.

It wasdl hisfault—his payment for killing Theraint in cold blood. Had not Pythianatold him he would
pay?

Y et why Cyanne? Shewas guiltlessin this. How could Sheba have taken her wrath out on an innocent
woman? Kestryl dug hisfingersinto hispam. It was not his place to question the gods. He had
committed the murder. He was responsible.

Somehow Dauber would find away to help her. Thank Sheba held returned to High Gondylar after his
long absence. Kestryl had been stunned that long ago day when Dauber had appeared to him. The mage
had been evasive as to his whereabouts but that didn't matter to the Bladesman now. All that mattered
was that the mage's return gave him some small hope for Cyanne. Once she was hedled, hewould turn
his attention to other matters.

"I will find whoever did this and blood will flow. | swear it."

Kestryl was so focused on revenge he failed to notice the single tear dide down Cyanne's cheek.

* * * %

On aclear day, the dark rock of Asoan's castle was visible for quite some distance, but today, Thulrak
could not seeit. Herode alarge warhorse and wore full plate armor. The dight drizzle did not bother
him, nor did the voices of the men behind him, raised in asong so off key asto be unrecognizable. He
alowed himsdf agrim amile. It was not every day he got to see the Emperor.

It took an hour to reach the palace. The guards at the gate expected him and did not keep him waiting.
He and his men were ushered into the courtyard and the gate closed behind them. One of the servants
approached and offered to take hishorse. As he dismounted, a second servant stepped forward and
asked him to follow. His men remained in the court yard under the watchful eyes of the Emperor's
guards.

As he followed the servant, he could not help but notice that the insde was as severe asthe outside. No
tapestry defaced the austerity of the solid stone walls. No shade of color could be seen save that dark



gray. It was not thefirst time held been here, but till he found the effect disconcerting. He had no doubt
that was how the Emperor had plannediit.

The servant ushered him into aroom so large that the far end of it waslost to the distance—the throne
room of the Emperor of Domina. Asoan had filled that role for along time—too long, some whispered.
Many expected him to step down soon in favor of one of his sons.

Thulrak followed the servant across the huge chamber until he could make out the Emperor in the
distance. He had never been summoned before, though he had met the Emperor twice a gatherings at his
father's castle. Thiswas hardly the samething.

When he reached the edge of the narrow purple carpet that led to the throne, he stopped and fell
prostrate on the floor. For atime he lay there, barely daring to breathe. After what seemed like avery
long time, the Emperor spoke.

"Y oumay stand.”

It was said that the gentleness of Asoan's voice existed only to counterpoint the hardness of hissoul.
Thulrak climbed to hisfeet and met the Emperor's eyes, careful to keep dl emotion from hisown.

"Do you know why | have brought you here?"
"No, Gregt One."

The Emperor had many soldiers from which to choose. Why Thulrak had been selected, he did not
know.

"Y ou have been chosen for a specid mission, partly for your skill in combat, partly for the keenness of
your mind, but mostly for your flawless Gondylarian. | want you to go to High Gondylar. It isimportant
you let no one know from where you hail. | need information about High Gondylar's defenses. It will not,
| think, be long before the throne of the Great Dukedom comes under my power."

Thulrak bowed but did not speak. No question had been asked of him.

"Y ou are to take no more than five men. Y ou may trust no one. You will find measpy ... usegold,
threats, manipulation, whatever is necessary. If High Gondylar is as weak as she gppears, we will march
and take her."

Ambition gleamed in Thulrak'seyes.
"Oh great Emperor, it shal be done.”
The Emperor turned from him.

At that dismissal Thulrak retreated, humming a Dominan beattle march. High Gondylar would fal, and he
was the instrument chosen to bring about its destruction.

* * * %

"l think you'd better St down.” Dauber's face was unreadable.
Kestryl lowered himsdlf into achair.

It had taken two full daysto reach the cavern complex Dauber Uaks called home. During that time,
Cyannedidn't speak at dl, nor did she eat, though she did allow Kestryl to give her water.



After their arrival, the Bladesman's despair continued to grow. He'd prayed to Sheba a most constantly,
though he knew thiswas part of his penance. More and more, he found himsdlf focusing on his anger.
Someone would pay. Hewould seetoit.

"Shelll bedl right, won't she?'
"That remainsto be seen. There are ... complications.”
"What happened to her?"

For along time Dauber said nothing. Kestryl sensed the mage's pain and tried to remain patient. He had
supreme confidence in Dauber's abilities.

"Cyannewas violently raped.”
Kestryl had suspected as much, but hearing the newsinflamed him.
"Who did this? Tell me, magician.”

Dauber didn't answer. For a panicked second, Kestryl thought the mage would withhold the information.
Hedidn't normally plead, but he would to get the name of the guilty party. His rage needed direction.

"You havetotdl me"

"It was Tanrif,” Dauber whispered.
"Wha!"

"He put on the Amulet of Dreaming.”

Kestryl stood and started to pace. “Impossible. He didn't know how to get to the Amulet, and Cyanne
wouldn't havetold him."

"Nevertheless, Bladesman, that iswhat happened. When he raped Cyanne, Tanrif was wearing the
Necklace of Elond the Fair. The Amulet haswarped hismind. It isnot hisfault.”

"Not hisfault,” echoed Kestryl.
"No, it'snot.”
"And what would you suggest | do? Let him get away with this? Doesn't he haveto pay for hiscrime?"

"I can't answer that. That would be for you to decide. More immediately, a decison must be made about
Cyanne"

"Surely you can help her."

Dauber sighed. “1 wish it were that easy. Cyanne'straumais severe. If thiswere abroken arm or aflesh
wound, | would havelittle problem heding it, but thisis something on adifferent order. Thisisaproblem
of themind."

Kestryl shrugged. “Y ou have spdllsthat affect the mind. 1've seen some of them in action.”

"Kestryl, there are spdlsthat affect the human mind with great precision. And other spdllsthat work
perfectly on Ethrellen minds. But Cyanneisalittle of both, and thereisvery little written on that subject.
Her kind isvery rare.”



"So what are you saying ... you can't help her?!
"I'm saying that whatever | do isnot without risk.”

And thereit was. Kestryl stopped pacing. What kind of life could Cyanne have knowing she'd been
raped by her own son? What could he do to help her? When, if ever, would she recover on her own?

"What do you recommend?”’
"Of dl the spells| know, thereisonly one | would attempt, but again, | cannot guarantee an outcome.”
Kestryl studied the mage. “What doesit do?’

"It returns the mind of the subject to atime before some great trauma. It's meant to work on humans. |
do not know how well it would work on Ethrellen, but it might.”

"Andif it doen't?"

"Thereisnotdling theresult. It ispossiblethat if it doesn't work it will smply not work, and that will be
that. Perhapsit will work imperfectly. Thereisno way totdl. If | thought she were capable of making this
choice I'd ask her, but sheis not. That burden must rest on you."

Kestryl did not hesitate. He knew he was the reason for Cyanne's pain and could not bear to see her that
way.

"A lifetime ago, Dathan and Amalga sent meto take Cyanne away. They said she could have no lifein
Gondylar and they wereright. | finally understand why they sent her away. Cyanne can have no peace
after what has happened. Perhaps she would be better off dead.”

"Thereisvery little chance shewill die, my friend.”

Kestryl nodded. There was no decision to make. When held brought Cyanne here, he had known
Dauber was his best hope.

"Cast your spdl, mage."
Dauber bowed briefly. “1 will prepare and let you know when | am ready."

Kestryl didn't even notice Dauber Uaks leave the room.

* * % %

Parth stared a the madness around him. It was not hisfirst meeting of the Council of Lords, but it was
certainly the most chaotic. When he'd first become bladesman, there had been no Council. That changed
during Penthor'sfind year on the throne.

The more powerful title holders and land owners formed a body that would act as an advisor to the
Duke, lest the interests of the nobility be forgotten. They would look at the current political and social
trends to see which might be harmful to their own holdings, and advise accordingly.

It was away to put pressure on a Duke who too often failed to take into account the most important
people. It had seemed to many of the Lords that Penthor was more interested in the common man than
those who mattered. Penthor, unwilling to be pressured by the Council, was eventudly forced to
abdicate. Dathan had often warned Penthor it would be impossible to rule High Gondylar without the
support of the nobility; Penthor hadn't believed it. He had learned differently.



When the Council had dared to consider open rebellion, Penthor had had to choose between using the
army on his own subjects or stepping down. Parth was till not certain held made the right choice.

With Penthor gone, there had been nothing to stand in the Council's way. They'd selected one of their
own to rule the Dukedom—Virno of the house of Therak. Duke Virno had shown his appreciation by
giving the Council of Lordslegd status, granting it many powers, including the ability to sdect anew
Duke should the need arise.

Whichiswhy Parth knew it was unlikely that even asingle Lord mourned Theraint's passng. They were
no doubt all delighted that Theraint had named no successor, nor had he sired an heir. The Gondylarian

throne stood vacant, hence the ensuing chaos. Each faction had its own interestsin mind, and more than
half wanted the throne for themsalves.

Parth watched while they argued, certain no one was listening to anyone ese. Only Teryl of the House of
Charnath remained silent, watching and waiting. Often, it was Teryl who brought some sort of order to
the assembly, though officialy the Council had no leader.

At last, when enough time had been wasted, Teryl stood and cleared histhroat. A few of the Lords
continued to argue, but soon even they fdll slent.

The House of Charnath was one of the three most powerful housesin High Gondylar, so Teryl's opinion
carried much weight. Every eyewas on him, but he did not rush. Instead, he dowly looked around the
room, making sure to meet each gaze. He did not speak until the long, dow pan was compl eted.

"My friends, this bickering will get us nowhere. | have listened to asmuch of it as| cantake. Y ou fight
over the throne like apack of dogs fighting for a scrap of meat and in doing so weaken the Dukedom.
Tdl me, do you think Dominais stting still while our country deteriorates around us? What kind of men
are we that we would think only of ourselves at the expense of our homeand? | love High Gondylar and
would save her. To that end, | will it on the throne as regent until a Duke can be selected.”

The slence was complete. If Teryl desired the throne for himself, none of the other houses had the power
to stop him. Before any objections could be voiced, he continued.

"As| have said before, | have no ambition. | am satisfied to be Lord of my holdings and certainly have no
desireto st on the throne longer than necessary. But until a Duke can be selected, High Gondylar must
have direction. Consequently, | will absent mysdf from this Council. When you have made adecison, |
will gladly step down.”

Without another word, he walked dowly from the room, followed by his advisor. The ensuing madness
was worse than it had been before he'd spoken.

* k% k %

Kestryl sat sllently, watching Dauber Uaks cast his spell. Cyannelay in Dauber's bed, the largest and
most comfortablein the caverns. She was naked, but covered with alinen sheet. Benegth, she was well
restrained. While thiswas not usualy apart of the process, Dauber thought it prudent to see the effects
of the spdll before allowing Cyanne her freedom.

Kestryl watched as the mage chanted and gestured. He didn't understand the language, though heldd
heard it many times before. The old speech was difficult to learn, and he had never taken thetime. The
Bladesman depended on sted and honor to handle lifesinjustices. Which iswhy when he couldn't solve
his problems by sword, he returned to the caves of Dauber Uaks.

For along time the mage droned on, dmost lulling the Bladesman to deep. When he stopped, Kestryl



turned his attention to the bed. For severa seconds, Cyanne lay ill, then she opened her eyes. When
she spoke, her voice was stronger than it had beenin along time.

"Kestryl? Where am 1? What isthe meaning of this? Who isthis man?"
Beneath the sheet, she struggled against the restraints. Kestryl hurried to her.
"Areyou dl right, M'lady?’

"How did we get here? Wheré's Tanrif?'

"You arein the caves of Dauber Uaks."

“The mage?”

"None other."

"And what has become of my husband?'

Kestryl's heart skipped a beat. He had been prepared to explain her son's absence. This was something
he had not counted on.

"Y our Highness, what isthe last thing you remember?” asked Dauber.

"Wewerein the Temple of the Sarithan Assassins. Now we're here. Someone had better tell me what's
goingon."

"The Fortress collapsed, M'lady,” said Kestryl. 1 used the gauntlet to teleport us out, but couldn't reach
Tanrif intime. Theroof wasgoing to give."

"You l&ft him there?”

"M'lady believe me, there was no way to save him. Wed dl be dead if I'd tried.”
Cyannetried to Sit up, and Dauber moved to unbind her.

"Better | should have died, than abandon the man | loved.”

"No, M'lady, it isnot better. Tanrif would not have wanted that. He commanded meto bring you to
safety. It was an order, and | was honor bound to obey.”

Cyanne had started crying and Kestryl could not make out her words for sometime. He reached out a
hand to comfort her, but she dapped it away. Afterwards, he stood slently, rdiving anightmare he
thought long behind him. Finally, when the tears subsided and Cyanne had been freed, she sat on the
bed, the cover wrapped around her pale, shaking body.

For along time, no one spoke. Then Cyanne looked at the Bladesman.
"I never had the chanceto tell him, Kestryl."

"Tdl him?'

Cyanne's eyes hardened. “ Surely you remember | am with child.”

Dauber stepped in before he could answer. “Y our Highness, please rest now. | must talk with your
bladesman, but | shal return him to you shortly."



Shelooked from one man to the other before answering. “Very well."

Shelay back and closed her eyes, but it was clear she was not deeping. Dauber gestured for Kestryl to
follow.

Once the door had closed behind them, Kestryl grabbed the mage by the arms.
"What the hell happened?’

"The spdll was successful.”

"Areyou insane? It's taken her back eighteen years.”

Dauber sighed and pulled away.

"Kestryl, the spell takes a person back to before amajor trauma. It is clear that Cyanné's fedling that she
had abandoned Tanrif was never resolved. That trauma defined the rest of her life. The spell was
successful. She doesn't remember anything that happened after, and if you take my advice, you won't tell
her. Pretend you have only recently returned from the Idands of Dawn.”

"Won't she notice how much older | am?Won't it be ashock for her thefirst time she sees her
reflection?’

"| took theliberty of modifying her perceptionswhilein her mind. Shewill see hersdlf, and you, as she
aways has. Thereisno way shewill be able to know how much time has passed.”

"But she thinks she's pregnant.”
"Sheis”
Kestryl wanted to strike the mage but held hisanger. “Y ou didn't think that afact worth mentioning?'

"l didn't know until | cast the spell and sensed the new life within her. Then she regained consciousness.
I'm sorry."

"But it's her son'schild. You can't let her carry it."

"She doesn't know, Kestryl. And if you don't tell her, she never will. If you do tell her, you risk the return
of thememories, and her previous condition.”

Kestryl walked away. When the High Priestess of Sheba had told him he would pay, held never
envisoned anything like this. The rage within faded. For the first time ever, hewould haveto lieto his
Duchess. Hewould stay with her and protect her, and watch her pregnancy progress. His pain would
grow within, an imperfect reflection of the child's development.

For along time Kestryl wandered the caverns, lost in amaze of despair from which he feared hewould
never emerge.

* * * %

Cyanne couldn't hear what was being said behind the door, though she was well aware there was
something she wasn't being told. The Gauntlet of Teeportation had taken her, Tanrif and Kestryl from the
Darkdom of Vykon to Fandar in the Idands of Dawn. There had been no loss of consciousness at that
time. The mage had asked her to tell him the last thing she remembered. Was there something wrong with
her mind? She thought back.



The sounds of battle, the thrill of thefight. She had been using Lordsblade, and it had taken hold of her
mind with her blessing. Tanrif had died, and without him she didn't care what happened to her.

But then, amiracle. The Bladesman had blown the Horn of Tenithior, and the warrior Dukes of High
Gondylar had risen from the dead. Even Dathan, her father, had been resurrected, but strangely that
hadn't made much of an impression. She had not grown up knowing her father and, though she would
have been interested in speaking with him, hisreturn would hardly have made adifferencein her adult life.

But Tanrif had come back. Even Lordsblade's control could not overpower the love she held for her
husband.

The Dukes had gonefor the support pillars, and Tanrif had been in trouble. She'd thrown him
Lordsblade. She remembered the explosion and waking up here, wherever here was. But she had been
clothed then and was naked now. And she hadn't been tied to a bed.

She knew then part of her memory was missing. It was clear Kestryl did not want her to know, so she
would not ask him. She would keep the redlization to herself and look to solve the mystery.

She was the daughter of Dathan and Amaga, and no one would keep the truth from her—not even her
Bladesman.

* k% k %

It was not rare to see the town square of the City of Crossed Swords full, so to the casua observer it
made little impression. Even those at the center of the disturbance didn't suspect what was about to
happen would become part of history.

Bone stood in the center of the makeshift wooden platform, surveying the surrounding crowd. Behind him
and to the | eft stood the heir to the Gondylarian throne. Bone had selected Tanrif's garb—abrown
v-neck tunic to draw attention to the Amulet of Dreaming, amatching leather jerkin, breeches and boots.
Dressed that way he looked remarkably like hisfather. Bone raised a hand, and gradually the buzz of
conversation faded until slencereplaced it.

Bone's deep voice carried easily over the gathering.
"Citizens of the Crossed Swords, | bring news that could change your lives."
Theworldly crowd did not react. It was not the first time they had heard such.

"Many of you know me to be aman of secrecy, though | have long lived among you. | am amercenary
and like many of you, | havefound lifein High Gondylar has recently grown more complex.”

Severd of the crowd nodded agreement, though they couldn't know where he was leading.

"All of our current problems can trace their way back to the palace at Gondylar. We have gone so long
without aleader, sometimesit becomes hard to remember that we are Gondylarians.”

More nods from the crowd.

"More and more, we are seeing Dominan soldiersthis side of the Serpent, and more often than not it is
our blood that is spilled. When wasthe last time any of you have felt secureriding out from the city?!

He paused, letting the question sink in. In truth, it had never been safe in that area of Gondylar, but it had
been safer. Once, theriver called the Serpent had been enough of abarrier to deter Dominan troops
from an excess of activity in Gondylarian lands, but lately it had been less so. And the people surrounding



him knew it.

"What of it?" shouted aman in thefront. “Wedl know that these are hard times. How isit you can help
us, and what do you stand to gain?"

Bone looked directly at the man and smiled. It was the exact question for which he'd waited.
"If we had a strong Duke on the throne, Dominawould think twice about such raids, don't you think?'
Half the crowd wore looks of confusion, while the other half leaned forward expectantly.

"The man behind meisthe rightful her to the throne of High Gondylar. Hisnameis Tanrif. He was Duke
before Penthor.”

"Tanrif?" shouted atal man from the crowd. “ The one who avenged Denworceno's death?"
"None other,” replied Bone, smiling.

The crowd began to murmur. It was along time before it grew quiet enough for the n to continue.
The tal man made hisway through the throng until he stood just before the stage.

"How do we know that it'sredlly him?’ asked ared-faced woman.
Bone had anticipated the question, but before he could answer another man spoke up.
"Itishim. | can swear toit."

All eyesturned toward the speaker, who was also making hisway to the stage. The man who had first

spoken seemed short compared to the new arrival, who was a good deal heavier and a decade or two
older aswell. Bone's eyes widened in surprise. He had not often been lucky in hislife, having dwaysto
rely on hisskill. Luck such asthis was unprecedented.

"Come up, Lord Letheren. Let everyone see and hear you."

The man stepped up onto the stage. If the City of Crossed Swords had aruler, Lord Letheren wasit. If
he accepted Tanrif asthe heir, no onein the Crossed Swords would doubt the legitimacy of hisclaim to
the throne.

"You al know me. | have lived my entire life in the Crossed Swords and owned Denworceno's Den
when it was still called Renegades. Twenty years ago, | used to tend my own bar. Denworceno worked
out of there. Shortly before his degth, aman came to me, asking meif | knew where Denworceno wasto
be found. Thisman.” He swung amesty arm around to point at Tanrif. “ A few dayslater, | waswitness
to the battle where Skandl ruthlessy took Denworceno'slife. This man was there that day. He rode at
the time with Kestryl the Bladesman and the Duchess Cyanne, whom he later married. He killed Skandl,
thus avenging my friend's degth. I, for one, an hisman.”

With those words, he knelt before Tanrif and bowed his head. It only took Tanrif amoment to overcome
hissurprise.

"Arise, Lord Letheren. | am proud to acknowledge your dlegiance."
Boneturned his gaze upon the crowd. “Who esewill swear dlegiance to the rightful heir?’

The crowd surged forward as one, each eager to swear to the throne. They had grown tired of theraids
and the doubt. It did not matter who led them, aslong as they were led, and in these parts Tanrif wasdl



but legend. It would not have been ahard tale to peddie, even without Lord Letheren'sintervention.

It took along time for each person to knedl. Just before the last of it was done, aman on horseback,
bearing the officid sed of the palace at Gondylar, rode toward them. Bone's eyes narrowed, and the
people who had not yet sworn alegiance faded back into the crowd, waiting to see what newsthe
messenger bore before taking their oaths.

"Lord Letheren!” cdled the messenger. “Lord Letheren!”
"Up here”

The royal messenger rode to the stage ignoring the crowd, who quickly scattered out of hisway.

L etheren stepped down, but gave Tanrif aglance before reaching for the paper. Heread it quickly,
ignoring the fact that he had become the center of attention. After a short time, he looked up. Hisvoice,
while not as deep as Bone's, carried just the same.

"Duke Theraint is dead. He has been murdered.”

The crowd surged forward, reaching for the stage with an dmost fanatic frenzy. In the back of the
crowd, aman'svoice caled out: “Long live Duke Tanrif."

It wasn't long before the entire assemblage picked up the chant.
In the center, Tanrif looked around at the press of bodies and, seizing the opportunity, spoke.

"I need men to follow me. We will march from city to city and, when | have been accepted, we will take
thethrone.”

The cry that went up from the crowd was like nothing the city had ever heard. People emerged from
buildings to see what was happening and more till looked on from windows. It was not long before the
sguare was more packed than it had ever been. Bone stared at the throng in amazement.

Tanrif'sfather had had the luck of the gods, and it seemed asif his son had inherited it, dlong with his
looks. The sea of people took up the chant until nothing else could be heard.

"Tanrif! Tanrif! Tanrif!"

Bone joined the chant himsdlf. It was, he noted, almost areligious experience.

* * % %

Thulrak stared at the man on the stage and the people surrounding it. Wasiit possible he waslooking at
thelost Duke of High Gondylar? If so, the Emperor'sinvasion plans might come to naught.

Tanrif'sexploits were well-known even in Domina. During hisbrief reign, the young Duke had managed
many featsthat, had the actua events not been verified by sources beyond reproach, would not have
been bdlieved. If that man wanted the throne, he would take it, and Dominas chances for conquering the
Dukedom would be jeopardized. Though he hadn't planned on sending areport this soon, he felt thiswas
information the Emperor must have,

He ran swiftly to the inn where he and his team had taken rooms. He opened the door to hisand,
ignoring Timor's questioning stare, walked to the pack on the floor. He reached inside, removed a
stoneware jug and placed it gently on the table. He took asmall square piece of paper from his pouch
and, using the quill and ink dready on the table, began to write.



Should the message be intercepted, it would reved little. The code he used was a complex one,
consisting of various dots, crosses and arrows. He kept the message brief. After he finished writing, he
placed the quill down on the table, and turned his attention to the jug.

Carefully, he worked the cork free and placed adrinking glass over the opening. In lessthan aminute, a
two-inch long beetle crawled from the container into the glass. Theinsect walked up the inside surface
eadly. When it reached the top, Thulrak lifted the glass and placed in down on the table's surface, so the
insect could not escape. He replaced the stopper.

Thulrak had used such beetles before, though only the richest noblesin Domina could afford them. Their
discovery more than fifty years ago was one of the Empire's best-kept secrets—for good reason. It was
the one resource that gave Dominan intelligence adistinct advantage over that of other countries. The
sangreth was not in anyway conspicuous, no different from many other species. It was aheavy-bodied
black beetle with short furry antennae. 1ts six stunted legs were somewhat ineffective; however, the
sangreth was one of the strongest fliersin the world, and certainly the fastest.

He rolled the message carefully, took the creature from the glass and grasped it firmly. If dlowed, it
would fly away. Holding it down with hisleft hand, helifted itsright wing and carefully dipped therolled
paper into the narrow pouch attached to the body. The pouch was a natura feature of the sangreth's
anatomy. Thulrak didn't understand its Significance. It did, however, hold asmal paper nicely in place.

Y ears of practice had made him an expert a handling sangreth. He brought it to the room's single
window. The sky wasjust now beginning to darken, but he knew that night would not interfere with the
creature's return. No matter how far a sangreth was removed from its net, it dways, somehow, found its
way back, faster than most people would believe.

This oné's nest was completely enclosed by glassin agarden a the Emperor's palace. When it arrived, a
handler would catch it, remove the message and place it back into the nest, where it would breed. It
would only take aday or so to get there, while Thulrak and his party had taken severd. He watched the
beetle until it disappeared from sight, then placed the jug back in the pack with care. Such creastureswere
expensive and he was respongble for them. Timor watched but did not speak, as was proper,
congdering hislower rank. If Thulrak did not address him, he would maintain hisslence.

"Alert the others. Weleave by first light. | want to bein Gondylar by week'send.”
Timor bowed before backing from the room. “ As you wish, Commander.”

Thulrak watched him go. He desperately hoped that the man standing on stage was not Tanrif. Helay
down on the bed and closed his eyes, but the image of the scene at the town square would not leave him.

* k x %

Severd dayslater, Cyanne was no closer to learning what had happened after they'd tel eported away
from the Fortress- Temple. Kestryl had been unusually silent during that time, and while the mage had
been cordid, it was clear he would not be telling Cyanne anything. The slence gave her alot of timeto
think.

Dauber Uaks had given her free run of the caverns, and she spent alot of time exploring. Unlikethe
Darkdom of Vykon, Dauber's home was brightly furnished, resembling more a country house than the lair
of agreat mage. Sitting before afirein acomfortable chair, staring at the paintings that adorned thewalls,
it was easy to forget shewasin acave.

Cyanne discovered one room filled with sculptures and tapestries. It quickly became her favorite.
Dauber, apparently, was a serious collector. It must have cost him agood amount of gold to set this



place up. The room was comfortably furnished, and she spent much time Sitting in an oversiuffed chair
that gave her agood view of a sculpture of lorana. Not far away, abust of Delran, her father's father,
occupied an ornate shelf on the wall.

At first, she could think about little but her husband. The first time sheld watched him die was on abodt,
sailing between two of the Idands of Dawn. She watched the blood ooze from a pair of wounds that
marked the beginning of theend. The n had paid for his crime, but it wasn't enough.

Cyanne had held him until held passed beyond the velil, then fell apart completely. She remembered the
long night of anger and despair. Her biggest regret was not having told Tanrif she was pregnant. He went
to his death never knowing about his son.

When Kestryl later blew the Horn of Tenithior and summoned the warrior Dukes of High Gondylar from
beyond the grave, Tanrif had appeared with them. Her father was there too but, possessed by
Lordshlade, Cyanne could only think of one thing—xkilling more Assassins.

During the battle there had been no timeto talk, but Cyanne wasthrilled that sheld findly be ableto
inform her husband of her pregnancy. Fate had given her a second chance. How unfair that Tanrif should
twice be denied that knowledge.

The Bladesman had assured her Tanrif was dead, but did she know that? Had he not cheated death
once? Y et something inside told her he was gone and that he wouldn't be coming back. It was more than
intuition and she didn't understand it. The certainty was more than it should have been given the Situation.

And there was another detail that bothered her.

Ethrellen women not only know they're pregnant, but also know beyond al doubt whether the child will
be aboy or girl. Cyanne had been pregnant with aboy. She had dready decided to name him Tanrif,
after hisfather. It was the least she could do, considering the circumstances of his birth.

Y et now, she was certain she was carrying agirl. It made no sense at dl. She had never heard of an
Ethrellen wrongly determining her child's gender. If such things did happen, no one had told her.

Shedidn't mention the anomaly to ether the Bladesman or Dauber Uaks. Whileit was possible the mage
might have some understanding in this matter, it was o true that both men were keeping something
from her.

Better they didn't know of her suspicions until she had time to work them out for herself.

* * * %

The Bladesman's anger grew by the day. The High Priestess of Sheba had warned him thiswould
happen, but that didn't prepare him for the press of feglings. Fedings such as held never experienced
before. It wasn't only anger.

For eighteen years, he'd not only accepted Cyanne's delusions, but had insisted her son do the same.
During those years, he served her asif shewere ill Duchess. She didn't need him as bladesman. What
Cyanne needed was aman. On that count, he had failed.

Findly, he understood hewasin love with her. After all the years of serviceit had never occurred to him.
Hislovefor Cyanne wasn't the love of aservant for aruler, as had been hisfedings toward Dathan and
Amaga, but was something degper and more intimate. Only hisyears of training, and perhapstoo the age
difference between them, had prevented him from redizing it.

But the fedings arrived too late. He couldn't tell her now. She didn't remember the last eighteen years. In



her mind, Tanrif was only recently dead and any attempt to replace him at this point was doomed.

Also, she blamed Kestryl for making her abandon Tanrif. It was unfair, but there was nothing he could
say in his defense—nothing more than had aready been said and rgected. Cyanne, whom he loved,
would never forgive him,

Each day he spent with her ate away at his sanity. He could have saved her and didn', for he waited too
long to recognize hisfedings. Thisfueled hisanger to the point where he could barely look at her, let
aonetalk to her. So he played the part of bladesman, al the time the cancer growing insde until hefelt it
would consume him.

It came to him one morning in aflash. Kestryl knew what had to be done to put this behind him. He
would haveto find and kill Cyanne's son. He would have to avenge the atrocity that had destroyed the
woman he loved. But there was no way he could do it if he stayed with Cyanne.

Y et how could he leave her? Now, at her age, pregnant again, she would be the most vulnerable she'd
ever been. Could he abandon her at atimelikethis?

It didn't matter. He was no good to her thisway anyway. It would only be a matter of time before he
broke down and told her everything, and that he couldn't bear. The pain of leaving her would tear him
gpart, but the pain of lying to her every day waskilling him. For thefirgt timein hislife, he had no choice
but to run.

But first, hewould haveto provide for her protection. He owed her that much. Where could he leave
her? Dauber Uaks would not want her on a permanent basis, nor could he return her to Gondylar. After
much consideration, he could only come up with asingleidea.

Hewould bring her back to the Shop of Demendil. Demendil, asfar as he knew, still owned the shop in
Stratus and would not shirk his duty, even if hewas older. Of course, Demendil might have closed the
shop by now, or even returned to High Gondylar. There was no way to find out without taking the trip.

The more he thought about it, the more certain he became. Demendil was his only hope. He prayed to
Shebathat the weapon smith was ill in Stratus.

For there was no way he could stay with Cyanne and remain sane.

* * % %
"M'lady it istimefor usto go."

Cyanne was surprised by the announcement. She had thought he'd brought her to the caves of Dauber
Uaksto keep her safe until the pregnancy had run its course.

"Where are we going?'
"I'm taking you back to the Shop of Demendil.”

Cyanne's eyeswidened asif the idea had never occurred to her. Still, she sensed the decision involved
more than reuniting her with Demendil and Lylea.

"Why? Shouldn't we wait here until my daughter isborn?!

She could amost fed Kestryl wince and wondered again why he reacted so every time she brought up
the child.



Kestryl had an answer ready for her. “M'lady, since you are no longer interested in the throne, thereisno
reason for you to stay here. Y our eye color immediately identifies your lineage and thus makes High
Gondylar more dangerous for you. In Stratus, many have never heard of Ethrellen. Y ou will be safe
there. Unlessyou would like to return to Gondylar and sit on the throne.™

"Weve adready discussed that. | would bein no less danger there. Let Penthor rule High Gondylar. He
was my father's choice anyway. I'm sure he's better at it. | came to see my parent's desth avenged and
have done 0."

"Precisaly. So there is no reason to stay and every reason to go. Once you are safe in the Shop, | can
return to High Gondylar and help secureit.”

Cyanne could not mask her surprise. “Oh, of course.”

She had thought Kestryl would remain with her. Foolishness. His place was with the Duke. Hewas a
warrior, not amidwife.

The decison made, neither brought it up again, though Cyanne lived in dread of the day Kestryl would no
longer be by her side.

* * * %

The next morning, Kestryl lowered Cyanne down the cliff face by rope and climbed down after. He
navigated the wal effortlessy, while Cyanne watched amazed. When he reached the bottom, they started
toward the cart.

"I never knew you could climb likethat."

"l can't. But | grew up in these caves, raised by Dauber. It isaclimb | have made hundreds, if not
thousands of times."

"I didn't know. Actudly, | don't know much about your past before you met my grandfather.”

Kesiryl smiled at the memory then grew serious. “I wasn't living before | became a servant of the throne.™
"Surely that's not true, Kestryl. Y ou weren't born the day you knelt to Delran.”

"Youreright. | wasborn ayear earlier.”

Cyanne looked to seeif he was joking. He smiled and moved more quickly.

Cyanne spent the next severd hourstrying to find out more about the Bladesman's past, but apparently
hefelt hed said enough.

It was only adistraction. The secrets she was most interested in were far more recent and considerably
more important.

* k k %

It took three days to reach the north coast of High Gondylar. During that time they spoke, though never
about anything of consequence. It was asif they were casud acquaintances. Strangely enough that might
not have been far from the truth.

While the Bladesman had known Cyanne for close to twenty years, Cyanne's dtered memory only
placed them together for about six months, during which time she had been largely preoccupied by
Tanrif.



Kestryl didn't spesk much for fear of giving something away. Cyannewas till in mourning over Tanrif's
death and didn't often fed like talking anyway. So the Bladesman spent much of the time concentrating
on their surroundings.

Athlanawas nothing like the Bladesman remembered. The city had grown so large, it took him twice as
long to reach the docks from the city's outskirts asit had the last time hed come thisway. A whole new
section had been added.

The old city, where the port was located, was more run down than he remembered. The condition of the
buildings reminded him of hisrecent visit to Gondylar. He hoped that the entire country did not suffer so.

Shipsfor hire were abundant, but finding one willing to cross The Midtress proved more difficult than he
had guessed. It was easier, he found, to buy passage on a ship going to the Sunset Ides. Hopefully, at the
port of Dusk, he would find a ship bound for Stratus.

He eventualy decided on amid-sized merchant vessel cdled Sea Stalker. It was, hefdt, nicdy
inconspicuous. Kestryl didn't believe anyone was looking for them, but alifetime of caution was hard to
overcome. He booked passage for himself and Cyanne, but gave the names Tharik and Charonato the

captain.

It would be two days before Sea Stalker set sail, which gave them time to explore. They took aroomin
one of the more pleasant innslocated in the newer section of the city and spent the remaining time
walking around the Streets, occasionaly stopping in shops to make smal purchases.

Theirony of the Situation was not lost on the Bladesman. If he had made hisfedlings known when he had
the chance, or even recognized them himself, he could have been happy with Cyanne. Instead, the days
spent in Athlanawere bleak parodies of what might have been.

Cyanne buried hersdlf in exploring the town, not wanting to think. Sometimes, she was able to distract
hersdlf from dl that had happened, and during those moments shefdt truly at peace. Then her gaze
would shift to the Bladesman and the moment would be lost.

She could fed hispain. At first she thought he missed Tanrif, but she rgjected that. While Tanrif's death
had hurt him, shefdt aso an underlying unrelated anger. She didn't understand the reason for this, and it
hurt her that she could not help him. The Bladesman remained closed to her. If he would not reved the
source of his pain, there was nothing she could do abot it.

She spent time thinking about her missing memories. Thisgave her abit of distraction from her grief,
though she made no further progress on the matter.

Perhaps when they were aboard the ship, there would be less distraction and she would be able to
interrogate the Bladesman more forcefully. Shewas il the Duchess of High Gondylar, and if he
continued his slence, she would command him to tell her the truth.

* * * %

The day Sea Stalker et sail was asfine aday as one could wish for. The sky was blue and clear, the
relentless tropica sun was softened by astrong breeze from the west and the docks were like a painting
by an artist who overused colors.

The brown wood of the pier was set off by the pastels of the shopsthat lined itslength, the vivid sails of
the fishing vessdls and the unlikely combinations of colorsworn by many of the sallors. It seemed to
Cyannethat the only requirement to a seafarer's garb was an unlikely combination of shades.



Cyanne watched asthe pier diminished into the distance before disappearing completely. She sensed
someone watching and turned. She was not surprised to find the Bladesman staring. He schooled his
expresson quickly, but she still caught ahint of what it had been. Anger again. Was he angry with her?

She turned back to the ocean and leaned on therail. It had been on aship like thisthat Tanrif had died.
He had been stabbed by the captain of the ship, who had in turn been dispatched by the Bladesman.
How long had it been? A week? Two? A month?

Shethought of him then, Tanrif. She could picture him, sword in each hand, sparring with the Bladesman.
How skillful he was! She had been so proud.

She shook her head. No, Tanrif didn't fight with two swords; he fought with one. She toyed with the
memory and it seemed redl. He was sparring with the Bladesman on agrassy plain, surrounded by hills.
Had she dreamt it? She didn't think so.

She decided to test the memory. When shelooked again, Kestryl was looking out to sea.

"I ill misshim,” shesaid.

"l know you do."

"He admired you, you know. Y ou taught him much."

Kestryl turned to study her face, apparently concerned. She ignored the expression and swept on.

"l loved watching the two of you spar. Two men with four swords; one wouldn't think you could move so
fast. | could watch the two of you spar forever. | remember how long Tanrif stood against you. It
surprised me.”

Shefelt him tense and knew the truth of it, no matter what he answvered.
"M'lady, your husband fought with but asingle blade.
"How slly of meto haveforgotten.”

Cyanne turned back to the sea. Kestryl leaned on therail beside her, but spoke no more. She thought
furioudy. If the memory wasred, what did that mean?

It meant Kestryl and Tanrif had sparred at some point after the find battle. Tanrif had survived. Why
didn't Kestryl want her to know that? Had something again happened to her husband? Did he leave her?
No, Tanrif would never do thet.

Then she thought about how his persondlity had changed. It had been a different man who had cometo
claim her from the Darkdom of Vykon. Harder—more distant. Had the manipulations of the Goddess of
Magic hurt him so badly? If only she knew the truth.

Stll, theidea Tanrif was till divefilled her with hope.

* k x %

Parth stood before the Regent of High Gondylar, waiting to be recognized. In the two weeks since Teryl
had taken over, hed been more of a Duke than the throne had seen since Penthor had abdicated fifteen
years earlier. It was a shame he didn't want the position.

Teryl was spesking with aLord of the House of Freyrath, afamily amost asinfluential asthe House of
Charnath, Teryl'slineage. The only other house nearly asinfluentia was Therak. The three houses,



Therak, Freyrath and Charnath were the richest and most powerful political forcesin the Dukedom. If
two agreed on a Duke, it would be done. With Teryl absent from the Council, only two had avoice.
Y ears of competition madeit unlikely they would agree on anything, much lesswho would st on the
throne.

"Surely you can do better than that,” said the Regent. “I will do my duty, but | have my own holdingsto
attend to, and I'm anxiousto return to my family."

"My Lord, we are doing the best we can, but you have attended your share of Council meetings. Each
time ahopeful gains momentum, someone dsetriesto shift the balance against them. Severd people,
notably those who have no shot at the throne, are trying to convince the rest of usthat we should crown
you."

"I don't want to be Duke. | have enough trouble running my own properties.”

The Lord didn't speak, but it was obvious from the look on his face that he agreed with those of the
Council who wanted to crown the Regent. Teryl sighed.

"Very well. Seewhat you can do to accelerate things.”

With the barest of bows the Lord Ieft the throne room. The Regent turned his attention to the bladesman.
Until now they had said little to each other, since there had been nothing of consequenceto say. That had
changed thismorning. Teryl stifled ayawn, though whether it was born of fatigue or boredom Parth
couldnt tell.

" S0, bladesman, what news do you bring me?”

Parth cleared histhroat. He was not sure how histidings would be received. “One of my informants just
rode in from the frontier with some rather startling news. It would seem thereisaman in the City of
Crossed Swords who saysthat heis Duke Tanrif and apparently, heis accepted as such, at least there.
Hehas, itissaid, an eye on the throne.”

Teryl shrugged and yawned again. “Isthat it then?”
Parth, surprised, controlled hisanger. “Isit not enough?”

Teryl spoke dowly, asif gpeaking to achild. “It isnot uncommon that some rabble-rouser will claim
lineage to the throne, even during peaceful times. How much more likely isit now?"

"Thereismore,” said Parth quietly. “I am not certain heis apretender. There is much evidence that
supportsthe fact that he may be who he clams.”

The Regent's eyebrowsrose. “I do not, cannot, believe that Tanrif lives after all these years. Y ou say the
evidenceiscompdling?

"Eyewitnesses, many quite reliable, swear he isthe same man who defeated the mercenary Skandl.” Not
to mention Kestryl'swords about the rightful heir.

"It has been dmost twenty years since the Duke's disappearance. Honestly, bladesman, if that isdll there
isto subgtantiate the claim, 1 would not much heed it.”

"Werethat dl the evidence, | would not have called it compelling. The man who clamsto be Duke also
wears an Amulet of Dreaming around his neck. What are the odds of that?"



"Areyou certain? Could it be afake?"

"My man doesn't think so. The pretender, if that'swhat heis, aready has quite anumber of followers. As
if that were not enough, he and asmal army have |eft the city traveling south, to where, | cannot say. I |
had to guess | would say Wildor might be his destination. Especialy if he searchesfor men.”

Teryl nodded. Clearly he wasthinking along the same lines. Parth waited while the Regent turned the
gtuation over in hismind.

"Wdl then,” said the Regent findly, “1 think we should ready the army, just in caseit comes down to
that.”

"Y ou mean to fight him then, M'lord?’

"I mean to find out whether heiswho he saysheis. If it turns out that heis Tanrif, the throne belongsto
him, and maybe, just maybe, his reputation will keep the jackdsat bay. If heisan impostor, he must be
stopped. It isimportant that none of the Council finds out about this. It would not do to have the rightful
ruler nated on the whim of acretin with ambition. Let's keep this between us until we know more,
athough I'm sure that it won't be long before the rumors catch up to us.”

Teryl stopped speaking and looked thoughtful . Parth waited patiently for him to continue.
"Y ou knew Tanrif persondly, didn't you?"
"Yes, M'lord."

"Good. | want you to go and seek out this pretender. If heiswho he claimsto be, guard him and bring
him to Gondylar. If hesnat, kill him."

Parth smiled, and bowed lower than he had in many years.

"It will be apleasure, M'lord."

* * % %

The Bladesman stood at the fore of the Sea Stalker, watching shore approach. They had made it to the
Sunset Idesin just under seven weeks.

Theidands were nothing like he remembered. When last he saw it, Dusk had been no larger than asmall
town. Now it was agood-sized city, dmost aslarge as Stratus and somewhat larger than Athlana. Its
sreets, never having been widened, were too narrow for the flow of traffic and, asaresult, getting from
one place to another took much longer than it should have.

The Sunset Ides had become atrade center and had apparently prospered in the last two decades. The
vast market offered goods from the Skyshore Realm, Gondylar, Domina—even the Borderlands. This
last was something new and displayed the fact that even the Borderlands had prospered during hisyears
of seclusion.

He and Cyanne made their way through the crowded marketplace. They needed to purchase supplies
before attempting to find a northbound ship. Trueto his cautious nature, Kestryl continued to use his
dias

Cyanne looked about her, wonder clearly displayed on her face. This was one of the finest markets shed
ever seen. The qudity of merchandise was excdlent, aswere the prices. If buying in quantity, thiswould
be the place to go.



Cyanne stopped frequently to look at clothes and accessories, while Kestryl waited patiently. Twice she
purchased looser outfits, since the dresses she owned were dready tight on her, and there were ill five
monthsto go before she gave birth. Left with no choice, Kestryl dedlt with the Situation as best he could,
reserving the bulk of hisanger for the child'sfather.

He grimaced when the thought struck him and again swore he would see Tanrif dead. Hewas so lost in
thought, he didn't notice the older man gpproach. The man studied him closely before launching himsdf.
Before Kestryl could react, he was caught in abear hug of immense proportions.

"Kestryl, | thought you were dead!”
Many eyes turned towards them. Then the Bladesman got hisfirgt clear look at the man holding him.

"I'm afraid you must have mistaken mefor another,” he said coldly. He hoped the man would take the
hint.
Cyanne didn't immediately recognize him, though she thought she should. He was an older man, with

weathered skin and a broad smile. He spoke Gondylarian with no hint of an accent. It was the sound of
hisvoice that brought it back to her, dong with a stunning reveation.

"Don't you recognize him, Kestryl. 1t's Sr Andres. It's been along time, apparently.”
Kestryl returned the embrace then. When his mouth was right next to Andres' ear, he whispered.

"All isnot asit seems. Don't say anything.” The Bladesman pulled back. “Well met, my friend. Isthere
anywherewe can tak privatdy?'

"Follow me"

Without waiting for areply, Andres turned and began to weave hisway through the throng with the skill
of onelong used to it. Severa times he had to turn and wait for them to catch up. Heled them to the
docks. Oncethere, he pointed to a beautiful yacht. Onits side, painted in red flowing Gondylarian script,
were the words The Duchess. Cyanne smiled in delight when she redlized that the ship belonged to
Andres and held named it in her honor.

Andres gestured. The Bladesman and Cyanne walked across the gangway. Only when they were safely
aboard and below deck did the three embrace.

Andres asked question after question. The Bladesman answered as quickly as he could, with Cyanne
breaking in often to embellish hiswords. Andres' eyebrows rose often, asthe story of the Duchess
abduction and the battle with the Sarithan Assassins unfolded. He was astounded at Tanrif'samazing
return from the deed.

Kestryl told the last part about the fina battle with the Sarithans and how they'd teleported away to
safety. It was the moment Cyanne had been waiting for.

"And what happened then, Kestryl ?"

Andres|ooked from one to the other, not understanding the sudden tension between them.



Chapter Three—Momentum

Wildor was as the City of Crossed Swords had once been, but while the latter over the last years had
attained somelevel of respectability, Wildor remained lawless. It was difficult to tell who wasin charge,
because that person often changed with the month.

It was important to establish the right contact, since dealing with certain people precluded dedling with
others. Tanrif till had not made a decision when Vyanda showed up.

It was approaching evening when Bone ushered her into his presence.

"Y our Highness, may | present the Lady Vyanda. She comes alone, unarmed and at her own peril. |
warned her that she might not enjoy the consequences.”

Tanrif raised an eyebrow.

She bowed formally. When she rose, he could see she was amost his height, but her bearing made her
seem taler. Her straight black hair fell loosely upon her shoulders, and she shook her head to remove
loose strands from her eyes. Her body was dender and athletic, though the loose fitting riding breeches
and tunic didn't try to accentuate it. It was easy for Tanrif to deduce that though she was éttractive,
Vyandawas not van. If she weren't one of Wildor's most influential people, he might have enjoyed her
pleasures, but he thought that business and pleasure would not mix, especidly in her case.

"The city of Wildor welcomesyou, Tanrif."

She was one of the few people who didn't address him by title. He looked her over for atime before
replying. If he'd been trying to make her nervous, he would have been disappointed. She met his gaze,
seemingly content to remain silent until he spoke.

"| didn't redlize you were the voice of thiscity."

She amiled briefly. “Many of Wildor'sinhabitants are equally ignorant. No surprise, sncethat ishow |
have arranged matters.”

Anger flashed in Tanrif'seyes. 1 havekilled people for saying less.”

"I don't think that you will kill me before you hear what | haveto say. Afterwards, | think you will find me
too profitableto kill. Certainly, | amwilling torisk it."

Tanrif kept the surprise from hisface. “I'm listening.”

Vyanda pulled up achair and sat. “Y ou need men, | have them. Not raw recruits, but trained
mercenaries. Should your ascension to the throne be anything but peaceful, they will comein handy.”

"Should | decideto ded withyou,” cut in Tanrif. “ So far, you've not offered me anything that your
competitors can't match or improve upon.”

"But how many of them will ask for nothing up front? | will receive no payment unlessyou take the
throne"

"Andif | do?"

"I want abarony, thiscity only. | will make sureto collect taxes, of which you will get your share. | cut



out the competition, you make a profit. It costs you nothing, as no Duke since Dathan has managed to
get any income out of Wildor at dl.”

"Why should | trust you? What guarantee do | have that your well-trained men don't have other orders?

"What would be the profit to me? As of now, there are five powersin Wildor, each with its own territory.
| have done wdl even in that circumstance, but it has become harder to expand. Each time take
something | lose something ese. If the throne backed my authority, who could stand against me?”

"How would you handle your competition should | grant you a barony?"

"I would allow them to do asthey do now. The only differenceis| would take a percentage. Thisway |
profit, even from the competitor's successes.”

Her eyes had not |eft his, and he found them compelling.
"You beievel will atain thethrone.

"If you are who you say you are there can be little doubt. | know what time can do to alegend, but
twenty yearsis not enough to so greetly exaggerate atae asto make it unrecognizable. If you have
accomplished half of what they say you have, then you will be successful. Part of winning is choosing the
right Sde when the power shifts. I'm betting on you."

He'd dready made the decision while she was speaking, but her cam irked him.
"Very wel. | have heard your offer and have decided to kill you anyway."

For amoment almost too brief to notice, fear touched her eyes. Sherose dowly.
"I will not beg for mercy or change the terms of my offer.”

Tanrif looked toward Bone, but Vyandas voice drew him back.

"No. If you are going to kill me, do it yourself. Give me that much respect.”

With those words, she leaned forward and placed her head on the table. She did not flinch when Tanrif
drew his sword, though he thought she did when the cold stedl touched the nape of her neck. Bone
leaned forward expectantly.

Tanrif removed the scimitar from her neck, raised it high and burst out laughing.
At firgt, Vyandawas angry but soon began to laugh. “ So, do we have aded ?"

Laughing too hard to reply, Tanrif nodded. He motioned to one of his men, who broke out a bottle of
wineto toast the dliance.

* * % %

Parth located Tanrif easily. He had little doubt the man he sought was the lost Duke. The Bladesman
himsdlf had implied Tanrif was il dive. Obvioudy, he couldn't tel Teryl how he had known thet the
pretender was legitimate. 1t would not do to implicate the Bladesman in Theraint's nation. Tanrif
needed al the help he could get.

Herodeinto Wildor late in the afternoon, and immediately headed for the inn that Tanrif had practicaly
taken over. He didn't know how hard it would be to gain an audience but was sure Tanrif would see him.
It would be good to see Tanrif again too.



Theinn was called the Silver Saddle, and held seen better. Of course, one had to make do with what
accommodations one could find thisfar from respectable civilization.

Parth relinquished his horse to the stable hand and entered the common room. It looked asif the
proprietor couldn't decide how to decorate and so had chosen bits of everything. Stuffed animal heads
hung near weapons on one wall, while another was given over to paintings and tapestries, save the
collection of daggers hanging in their midst. Half adozen tables of unfinished wood were scattered among
their more polished brethren. If any two chairs matched, Parth could not find them. There were severa
smdll clusters of people scattered about the room and, if possible, they were even more diverse than the
furnishings

It was asif High Gondylar had decided to hold a gathering from across the country, and each community
had sent representatives. A southern woman in areveding skirt and tight top spoke with aman in afur
cloak. Two tables away, asmall group of dirt-encrusted miners played cards with apair of sallors,
though what these |atter were doing so far from a port was not clear. In one corner, awoman in along
forma dress watched two men talk. One of the men was Tanrif.

Parth smiled and walked toward the trio, gpproaching dowly, waiting to be recognized. Tanrif wasthe
first to look up. Asthe bladesman approached, he became more and more astounded at Tanrif's
appearance. Twenty years had passed, yet the Duke had not changed at all. It was asif he werelooking
back through time.

"Well?" asked the man who would be Duke.
"Tanrif? It'sme. It'sParth.”
The bladesman searched for some sign of recognition but found none.

He had aged in the last two decades, but surely not so much that Tanrif wouldn't know him. Asmuch as
the man before him looked like the lost Duke, Parth was dready suspicious. Then the pretender's
demeanor changed.

"By dl thegods, | didn't think you'd turn up here. Last | saw youwas...” Tanrif alowed thewordsto trail
off.

"The palace a Gondylar ... before Cyanne's abduction. Where have you been for all these years?”

"Ahyes” sad Tanrif. “I remember now. It has been dmost twenty years, and | have been through much
since then. After | entered Vykon and defeated the Dark One, | traveled to the Idands of Dawn. It was
there that we took on the Sarithan Assassins. | wasal but killed in that struggle and, asfar as| know, the
Bladesman and Cyanne were aswell."

Parth didn't say anything. Therewas still too much he didn't know. So far, it was possible that the man
was the genuine article. It wasjust as possible he was an impostor.

"During that find battle, | received ablow to the head that caused meto forget much of my life. For
years, | wandered the Idands of Dawn, not knowing who | was or how | had gotten there.

"About ayear later, the dreams began. They haunted mefor | could not name them and | needed to.
Eventudly, pieces of memory began to return, yet there are fill periods of my lifethat are missing
entirdly. The strongest memories seem to involve Cyanne, though | only have avery sketchy idea of what
happened before her.”

"Then you do remember me,” said Parth.



Part of him wanted to believe the explanation, but if Kestryl knew Tanrif had survived, how wasit Tanrif
didn't know the Bladesman was till dive? No matter how badly he wanted to believe the man before
him wasindeed Duke Tanrif, he hadn't maintained his position al these years by being foolish. Tanrif
would understand Parth's actionsif he had to explain them.

"I wasthinking that you had forgotten. | know it was quite hectic when you first brought Cyanneto the
palace and that you weren't there for that long. It wouldn't surprise meif you'd forgotten alowly paace
guard.”

"I would not remember al the guards, but | could not forget you.”

Seemingly satisfied, Parth nodded. “I didn't think you would. Listen, I'm going to bein town for atime. Is
it true you're going to try for the throne?"

"l am indeed. | would welcome your blade, if you offer it."

"l am your man,” replied Parth. He bowed low so Tanrif wouldn't see the doubt in his eyes.

* * % %

The Bladesman looked from Cyanne to Andres and back again. He had dreaded this moment more than
any other. So far held been able to get away without lying to Cyanne. Now, he had no choice.

"Cyanne, there are some things you need to know, but I'm not sure how to tell you."

"Just tell me Kestryl. From looking at Andres| can tell that more than afew years of my memory are
gone. Dauber Ugks handiwork | would assume?’

"The mage was only trying to help you."

"l see. How long has it been since the Idands of Dawn?"
"Eighteen years, M'lady.”

"By wrath of Sheba. Eighteen yearsof my life... gone.”
Cyanne'sface paed. She never took her eyesfrom him.
"I'm afraid s0."

"What happened to my son?"

Thiswasthefirg time Andres had heard mention of Cyanne's son. He attempted and failed to mask his
surprise.

"Hedied in childbirth, M'lady. Thet triggered the whole thing I'm afraid.”
"l don't understand.”

"When you became pregnant again, it took you back to your first pregnancy. Y ou withdrew. Y ou hardly
spoke or ate. | wasworried about you. Then one day, you started talking about Tanrif asif hewere ill
dive"

"Neither of ussaw him die, Kestryl. The possihility existsthat heis"

"Heisburied, Cyanne. Buried in the ruins of the Fortress-Temple. No one, not even Tanrif, could have



survived.”
"Y ou once said the same thing when the fire viper bit him."

Kestryl shrugged. Thiswas a conversation hed had often in the distant past. It was not one he wished to
repest.

"I grew concerned for your health and took you to Dauber."
"Why him?'

"Because | trust him. He's one of the few people who knowswho you redlly are. If anyone had to poke
around in your mind, hewasthelogica choice."

Cyanne nodded and looked thoughtful.

"He cast agpell to help you ded with the trauma. Y ou dedlt with it by returning to before it happened.
Y our memorieswere gone.”

"Kedtryl...” She paused for along time asif she weren't sure she wanted to hear the answer to the next
question.

"Yes, M'lady?"
"If Tanrif isgone, whose childdo | carry?"

Kestryl dropped his head so neither she nor Andres could see his eyes. It was the one question he
feared, yet he had no choice but to answer it.

"Thechildismine, Cyanne."
Cyanne's jaw dropped and even Andres |ooked stunned.

"Isit so surprisng? The two of us, living together for so many years, away from civilization. Did you not
think wewould fal inlove?’

There was along silence before Cyanne rose.
"I'm sorry, | need to think."

She waked from the room and out onto the deck. The Bladesman moved to follow, but Andres grabbed
hiswrig.

"Leave her. She's perfectly safe on the ship.”

Kestryl nodded and sank back into the chair. Unconsciously he brought his hand to the scar on his
shoulder. How much more payment would Sheba exact from him before his sinswere paid for?

* * * %

Cyanne stared out at the waters of The Mistress. The cold night air sobered her, but that wasn't the
cause of her shaking. Cyanne had lived through much in the past years, but nothing could have possibly
prepared her for what she had learned this night. She had trusted Kestryl completely and she could no
longer do so, for he had lied to her.

Though shewas only haf Ethrellen, she had inherited her intuition from Amalga. It had dways been



flawless. Just as she knew she had been pregnant the first time, just as she knew she carried agirl, she
knew aso that it was Tanrif's blood, not the Bladesman's, that flowed in her unborn daughter's veins.

Tanrif was il dive, and for some reason the Bladesman didn't want her to know. Was he protecting
her? Was hejedous of Tanrif? Had he done away with him?

Even now, she could not beievethat of him. What then?

She thought long and hard on the matter. Wracked her brain, until it hurt. She tried to remember anything
that might give her aclue, but she could not. She was completely dependent on Kestryl for information,
though what held told her so far had not been accurate. What could she depend on then?

It seemed likely he had told the truth about how much time had passed. Andres hadn't aged that much in
afew months. What else was true? Were Dauber's motives pure? Did he do something to her? What and
why?If Kestryl wouldn't tell her the truth, what could she do?

It was like agame. The best way to be about it wasto let Kestryl believe she accepted his story. He
might let his guard down, and reved something.

Y et Kestryl was not only a cautious man, but adisciplined one aswell. She would haveto find away to
unbalance him. She needed to get him off guard. She thought hard until she settled on a course of action.

She would do nothing until they set out for the Skyshore Realm. Once they were at sea, she would take
action.

Kestryl wasn't the only one who could play games.

* * * %

Sir Andres, once of the Royd Gondylarian navy, didn't deep well that night. HEd rigged a hammock on
the deck for himself, while vacating his quarters for Cyanne and the Bladesman. It wasthe least he could
do.

Hewas delighted that Kestryl and Cyanne had survived their ordedl, both in the Darkdom of Vykon and
the Fortress- Temple of the Sarithans. Cyanne's |oss of memory, however, disturbed him greetly. Also,
according to her, Tanrif might dtill live. Wasit possble?

It didn't seem likely. Kestryl had said as much, though once he had claimed Penthor was atraitor and
that had turned out not to be true. Could Kestryl be mistaken? If so, where was Tanrif now?

Andresfdt his somach churning. It wasafamiliar sensation that he didn't a al enjoy. After Penthor's
abdication, when High Gondylar began itslong, dow backdide, Andres had resigned his post with the
Navy. Hed had enough to retire but couldn't stay in Gondylar. He could not bear to watch the
deterioration of hishomeland.

Andres had taken atrip to the Sunset Ides and decided that he liked it. Hed found himself aboat, paid
for it with most of his savings, and earned ameager living as a passenger ship captain, running people
fromidand to idand. Helived aboard the ship and didn't need much. For Andresit wasanidyllic
existence.

But High Gondylar had found him again, and the old restlessness had returned. He had been happy, why
couldn't he stay that way?

Findly, he gave up and got out of bed. Tomorrow he would help arrange passage to Stratus for hisold
friends. And when they left, he would get back to the business of being retired.



If only he could shake the fedling that this seemingly random encounter with the Bladesman and Cyanne
had changed everything.

* * * %

Kestryl stood on the deck of the Rake, taking in the sdlt air while dlowing his mind to wander. It was
good to be back at seaagain. He hadn't liked lying to Andres, but that was nothing compared to lying to
the woman he loved.

Controlling his anger had become more and more difficult. He found himsalf snapping at Cyanne for
transgressions that would not have bothered him six months earlier. He suspected Cyanne was aware
there was more he wasn't telling her, but there was nothing either of them could do about it.

Fortunately, he only had to maintain the charade for a couple of months. Then, with any luck, Cyanne
would be staying at the Shop of Demendil, and he would be free to return to High Gondylar and exact his
revenge on Tanrif.

He thought back to the day they'd spent on Andres’ boat. If it had been avesse capable of such a
voyage, he would have asked Andresto take them. However, Andrestold them of afriend, aCaptain

Y aren, whose ship, made regular runsto the Skyshore Realm. Andres had arranged passage for Cyanne
and the Bladesman.

Kestryl had stayed up late the night before they departed, talking with his old friend while Cyanne dept.
Many times during the evening held started to reved the truth about what had happened, but in the end
he could not bring himsdlf to do so.

Andres had grown tired of the Gondylarian Stuation and had removed himsdlf from it. Hed served the
throne for long enough, and Cyanne was no longer Duchess. There was nothing Andres could do to help
the Situation, so why make him to suffer it? Surely it wasn't wrong to deceive afriend to save him worry.

If only dl the Stuations life handed him were as clear-cut as combat. In a battle, you knew who you
fought and how to fight them. It was never the enemy that caused Kestryl problems, only those he loved.
Those were the battles he had never been able to win.

On hisnext foray into reality, Cyanne stood beside him. He forced a smile, though from the expression
on her face, he could tell she saw through it. He shrugged and turned back to the sea.

"It'senough, Kestryl. Now, are you going to sulk for the rest of thetrip or do you want to talk about it?*

The Bladesman didn't turn to face her, but continued to watch the waves. In the distance, large fish legpt
from the seg, only to return to it after gliding for atime on outstretched wings. Once he had known their
name but couldn't recall it now.

"Thereis nothing wrong, Cyanne.” Hetried to keep the edge from hisvoice but was not certain how
successful hewas.

Cyanne sghed and, like Kestryl, leaned againgt therail to watch the fish fly.

"For so many years, you've served me. My father and mother depended on you. | depended on you and
you were there. What's changed, Kestryl? 1 know you're not telling me the truth. Why isthat? Don't you
trust me?'

"Yes, | do."

"Then show me. Tell metherest of the story."



"l don't know what you're talking about."

Hewaked away. Cyanne followed him below deck. His cabin was barely large enough to hold the hard
mat and the chest bolted at itsfoot to prevent it from shifting in rough wesather.

Kestryl turned to look at her. She stared at him defiantly then started to undress. He blushed and turned
avay.

"M'lady, what are you doing?"
"Oh come on, Kestryl. Come show me how much you love me."
"Y ou're pregnant.”

"Yes, with your child. Y ou haven't exactly lavished much affection on me recently. I'm awoman, Kestryl,
carrying your child.” She was completely naked now. “Come and hold me, my love."

She approached, but he kept his eyes averted. “Please, Cyanne..."
"It'snot yours, isit?

Kestryl lifted the blanket from the bed and threw it over her shoulders.
"Please. Get dressed.”

Cyanne shook her head. “Tdl methetruth. | know you're trying to protect me, but you can't protect me
anymore.”

"M'lady, I'm sorry, but I've sworn to Shebal will not reveal to you what has happened. Surely, you do
not expect meto go back on my oath.”

"No, | don't. But don't lieto me again either. I'm going to figureit out, Kestryl. My memories are
returning alittle at atime. Sooner or later, I'm going to know what happened. It might aswell be sooner.”

Kestryl cursed.

"M'lady, if you trust me, if you have ever trusted me, | implore you to forget everything you know. Forget
what has happened. For your own sakewalk away from this."

She embraced him and held him close. “For my sake. Everything you do isfor my sake. What about
your own sake, Kestryl? When are you going to do something for you?"

For along time they held each other but didn't spesk again.

That night shelay beside him and he held her. Eventualy Cyanne dept, but the Bladesman did not. All
night long he lay there, totally conscious of her body next to his. She was dl he had wanted, yet he could
not have her.

For no matter what, he would never be able to accept the child of the man who'd raped her.

* k k %

Parth sat donein hisroom, contemplating his meeting with Tanrif. The man's sory of losing his memory
didn't explain everything. Why hadn't he aged in dl thistime? And why did he think the Bladesman had
died? Why had he lied about remembering Parth?



The situation was disorienting, but it wasimportant for Parth to understand what was going on. Wasthe
man legitimate or sometype of clever impostor? He had to find out before the pretender gained so much
momentum that stopping him would be impossible. Already, he had moreforcesat hisdisposd than
Parth would have believed possible.

Part of Parth wondered if it mattered whether or not this upstart was who he claimed to be. If he wasn't
Tanrif, but could take the throne and do the job, did it matter? Could he be a Dominan agent? Parth fell
back on the bed and dropped an arm over his eyes. Considering the possibilities had given him a
headache.

Wi, he had wanted change. It would have been nice to easeinto it, instead of having hisentirelifetorn
gpart, but timewas aluxury he didn't have. Perhaps after some deep his mind would be clear enough to
piece together aplan. If not, he would try to get more information. In the end, he would have to support
the pretender or attempt assassination. There was no margin for error. Whatever conclusons hefinaly
drew, he would have to act soon. Teryl was preparing the army, and the future of the Dukedom
depended on the information Parth was collecting. High Gondylar could not afford any mistakes.

When hefindly dept, hisdreamswereno hep at dl.

Hewasin the paace at Gondylar. Tanrif sat on the throne and Parth knelt before him. The Duke was
talking about battles, assassnations, taxes and weapons. At last, when he stopped, Parth spoke.

"Who areyou redly?’

The man on the throne laughed deeply, and stood. He placed a hand on either side of his head and
removed the mask he had been wearing. Parth gaped at the Duke's revealed features. Even after the
mask was removed, Tanrif's face remained unchanged.

* k% k %

It was late and most of the men were adeep. Only Bone and Tanrif remained awake, laying their plans.
Tanrif rose and stretched, trying to work the kinks from his back. Leading arevolt was hard work.

Bone looked bleary eyed. At least they had decided on a course of action. Bone would ride ahead to
Gondylar and start causing as much dissension as he could among the popul ace of the city. The benefits
would be twofold—it would wesken the cities defenses and would aso distract the paace from what
was going on elsewhere. Hed leave at firgt light taking with him ahandful of men. It wasal he needed.
They would bein Gondylar by week's end.

Tanrif would take histime, traveling south and east, going from city to city, building support. Away from
the Dominan border, citieswere lesswell defended. It would surprise Boneif any of them offered even
marginal resstance. In each city, Tanrif would swell hisforces. He would stop at severa large estates and
procure the support of the nobles or kill them. By the time he reached the capital, Bone did not believe
Gondylar would be able to defend itsalf againgt such aforce. Tanrif would lose men, but the battle would
be won.

Of course, any number of unknowns could affect the outcome, no matter how solid a plan they'd formed.
Boneyawned. “If | want to get any deep before | leave, 1'd better go.”

"Good luck. Remember, make hagte. | won't be dl that far behind you. Maybe aslittle asamonth.”

"I'll do my part. Just remember, don't trust anyone.”

With those words Bone turned and walked upstairs. Tanrif walked behind the bar and poured himself a



drink. Hewas so logt in thought he didn't hear Parth enter the room.
"Good evening, Y our Highness, you're up late."

Startled, Tanrif turned to stare at the newcomer. He had to be more careful. Parth had surprised him too
eadly. Hemust be on guard at dl times.

"I'm surprised you're awake, Parth. | thought you'd be tired from your travels.”

"Bad dreams. Seemslikethe only kind | have lately. The man | passed on the stairs, who is he?"

"A ldier likeyoursdf. Why?'

"I don't know. He looked somehow familiar, though for thelife of me, | can't remember where I've seen
him."

Tanrif took hisdrink to the table and pulled up achair. “Tel me about yoursdlf, Parth.”

Parth walked the rest of the way and sat across from the Duke. “ Just who are you, anyway?"

Tanrif met Parth'sstare. “1 am Tanrif.”

"Like hell you are. Look, I'm dl for change. Shebaknowsthis country needsit, but | won't follow you
blindly if you lieto me. Tell mewho you are, or at least why | shouldn't reveal your deception.”

"Very wdl, though | want you to understand, this conversation goes no further. If you tdl anyonedse, I'll
deny it and have your head. Isthat clear?’ At Parth's single nod, he continued. “1 am the son of Tanrif
and Cyanne. | wasraised by Cyanne and the Bladesman.”

"If they were dive, why did they not return to Gondylar?"

"After my father's death at the hands of the Sarithan Assassins, my mother's mind snapped. Kestryl said
she wasnt fit to take the throne, but one day, | would be. He's been paving the way for me since
childhood.”

"That would explain why hekilled Duke Theraint.”

Tanrif dmost looked surprised, but managed to hide it by taking a pull from his mug. So that waswhere
the Bladesman had gone. He had no illusions about procuring the Bladesman's help now. Any potential
support that he might have received from Kestryl died the day he'd raped Cyanne.

Kestryl's presence in the equation disturbed Tanrif greatly, particularly because of hishigh visbility. If the
Bladesman wanted a shot at him, he wouldn't have to look far. Tanrif would have to deal with that
Stuation as soon aspossible.

Parth looked thoughtful. “ That explainsagreat dedl. Y ou till look elghteen because that's your age. You
inherited your father's Amulet of Dreaming aswell as hislooks. When Kestryl mentioned the rightful heir
| thought | knew what he meant. Of course, | didn't know of your existence. One question ... why the
charade?'

"Let me ask you aquestion. How many L ords would acknowledge anew heir? How many would clam |
was afraud? People have seen Tanrif. Hisreputation will help to get meto the throne with aminimum of
bloodshed. In war, some casudties are necessary, but we can try to minimize that loss. If | can teke the
throne without spilling asingle drop of blood, then that'stheway I'll doit. If that means compromising my
persond integrity, so beit. If it savesonelife, isn't it worth it?"



"Y ou have your father's heart. | pray you have hisskill aswell. Nevertheless, | am your man. I'll seeyou
on thethrone or dietrying."

Tanrif placed ahand on Parth's shoulder. “Believe mewhen | say, | hopeit won't cometo that."

* * * %

At the sound of the damming door, Timor jumped to hisfeet. He reached for awespon, but it was
Thulrak, back from yet another unsuccessful sojourn.

"Itisamazing,” he shouted, “that anything ever getsdonein this country. Thispile of dragon dungisso
disorganized that no one knows anything. This Teryl iseither ageniusor atotal fool. Thelordsare
completely in the dark. Even the ones who might be persuaded to talk have nothing of valueto say. The
average Gondylarian nobleisan egotisticd, irresponsible fool who cares more about his own holdings
than the welfare of hisnation. They are ascore of eminently corruptible souls, and not one of them has
any ideaof what's going on. How the hell can | penetrate a country's defenses when those in charge don't
know what they are? tdll you, thisisunfair.”

Timor spoke quietly but firmly.

"Y ou are quite correct, my Lord, but | think it might be best if you were to modulate the level of your
voice. The enemy may have ears anywhere.”

Thulrak's eyes bulged. Timor's face was ashen, but he did not flinch. Thulrak knew it was Timor's duty as
his second to dert him to anything that might endanger the misson, eveniif it meant risking hiswrath.
After along moment, Thulrak sat heavily on the wooden chair by the room's desk.

"You are quite correct. | must learn to control my frustration. We must have a course of action. We have
been herefor aweek, and | have learned nothing of value. It's amazing the nobility can find the palace.
Much more than that seems beyond them.”

The imminent danger having passed, Timor sat back down. “Y our Lordship, perhaps we are going about
thisthewrong way."

Thulrak placed hisright hand on the back of his neck, attempting to massage away the tension of failure.
Failure he could not afford.

"I'mligening.”

"We have made surreptitious contact with any number of nobles and none of them seem to know
anything, yet someone must be running the country. If you can't obtain information second hand, why not
oet it yoursdf?"

Thulrak often had trouble following Timor's thoughts. He was not sureif it was his own deficiency or
Timor's, but it didn't matter. At this point, he would have taken advice from alunatic.

"What are you about?’ asked Thulrak.

"Infiltrate the paace. Let me pose asaservant. | will find away in and do my spying from theinsde. |
will find away to get messages out to you."

"And if you are discovered?'

Timor looked Thulrak in the eye. “Then | become acasudlty. | will die before | betray the Emperor.”



"Make certain it happensthat way. If anyone even suspects your &ffiliation with Dominayou areto take
your own life."

"I would haveit no other way, my Lord."

* * * %

Parth stared at the paper before him. Several times he tried to write but the words would not come. He
was aware he had to give some report to Lord Teryl. He needed to word it in such away that Teryl
would understand the text but anyone else reading it would not. It would aso be niceif he could
composeit so that it contained no lie, though that was |lessimportant. He had never been good with
words, and so the paper stayed blank long after it should have been filled.

When hefindly put quill to paper, it was asif adam had burst and the words poured from him. He
looked it over whilewaiting for theink to dry.

My Lord Teryl,

It iswith great pleasure that | have been reacquainted with my old friend. | hadn't had word of himin so
long that | thought he had passed beyond thisworld, but happily, | was mistaken. He tells me he will
soon make the journey to Gondylar and | have decided to travel with him. It ismy hope that you will
soon meet, asmy friend is quite remarkable. | am certain you will approve of him.

Y our obedient bladesman

He smiled after he finished rereading it. It was not awork of genius, but it was effectively worded. He
would have a messenger carry the newsto the palace as soon as he found one he could trust. Inthe
meanwhile, he had other dutiesto perform.

He placed the letter in his pack and |eft the room. Soon, he would meet with Tanrif, and they would
discusstravel arrangements. By the next morning, they would leave the city.

* * % %

Dawn the next day saw Timor on hisway to the palace. Hisweek in Gondylar had not been spent idly.
He'd kept his eyes and ears open and learned much.

For example, twice during the week, fresh food was delivered to the palace kitchen. The cart, pushed by
men, entered through the servants gate, which was wide enough to accept deliveries and lesswell
guarded than ether of the two main gates. Servants often came and went. The guards here were less
likely to stop a person garbed as such.

On abusy thoroughfare, Timor waited for the cart to appear. It would be laden with fresh fruits and
vegetables from the market, the best to be had.

Hewalited patiently. The sun was not yet high enough or hot enough to make the day uncomfortable.
Timor looked around casudly, his careful gaze taking in everything from the nondescript building against
which he leaned to the mix of facesin the crowd. It was amazing to him how casua the Gondylarians
acted this close to the palace, even spitting or cursing on the streets. In Domina such disrespect would
not be long tolerated, which iswhy High Gondylar was aweaker country and would eventudly fall under
Dominanrule.

The lack of disciplinewas apparent in every aspect of Gondylarian life, from the way the commoners
spoke of the nobility to the way the guards didn't seem to care whether or not they were actualy
preventing anyone from entering the palace. At least, when the Emperor ruled here, people would take



pride in themsaves and perform their duties adequately. It was hard for him to imagine how the
Dukedom had survived for so long. Perhapsit had not always been thisway.

The sound of wheedls creaking brought him back to the present. Down the street rumbled the cart. As
aways, two men pulled it by handles on elther sde, while one man pulled it with ropes attached to the
front. Timor strolled casudly toward it, not fast enough to make his destination obvious. He resisted the
temptation to look around. Such actionswould draw attention, and he didn't wish to be noticed.

Hewaited asif he were going to cross the street after the cart went by. When it passed, he moved
behind it, ducking his head so that the men pushing couldn't see him. At the sametime, he placed his
hands on the wooden support in the rear of the cart and pushed againgt it. To the guards, it would look
like he was one of the servants from the market. Heads down, the other workers would be unable to see
him until after he had gained entrance.

To Timor's disgust, the single guard at the gate barely looked up as the cart rolled by. If they had to teke
the castle by force, they could put an armed party in such a contrivance and cover them with vegetables,
and the bardswould sing of the salad initiative for many long years after. He would never suggest such a
dishonorable ploy, but there was no reason why it wouldn't work, sad to say for High Gondylar.

He continued pushing the cart, until they came to the paace's ddivery entrance. The men pushing dowed
then stopped. Of the two guards there, only one seemed to be paying any attention. Timor nodded to him
as he passed, and the guard nodded back. He was holding a piece of paper in his hands and actualy
seemed to be margindly interested in what the delivery contained. After afew moments, the other guard
spoke to him, and he waved the workers on. With a creaking sigh, the cart began to move again.

The Gondylarian palace was as different from the Emperor's as possible. Even in the servant's section
and kitchens, tables with vases brightened the stonework with flowers. An occasond painting hung on
thewall, asdid afew cheagp tapestries. Why such amenities should be given to servants, Timor had no
idea

He could tell from the smell they were nearing the kitchens. That was good. Kitchens meant storerooms.
He needed to be alone for afew minutes.

It wasn't long before he found what he was after—aroom filled with crates and barrels. Herisked a
quick look around and, when he saw no one was looking, ducked insde. The smell of apples permeated
the air, mixed with fainter odors he could not readily identify.

He hid behind the barrels and swiftly removed hisworker's garb. Looking around, he found the perfect
place to hide it—a barrel of potatoes that had seen better years. If it hadn't been emptied by now, it
would be along time before anyone got to it. Potatoes didn't have a strong smell, not even spoiled ones,
but this many in one place was not easy on the nose. Soon, his old ouitfit was buried under the aging
tubers. If anyone discovered it, they might assume it had grown there.

Helooked down at his outfit and quickly dusted himself off. From his boot, he removed athin leather
tube, the type used by Gondylarian scholars and noblesto protect paper. Inside was aletter from aLord
Kerihan to Duke Theraint, penned by Timor himsalf. One of the things that made infiltrating Gondylarian
society easy was that anyone with land or money could hold atitle and no one, not even the Duke could
keep track of al of them. Lord Kerihan existed for the sole purpose of getting Timor into the palace. The
letter had been one of the best ideas held ever had. Just thinking about it brought asmileto hislips.

It wouldn't be long before he was firmly entrenched in the palace.

* * * %



Se-gen examined the shipment of vegetables and fruits. It was her job to make sure it was dl there and fit
for consumption. Anything that got by her that did not fit the exacting standards of Thelanna, would get
her scolded or worse. On the other hand, Thelanna did not approve of waste. It was a narrow path she
had learned to walk carefully over the years.

Once, Se-gen had been taken from the kitchen to serve the Duchess. Those had been the happiest days
of her life. Sheld had her own dresses and had been able to see dl the nobles.

Even after the Duchess' abduction, Penthor kept her on asa servant of hisown. It was only after his
abdication that she had been sent back to the kitchen, much to her dismay and Thelannas ddlight.
Thelanna never wasted a chance to embarrass her, not even after dl these years. Se-gen often thought
her life would have been better if she had stayed in the kitchen the entire time,

Se-gen had just turned twenty-nine, though she felt much older. She stretched dowly, trying to work the
kinksfrom her back, ignoring the appreciative stare of a passing guard. Oneway her life had changed
snce she had been Cyanne's servant was that she had learned to take pride in her appearance.

She knew she was ditractive from the reaction men gave her, aswell asthe obviousjeaousy of the other
kitchen servants. It wasn't her fault and besides, many of them would have been nice looking too, if only
they would drag a brush through their tangled hair and wash the grime from their faces. Sheredized the
guard had stopped to watch her. Her icy gaze sent him on hisway. With asigh, she returned her attention
to the task at hand.

A movement further down the corridor caught her eye. A man wearing the garb of amessenger emerged
from one of the storerooms. He held ascroll casein his hands and looked around asif confused.
Embracing the opportunity to put off the tedious chore, she hurried down the corridor.

As she moved toward him, she wondered what business amessenger had in astoreroom. It brought to
mind another storeroom, wherelong ago she'dd found aman's corpse hanging from ameta chain. She
suppressed a shudder. It was amemory she could have done without. The messenger saw her, stopped
and waited for her to approach.

"Can | hep you?’ sheasked, trying to size him up.
Helooked at her alittle blankly before answering. “I have amessage for the Duke."
"And you thought, perhaps, that you might find him in the pantry.”

Though he looked the part, there was something about him she didn't trust. She aways had good intuition
and was certain this man was not what he seemed. Not that it was any of her business.

The man smiled sheepishly. “1 lost my way. The paaceis s0 big and when | smelled the gpples, | just
couldn't help mysalf. The man held up hisright hand, revedling ahalf eaten apple. A look of fear crept
into hiseyes.

"Y ou won't tell anyone, will you?’ The man seemed to be on the verge of tears.

For aconfused second, Se-gen regarded him, ingght battling her observations. Certainly, there was no
way to see this man as anything but aweak-minded fool, whatever her gut told her. She shrugged then
amiled, if not aswarmly as she could have.

"If you want to find the Duke, you're traveling in the wrong direction. Turn around and make your next
left. If you follow the halway straight down, you will see agtairway to the right. Two flights up, and you
will find yourself on theright level.” She stopped and suppressed a giggle as she watched the man look at



his hands.
"Left,” hemumbled to himsdf. “Thisway isleft.”

Helifted hisleft hand and looked &t it. “ The one with the stain on the cuff. All right, now after the left,
wheredo | go?'

With asigh of resignation, Se-gen moved forward and took the man'sarm.
"Comeon. I'll show you theway."

Before sheleft, she gave a hurried glance around to make sure Thelannawas nowhere in sight.

* k% k %

Tanrif surveyed histroops with pride. He had done well. Even without Vyanda's men, he had devel oped
quite afollowing, more than hisfather ever had. There were hundreds of men before him, ready to follow
him into battleif that iswhere hispath led. To hisright stood Parth, the bladesman of High Gondylar.
Origindly, he was going to make Bone his bladesman, but perhaps he would invent anew postion for the
assassin when the thronewas his.

It was difficult to suppress asmile asrank after rank of men cheered him. If Kestryl were here, he would
say that the power was going to Tanrif's head, but what did he know? Thefool could have had the throne
himsdf if he weren't such aservant. What was Kestryl but aglorified butler, bowing and scraping before
the crown asif he had no worth himself?

Tanrif's smile changed briefly to asneer before he redized that afew of the people near him looked
uncomfortable. He smiled reassuringly at them, making amental note to keep atighter rein on his
emotions. The fools smiled back, no doubt convinced his expression had been their imagination. He
turned away. Until he was on the throne, he needed them.

Once the entire force had assembled, he mounted his horse, aware as he did that hundreds of eyes
followed him. He shouted asingle word.

"Onward!"
Hereined his horse to awalk. Behind him, the cry was repeated.
"Onward! Long live Duke Tanrif!"

By thetime Parth fell in besde him, hissmiled had vanished. It was along way to Gondylar and they had
many stops to make.

* * % %

Warthon sat in his study, smoking a pipe. He leaned back and watched the smoke rise toward the
ceiling. Thiswasthe only place he felt relaxed. Whenever the tensons of life arose, he would spend some
time here and lose himsdlf amidst the books.

He had not read al of them, not by far. Hislibrary was one of the most extensive in the Dukedom, if not
aswell-known as some of the others. Many of the tomes surrounding him had belonged to hisfather and
hisfather'sfather, but he had added greetly to the collection himself.

Sometimes he didn't read at al. It was enough just to be surrounded by thewall of words. Thiswas one
such time. He had just returned from Gondylar and no Duke had been chosen. Teryl il sat onthe
throne, and perhaps it would be best if he stayed there. Warthon didn't really believe the Regent wanted



to befreeof rulership.

The Council of Lords had been maddening. In the end, even Warthon had been shouting, and that was
not his nature. It seemed every house but hisvied for the throne, even those who had no chance of
gaining it. With Teryl out of consderation, the ruler would have to come from either Therak or Freyrath.
No other house had the power to hold the throne.

The knock at the door pulled him from his thoughts. He glared at the study door. Warthon had told the
servants he was not to be disturbed for anything less than an emergency. He sat upright and allowed a
note of annoyanceto dip into hisvoice.

llEr]te,.lll

The seward tentatively stepped insde. Clearly, the man was uncomfortable disturbing himin the library
and Warthon, when he spoke, modulated his voice to show aslittleirritation as possible. Galenwas a
good man and would not disobey unless something out of the ordinary had occurred.

"What do you want?"

Gden took histime answering, asif he were searching for the correct words.
"Thereisaman hereto seeyou. He clams heis Duke Tanrif."

"Tdl him I'm out. Get rid of him. Surely you could have handled it without disturbing me.”

Gaen bowed, but did not leave. “1 would have done just that if he were here done, but | did not know
how the large force of fighting men might have reacted to being taken so lightly.”

Warthon was on hisfeet before his servant finished the sentence.
"Fighting men? How many? How well are they armed? Could they be brigands?’

Before Galen could answer, Warthon ran past him, leaving the servant behind to consider the questions.

* * * %

Tanrif regarded the structure before him. Too large to be called a house, but not quite large enough to be
termed amansion. Parth had told him what he needed to know about Lord Warthon en route, and Tanrif
was relaxed. Running into Parth had been an unexpected stroke of luck. The man seemed to have
in-depth knowledge of each of the noble houses, and often insight into the Lords themsalves. The house
of Lehan would cause him no problem.

He watched as the door opened and a portly man emerged. Parth, standing beside Tanrif, leaned toward
him and whispered, “ That's Lord Warthon. Remember, he may appear a buffoon, but hismind is sharp

enough.”

Tanrif nodded curtly. He did not like people repeating things to him, but Parth had proved so useful helet
it dide. When Warthon wasfive feet away, he stopped, attempting to catch his breath. Tanrif waited.

"Parth,” said Warthon, at last, “what isthis?’

Before Parth could answer, Tanrif stepped forward. “Isit proper to address retainers before nobility? Or
areyou not familiar with court etiquette, Lord Warthon?"

Warthon's gaze came around dowly and settled on Tanrif. He made no attempt to conced his
annoyance.



"Sir, were | to addressyou directly, it would be proof that | saw you as nobility. Whether or not you are
remainsto be seen.”

Parth interjected before Tanrif could show his annoyance.

"HeisDuke Tanrif, Warthon. Y ou know me adozen years. | have served fourteen rulers of High
Gondylar. Thisman wasthefirg."

Warthon drew a deep breath. How could the man be who he claimed to be? Did it matter? If Parth
accepted him as such, would anyone have the strength to stland againgt hisclam?

"Does Lord Teryl know of this development?'

Parth smiled. “If he did not receive my report yet, then he will soon. He was the one who sent meto
verify therumors™

"Damn him,” swore Warthon. “ Thisis a subject that should have been brought before the Council. Who
the hell does hethink heis?'

"Heis” replied Parth, unable to keep theire from his voice, “the Regent to the throne of High Gondylar.
Wereyou in his shoes, what would you have done? The Council isaband of irresponsible fools, whose
own search for power has blinded them to the needs of their country. Think man. How many of them
would have hired a man to take out a perceived threet to their succession? Five | can name off hand.”

Warthon's expression changed. At first, he was angry he should be so spoken to, but as Parth's words
unfolded, he ended up nodding a grudging confirmation. He turned his attention back to Tanrif.

"What proof do you haveto offer?’

"What proof do you need?’ asked Tanrif. “ The bladesman of High Gondylar hasidentified me. What else
would you accept?'

Warthon thought for amoment. He recalled every scrap of knowledge he had heard about Tanrif. He
could think of nothing he had heard or read that a potential impostor might not aso know. Tanrif had
become dmost amythological figure. His prowess was well known and apparently confirmed. Perhaps
not the best test and yet...

"Tanrif has been accounted by some as the finest swordsman Gondylar has ever seen. | propose a
contest. My best against you in asparring match. A fight until first blood isdrawn. No sensein anyone
dying needlesdy.”

Tanrif's eyes narrowed. He did not doubt he had the ability to beat anyone except Kestryl in single
combat, but theidea of the challenge annoyed him. Still, if it would win over the support of aLord...

"If I win, you will send asmall group of your men to travel with me to show your support. Thisway, | can
clam you among my backers.

Warthon smiled and bowed. He knew his guard captain's skill with ablade. The charade would not last
much longer.

"It will beasyou say,” he said, smirking.

* * % %

Cyanne bolted upright, and Kestryl sat up beside her amoment later. Indeed he was so in tune with her,



he dmost dways woke when she did.
"Ancther dream, M'lady?"

Cyanne nodded and tried to remember. She had been talking to Tanrif, but he was different somehow.
Thelir relationship had changed. Cyanne still cared about him, and he about her, but in her dream shed
fet nothing of the old fire. Tanrif had survived, but their reationship had not. The thought brought her to
the brink of tears.

Kestryl placed an arm around her and pulled her close. She snuggled up to him, well aware of the price
he was paying for this closeness. She knew now the truth of things. The Bladesman wasin love with her.
But shedidn't fed that way about him, and there was nothing to be done about it.

She could have dept in her own cabin, but she couldn't deal with being alone, especidly after the
disturbing dreams had increased in frequency. If only she could remember, but she could not. Nor would
she ask Kestryl again. His oath to Shebawas something she would never ask him to break. She would
haveto pieceit together hersdf, and dowly shewas doing just that.

She was certain now that Tanrif had survived the fina battle with the Sarithan Assassins. Shedso
believed he had found them. Her dreams were clear on that count at least. But she couldn't remember
most of the conversations when she woke, and the ones she could remember made no sense. Certainly
shefelt afondnessfor Tanrif, but it was nothing to the love she had once borne him.

What had happened? She hadn't been in love with the Bladesman—that much she knew from yet other
dreams she'd had. The frustration was beginning to get to her, and the man with the answers was not
sharing. It made her angry, despite hisvow.

"Leaveme”

Without aword, Kestryl rose and, as he was aready dressed, |eft her donein the cabin.

* * % %

Teryl sat on the throne of High Gondylar and reed, for the third time, the messagein his hand. It could
only mean one thing. Somehow Duke Tanrif had managed to survive and was now coming to claim his
throne. If so, Teryl would gladly relinquishit to him. If only half of what hedd reed was true, Tanrif was
exactly what the Dukedom needed.

Hewas lost in thought when he noticed a guard enter the throne room.
"M'lord, thereis amessenger hereto seeyou.”

Teryl nodded absently, and the guard held the door open. A man entered and |ooked around the throne
room asif hed never seen one before. Teryl clucked impatiently, and the messenger jumped and hurried
forward, performing abow that was deep if not smooth. He looked like he might pass out. Teryl smiled
and held out his hand. The messenger walked quickly up to the throne and handed him ascroll case.
Teryl waved him away, and he ran back the way he had come. It was the second unexpected message
he had recelved that day.

Duke Theraint,

As per our correspondence, | will join you at the palace in Gondylar assoon as| can. | have severa
stops to make aong the way. | regret | cannot come at once. | have sent my man to you. Heis
dependable, if somewhat dow-witted, but hisfamily has served my family well for three generationsand |
am loath to berid of him. If you want, you may put him to use until | arrive.



| remain, your humble servant, and look forward to seeing you again. Wewill discuss more of your plans
at that time,

humbly Lord Kerihan
Teryl reread the letter and sighed. Apparently, this Lord Kerihan was not aware of.

Duke Theraint's nation. Teryl had never heard of Lord Kerihan, but that wasn't unusud. There
were many Lordsin the outer territories who were not known well in Gondylar, athough apparently
Theraint had known this one.

Helooked at the servant, who was involved in playing with the end of his bootlace. Teryl cleared his
throat, and the man jumped up, Sartled.

"What isyour name?"

"l am Orwyn, your Highness."

"You will stay here until your master arrives.”

The guard at the end of the hdl looked at Teryl questioningly.

"Take him to the kitchens. Tell Thelanna she can put him to work, but heisafool and will be trested
fairly. He must be returned to his master in good condition.”

The guard nodded and motioned to the man. Before he left, Orwyn bowed so low, he aimost toppled.
Teryl had to suppressasmile. He didn't care how loya afamily had been to him, that was one servant he
would have made do without. He sighed and turned his attention to Parth's message. By thetime heread
it again, dl thoughts of Orwyn and his master had vanished.

* k x %

Warthon's best, asit turned out, was somewhat better than Tanrif expected. Coulawas worthy of the
title Sword Master. From the moment Tanrif laid eyes on him, he knew it. The way he walked, the speed
with which he drew his blade, which waslonger and more curved than Tanrif's, the confident gleam in his
eye, adl marked him for what hewas. Y et, he was il not Tanrif.

For atimethey circled, feinting, testing, each trying to draw the other out. To look at them, it would be
hard to know the skill with which they worked dueled. Neither gave an opening to his opponent, nor
showed weakness.

Tanrif worked his blade confidently, performing athrust here, a swipe there, ways resulting in the sound
of metal on metd as his attack was parried. From the corner of his eye, he could see Warthon smiling,
supremdy confident in his man's skill—but Tanrif had yet to strike.

Inaflurry of movement, Tanrif advanced, his blade moving too fast to follow. Each blow met stedl and
dowly, Tanrif began to develop agrudging respect for his adversary. It was Coulasturn to attack, but

Tanrif beat asde hisfurious dashes asif they were no bother at dl, the confident smile never leaving his
face. Coulds eyes began to sparkle with newfound admiration as each of his swipes was turned.

The battle continued thisway for sometime, until both men were bathed in swest. Tanrif felt that soon he
would betoo tired to defend himsdlf. He hoped his opponent felt the same. From the look of him, he
could not be that far behind.

Coulds sudden furious ondaught came as asurprise, and Tanrif immediately withdrew into adefensive



posture. It didn't look good for the Duke-to-be.

Then, Tanrif felt acold tingle againgt his chest. If he had to describe the feeling, he would have said that it
fet asif hewere stabbed in the heart with anicicle. For the briefest of moments he glanced down,
wondering what had caused the fedling, though it was somehow familiar.

He looked up again, certain that Coulawould be on him. Instead, he found the warrior moving toward
him in dow motion. He ducked insde Coulas guard before the larger man could react and, grabbing his
sword arm, flung him to the ground. Surprise lit the warrior'sface. Tanrif placed the point of hisbladeto
Couldsthroat.

The chill in hisbody had already begun to fade. Coula dropped his blade and smiled asif he were
looking at along lost lover. Tanrif understood. It had been along time since anyone had given him such a
workout. Smiling, he sheathed his blade and extended his hand. Gladly, Coulatook it. Tanrif pulled him
to hisfedt.

Warthon seemed surprised when the two men embraced, but even more so when Coulaknelt before
Tanrif and spoke.

"My lifeisyours. | will serve no other.”

Tanrif turned toward Warthon. “ A vaiant effort. It has been along time since | have wielded a blade, and
| found the exercise exhilarating. Now, about those men..."

With only abrief hestation, Warthon too knelt. Only afool would oppose Tanrif, and Warthon,
whatever hisfaults, wasno fool.



Chapter Four—All That IsLeft

For Cyanne, pulling into the port at Stratus was like coming home. Though it had been nearly twenty
years since she had seen the Shop of Demendil, to her it was only little over ayear. During that year she
had often thought about Demendil. He had raised her as his own, and she hadn't even said good-bye.

Often she found herself wondering why she hadn't opped at the Shop of Demendil on theway to High
Gondylar. Perhaps her grief over finding out her parents were dead, and the subsequent good-byesto
Tanrif and Lylea hadn't eft room in her heart for yet another. If sheld had to look Demendil inthe eye,
she might have stayed—and she knew she couldn't. Not with two murdersto avenge.

That she had, with Tanrif's help, avenged those murders did nothing to calm her now. She wondered if
Demendil were il there after dl these years, or if Lyleahad made it back to Stratus. She wondered
what they would do if the shop had closed.

When the port at Stratus was close enough to see clearly, memories rushed at her faster than she could
handle. For a startled moment she thought she might faint. There was too much history, too many threads
of her life cut instead of tied. It didn't help that the docks |ooked exactly as they had twenty years before.

The faceswere different, though she found hersdlf looking for familiar ones. Theilluson of having just left
yesterday was a tempting one to embrace. She had to keep reminding hersdlf that time had passed, even
if she couldn't remember it. She was certain once she was ashore sheld start noticing differences. Twenty
yearswasalongtime.

Though it was late when the boat docked, Cyanneingsted they disembark immediately. It had aready
been too long and, now that she'd arrived, she was unwilling to wait. Even the Bladesman had trouble
matching her hurried pace as she navigated through streets that were at once familiar and foreign. The
landmarks she did know were often subtly changed, if nothing else just by the passage of years. New

sghtswere plentiful aswell.

Thefed of the streetswas different too, tighter, asif expectation hung in the air. She dowed to look at
Kestryl, and from his posture she could tell he too felt the tenson. Whether held picked it up from the air
or her emotions, she could not tell.

In spite of the differences, it did not take her long to find the shop. When she arrived she stopped,
looking for clues asto what changes time had wrought. The outside of the shop was still well kept. The
sgn was new—thered | etters contrasting sharply with the blue onesin her memory. The curtains hanging
in the second story windows were also different. While she stood watching, the shop door opened and a
man stepped out.

It waswdll after closing time, unlessthat too had changed, so it waslikely the man was employed there.
Something about him tugged at her memory, though she doubted sheld ever seen him before.

Hewastdl yet dight, with just atouch of gray at the temples of histoo long face. He squinted as he
paused to light his pipe. He did not ook in her direction. It was impossible to see the man asamere
employee, and for a panicked second, she thought perhaps Demendil had sold the shop and retired.

Before she could react, the man turned back toward the open door and spoke afew words lost to the
early evening air. A woman emerged and joined him on the doorstep.

Cyanne's breath caught in her throat. Though her hair waslonger than she remembered, she knew she



was looking at an older version of the only woman she had ever called sster. She gave astrangled cry
and moved toward them. At first the couple remained oblivious, then the man pointed.

Lyleastared at Cyanne, her expression running the gamut from confusion to surprise and back again, until
findly it settled into agrin. Sheran to meet the Gondylarian, flinging her arms around her. The men, eyes
amiling, approached more dowly, asif unwilling to disturb the reunion.

"By dl the gods, it's been so long. | thought you were dead. The rumors out of High Gondylar weredl |
had to go on."

"I'm sorry, Lylea. | should have found some way to send you amessage. | can't tell you how badly I've
missed you."

"Comeingde. | wasn't prepared for company but | think there's enough food for everybody.” She shifted
her gaze from Cyanne to the Bladesman. “ Come, join usfor dinner.”

Though Kestryl had not spoken Taovarian during hisfirst trip to the Skyshore, he had learned much from
Cyanne over the years. She had indgsted her son learn hisfather's native tongue and Kestryl had picked
up much of it from listening to those lessons. His Gondylarian accent made the words sound amost
foreign.

"We would be honored."

Cyanne looked stunned. She had no way of knowing that the Bladesman had learned Taovarian. It was
asmal but important detail that she should have remembered but didn't. She wondered what other
surpriseswerein storefor her.

Lylea, obliviousto Cyannesreaction, smiled and led them inside.

Cyanne looked around the shop with interest. 1t was much the way she remembered, but again there
were more differences than smilarities, not just in layout but in the mix and quality of merchandise.

By unspoken agreement, al serious conversation was set aside until the tall man opened a bottle of wine
and poured four glasses.

Even then there was a pause before anyone started speaking. There was so much to tell, no one knew
where to begin. Before anyone could start, the sound of running reached them. Kestryl almost went for
his sword, but the tall man, seeing the concern on hisface, held up ahand. The Bladesman rel axed but
remained vigilant.

A smdl figure emerged from the back room, running and shouting.
"Mommy, Erithis playing with the dagger again."

The boy, on seeing company, stopped and looked around uncertainly. Cursing, then looking apologetic
for doing so, thetall man eft the room.

Lylea smiled and motioned to the boy. Without taking his eyes from the strangers, he went to her and
leaned his head against her arm.

"One of my two sons. Alnar, | would like you to meet my good friend Cyanne and...” Therewasan
embarrassed silence when she realized neither she nor Cyanne had introduced their companions.

"Kestryl,” said Cyanne, looking more than alittle chagrined hersdlf. “'Y ou remember. He wasthe one



who cameto Journ to find me."

At that moment, the tall man returned holding aboy in hisarms. The child squirmed asif trying to get
away, until he saw the vistors. Then he sopped and put histhumb in hismouth. Thetal man set himon
thefloor and he, like his brother, moved quickly to his mother's Sde, staring at the strangers.

Lyleatook the man'shand in hers. “Thisismy husband, Agar.”

Cyanne studied him. He was not the type of man sheld pictured her friend ending up with and again, she
felt that she had seen him before.

"A pleasure” shesad. “Havewe met?'

Agar shook hishead. “1 don't think so. By thetime | met Lylea, you were aready on your way to
Stratus. Y our shipped sailed long before we made it back.”

"Y ou were there when Tanrif put on the Amulet of Dreaming.”
Agar's eyebrowsrose in surprise. Lylealooked puzzled.

"When Tanrif put it on, | had avison. | saw thethree of you, Tanrif knedling, the two of you standing off
to the side, watching. | felt the release of power when he placed it around his neck.”

She shivered with pleasure, happy the intervening years had not diminished the memory of that feding.
Again, slence settled over them. After atime, Cyanne spoke.

"How is Demendil? Has he retired?"

Cyanne knew from the exchange of glances that the news was not going to be good.

"I'm sorry to bethe oneto tell you.” Lyleapaused, dlowing Cyanneto brace hersdlf. “ Demendil died
four years ago. He had been sick for along time. It started not long after you left. In the end, he went of f
on hisown. He couldn't bear to see me watch him wither away."

Lyleas voice caught in her throat, areflection of the grief on Cyanne'sface.

"Hewas acredit to the house of Lehan,” said the Bladesman. If any of the others were surprised he
knew Demendil, they didn't show it.

"I never got to say good-bye,” said Cyanne.
Kestryl watched her closdly.

Cyanne recognized his concern and forced asad amile. “1 will dways remember him fondly. Hewaslike
afather to me"

Lyleanodded. “1 know he was, but he wouldn't want this reunion to be anything less than joyous. Tell me
your gory. | want to know everything.”

"Y ou mean you don't?’ asked Agar, eyeswide. “I'm stunned.”
Lyleaebowed him and laughed.

The mood restored, Cyanne began the tale of what had transpired since they'd separated, including her
capture by Skandl, the battle for the throne of High Gondylar, her subsequent abduction, and her rescue



from Vykon. Findly, shetold of the baitle againgt the Sarithan Assassins.

Both Lyleaand Agar were completely caught up in the tale, and the oldest boy seemed interested as
wdll. Cyanne had to stop frequently to answer questions, and every now and again Kestryl would add a
detail she'd overlooked. Lylea started to cry when she heard of Tanrif's passing and was amazed at his
return from the dead. She managed to hold her tears when he died the second time, though it was clear
she was affected by the news.

When thetelling was done, Cyanne took along drink of wine.
"So Lylea, what about you?'

"After adory likethat, minewill bedull.”

"I find that hard to believe."

She smiled fondly at her husband. “Tanrif and | caught Agar trying to rob us and afterwards forced him
to open the box we found in Silverguard. That's when Tanrif put on the necklace. | have no ideawhat
happened, but | knew held changed. When heleft, | was devastated. | only found out he went after you
much later, and that hurt too, but | can't complain.

"Shortly after you left, High King Geryth died. He had no heir, so the throne was up for grabs, and
everyone wanted it. The Old Kingdom claimed it had the rights to keep it, as Geryth was from there. The
South Alliance wasn't going to Sit back and let that happen, and the Northern Realm, which had the
weekest position | think, also claimed their rights. Of course, if you asked someonewho lived in the
Northern Realm, they might have another take onit.

"War broke out before we madeit back to Stratus. Agar had no desireto enlist in the army, and we
were traveling without papers, so we left the kingdom. We weren't dl that far from the Borderlands at the
time and weren't the only refugees.”

"Heaing awar together sounds like aromantic beginning to areationship.”

Lylealaughed. “ Sureit does—if you don't mind missed meals, marauding thieves, or being aforeigner on
strange soil. Even the nicest folks had no use for us, but we made our way into the north, where there
were |lessrefugees and Agar was able to keep usfed. | never liked his choice of profession but couldn't
much complain whileit kept me from going hungry.”

Agar looked uncomfortable, and Lylea hurried to finish the story.

"In the end, the war was over and we returned to Stratus and a much-relieved Demendil. He was aready
ill by then and had been hoping one of uswould return to take over the shop.”

Lyleastopped spesking. She seemed asif she might start crying again but managed to maintain control
and continued.

"Wewere hisfamily, Cy. He wanted usto have the shop. He took animmediate liking to Agar. He even
tried to teach him some smithing, but Agar was appalling. Demendil used to get so mad.”

She laughed again, and Cyannejoined her.

Agar looked at the Bladesman. “Y ou seg, thisis the problem with women getting together. No matter
what they talk about, it dways makes you look bad."



"I don't need much help for that,” said Kestryl.

Lyleaand Agar laughed, but Cyanne, who knew too well he meant what he said, didn't join them. When
Lylearedized, she pressed on.

"Agar, asit turned out, has quite a head for business. When Demendil redized held never be asmith, he
taught Agar as much about the trade as he could. He was wasting away though, Cy. He didn't have long
enough. We married when we did so Demendil could shareit with us."

"Hewasagreat man,” sad Agar. “I only wish | had gotten to know him better."
Lyleareached out and placed her hand on her husband's arm.

"Agar did everything he could to make Demendil's life comfortable while he was here. Of course, the
nature of the business had to change. Demendil couldn't forge anything new, but Agar isso good a
buying and sdlling that we till manage to turn atidy profit. We have no financid woes. The reputation of
the shop doesn't hurt, that'sfor sure. Anyway, two children later and herewe are.”

By the time the tale was done, it was getting late. Agar went to prepare aroom for the guestsand Lylea
|eft to check on dinner, athick meat stew she'd | eft cooking.

"Kestryl?'

" es"

"Thank you."

"Eor?"

"Bringing me here. It wastheright thing to do ... but you knew that didn't you?"

"I had hoped. | know things haven't been easy on you, Cyanne. For whatever part | had in that, |
gpologize. Please believe mewhen | tell you | never wanted anything but your happiness.”

Cyanne smiled. “1 have dways known that. Even when you tried to convince me that | was carrying your
child, I knew."

"Wasit soimpossible?!

Cyanne placed ahand over his. “Kestryl, you will dways be dear to me. And | can never repay you for
your loyalty, courage and support. But you were aways Uncle Kestryl growing up. Then you were my
bladesman. | don't know any way to changethat. | would if | could.”

"I loveyou, Cyanne."

"I know you do, but you have other responsibilities. | understand that now. Do what you have to do,
Kestryl. Whatever itis, I'll be fine. I'm home now."

Kestryl withdrew his hand and turned away. He didn't need or want her permission to carry out his plans.
He was spared the need to reply when Lyleareturned.

* k k %

Severd dayslater, Kestryl and Lyleawere alone in the shop. Cyanne was still adeep upstairs, and Agar
had gone down to the docks to inspect a shipment.



Lyleawas busy preparing for aday of business. Kestryl was examining arack of swords. She was about
to unlock the door, when he spoke.

"| think there is something you should know."

Lylealooked at him expectantly, her face passve. She had sensed something was troubling the
Gondylarian but didn't want to interfere in Cyanne's business. She would hear the man out, she decided,
then tdl him that she couldn't get involved.

"It'sabout Cyanne's unborn child.”

" sea”

"Itisnot Cyannesfirg.”

"Shetold meshelost onein childbirth. Itisvery hard to loseachild.”
"Shedidn't losethe child. Helives till."

"l don't understand.”

"When Cyanné's son was eighteen he put on the Amulet of Dreaming and, like hisfather, was changed.
The magic of the amulet warped his mind. He rgped Cyanne. It ishis child she carries”

Lylea had thought herself ready for anything, but as the Bladesman's words emerged shefelt her legsgo
weak. She had to support her weight on the counter so she wouldn't collapse.

"By thegods! How horrible!”

" She does not know, and | will not tell her. When | found her, shewas only barely dive and not &t all
sane. | took her to agreat mage, and he cast a spell on her. 1t was supposed to make her forget, but she
forgot too much. Cyanne remembers nothing after Tanrif's second death. She knows eighteen years have
passed, but that'sall. | wasn't surel was going to tell you, but if the respongbility for Cyanneswell-being
isinyour hands, then thisis something you must know. Cyanneis hell-bent on regaining her memory. |
have donedl | can to seethat she does not. That task must now fall to you. | only hope what | havetold
you will remain between the two of us."

Lyleawas slent, pondering the implications of what she had just heard. When finally she spoke, her voice
was a hoarse whisper.

"l will not tell her."
The Bladesman breethed asigh of relief.

"I must return to High Gondylar and set things Straight. | do not know you and grieve | have brought you
this problem, but | did not know where eseto turn. | wanted Cyanne to be safe.”

Lyleacould never imagine aman like Kestryl pleading, yet that was what she saw in hiseyes. She knew
her duty, though she was loath to do it. For years, she had prayed for her friend's safe return, but this
wasn't what she had in mind. Y et what could she do? For better or worse, the problem was now hers.

"l will carefor her, have no fear. Do what you must.”

She could not reveal to Cyanne what had happened, nor could she abandon her. If Cyanne ever needed
her, now wasthetime.



To her surprise, the Bladesman bowed low. “1 am forever indebted to you. If there is some servicel
might providein return, you only need nameit."

Lyleasmiled sadly. “1 do not think anything you do will ease the burden you have brought me. Be about
your business. Cyannewill be safe here.”

If the Bladesman had any response, Lyleanever heard it.
"Kestryl, are you down there?"

Lyleadtarted at the sound of her friend's voice. Kestryl whirled asif responding to aroya summons, and
went to be with his Duchess. Holding back tears, Lyleawatched him climb the stairs. She couldn't
imagine the pain Kestryl had endured during the past months—a pain that was now hers.

Agar entered through the side door.

"Were you planning on opening sometime today?"

She looked at him and forced a smile. Thiswas her problem, not his. Shewould dedl with it on her own.
"| suppose you're going to tell me theresamab of people waiting to get in."

Agar chuckled. “Just a chap who wants to exchange a set of throwing knives he bought last week. He
saysthey're not balanced right.”

Lylealooked at the door then at her hushand.
"Would you ded withit?1 can't right now."

Without waiting for an answer, she fled up the sairs, leaving Agar to deal with the shop and worry about
what was wrong with hiswife.

* * % %

Cyanne cried the day the Bladesman | ft. Without him, she wastruly aone. She had dready lost her
husband, and now Kestryl was gone as well. While she had not been able to return hislove, his devotion
was athing shed come to depend on, not just for ten months, but for eighteen years, even if she couldn't
remember them.

Kestryl's departure wasn't dl that troubled her. Now that he was gone, it seemed even lesslikedy that she
would learn what had happened during the missing years of her life.

On the night the Bladesman sailed, she had another dream. Sheld been having them regularly, but this
was something different. She had been watching a boy spar with the Bladesman. Each held two swords.

At firgt shethought it was Tanrif, but he was obvioudy too young to be her husband. When the fight was
done, heran to her and she smiled at him and touded his hair. Not her husband—her son. Living with
Lyleds children must have triggered the memory.

Shewoke in tears, certain thiswas atrue piece of her pagt, yet she could remember nothing more.
Kestryl had lied to her. Her son had not died in childbirth.

But if hedidn't die, where was he now? Did helive ill? Had he met some horrible accident? Was his
death somehow her fault? That would be one reason Kestryl would have kept it secret. Perhapsit was
even what had sent her over the edge.



She considered theidea, but it didn't fedl right. She needed more information and the only onewho had it
was on hisway to High Gondylar.

She spent hours concentrating, trying to glean even asingle additional detail. She repeated the dream, or
at least as much as she could remember, over and over again in her mind. Even after her head started
throbbing, she didn't stop, but it was useless.

The weeksthat followed were full of dreams and failure. Elusive dmost-memoriesflitted about the
corners of her mind. Y et the harder shetried to look at them, the more unsure she was that they were
redl a all. She wondered if she were going mad.

She never mentioned her dreamsto Lylea, not wishing to burden her. Indeed she felt something was
deeply troubling her old friend, but she wouldn't intrude unless Lylea sought her advice. After dl, it had
been avery long timefor Lylea, evenif it didn't seem that way to Cyanne. Perhaps Lylea needed more
time before she could trust Cyanne enough to confide in her again. Cyanne would wait. Time was one
commodity they findly hed.

Asthe weeks passed, the frequency and length of the dreams increased, though they told her precious
little. It was like watching scattered scenes from different plays with the same characters. Even after a
month, she had learned little except for one smal detall. She had named the child for hisfather.

Astime passed, she grudgingly had to admit Dauber Uaks had known his craft. Whatever memory he
wished to hide from her would remain hidden.

* k k %

The ship that carried Kestryl made itsway west and south toward the Sunset Ides. It wasthethird time
inhislifethat he had made the round trip across The Mistress. Thefirst time he had brought Cyanne from
High Gondylar and returned without her. The second time, held arrived alone and brought her back. This
time, he was alone once more and somehow knew held never make the crossing again.

With Stratus amonth behind him, the pain had faded to adull throb. Time did that. Without Cyanne
around, there was no one to talk to except Sheba, who knew his heart anyway. It didn't matter. There
was nothing to say. There was no way he could escape the fact that what had happened was hisfaullt.

He should have given the amulet to Dauber for safekeeping. He should have told Cyanne that Tanrif
would never return, and that he loved her and they could have something together. Eighteen years
wasted. His unshed tears became morefuel for hisrage. Tanrif would pay. If he could do nothing ese, he
could do that.

After which, whatever happened he would accept. If it were death, hed welcomeit.

For hewould never be able to return to Cyanne after killing her son—and without her, hislifewas over.

* k k %

Cyanne, preoccupied with her dreams and missing memory, didn't Soeak much during the last months of
her pregnancy. If Lyleanoticed, she never commented on it. Each passing day emphasized the difference
between the new Lyleaand the girl Cyanne had grown up with. Not surprising after dl those years.

Cyanne might have been able to understand it better had she changed aswell, but she hadn't. At least she
didn't think she had. She was il twenty years old in her mind—a single woman, twice widowed by the
same man. Lyleawas arespons ble married woman with ahusband and two children. She could not
expect her relationship with Lyleato be what it once had been.



Cyanne spent more time with the children than with either Lyleaor Agar, perhaps because they reminded
her of her son.

The boyswere precocious and well ... boys. Sometimes they would do or say something that would
tickleamemory. Asthe final month of her pregnancy approached, she remembered more from Tanrif's
childhood. She cherished each of these memories, but wished she knew the whole story. She found
hersalf resenting the Bladesman, who had known but hadn't told her. Oath or no oath, it was a betrayal.
Y et she was sure he thought he was doing the right thing.

Again and again she thought about the caves of Dauber Uaks and everything that had happened there.
Then shetried to go back further. She knew a sangle image from that time period might jar her memory,
but she could remember nothing.

Shewas hdfway through her eighth month when the pains started. She had experienced much discomfort
dready, but thiswas different. It was frustrating for her, having been through it before but not being able
to remember. She didn't know whether or not the pain was normal.

Sheresolved to ask Lyleaabout it, but first she needed to lie down. She barely made it to her bed. She
lowered hersdf dowly and lay back, clutching her siwollen belly.

Part of her wanted to cry out, but she couldn't, not even when her water broke. Then, as she lay there,
something shifted in her mind. Pain suffused her, but it was nothing compared to the agony of betrayd.
Despair tore at her as memory of the rape returned. No one would ever hear her slent crippled screams
of shame.

* * * %

Lyleadtared at the fireplace sifting through pieces of the past. Like any puzzle, it was hard to find the
senseof it.

She had been born in the South Alliance and had lived there her whole life. When she was young, shed
been orphaned and, through a set of circumstances too amazing to be called coincidence, she had ended
up in the Shop of Demendil. Demendil had been like afather to her and Cyanne, who areedy lived there,
was like asgter. They fought with each other and just as often laughed together, but therewas an
undeniable love between them despite their competitive natures.

When Tanrif showed up, they'd both desired him, and though Lylea had made love to him once, nearly
twenty years before, he ended up married to Cyanne.

Ironically, two months after the wedding, Tanrif wasdain, leaving Cyanne behind, a pregnant grieving
widow.

Until the Bladesman had brought her back, Lylea had never expected to see Cyanne again. Under most
circumstances, sheld have been thrilled to see her old friend again, but not like this. Better to remember
her friend as ayoung, vital woman than the victim she had become, even if she didn't know it.

Cyanne didn't redlize the child she bore was her son's, and Lylea had promised the Bladesman not to tell
her. The promise ae at her heart, but she would keep it and cry insgde each time she looked at her.

She thought about Kestryl, and how it must have hurt him to carry that secret done for aslong ashe did.
He must truly love Cyanne to make such asacrifice. And she knew in her heart of hearts that he wasn't
coming back. That was the saddest thought of al. Together, Cyanne and Kestryl could have had some
kind of life, if only he hadn't been so scared and she hadn't been so ungtable. Still, that wasin the past
and there was nothing to be done about it now.



Lyleathought about the pressures on Cyanne that had driven her over the edge. Would she have beenin
any better shape? How would shereact if she thought Agar had died and, shortly after he was restored
to her, she had to witness his death al over again? She shuddered. Considering what Cyanne had been
through, it was amazing she had madeit thisfar.

She was s0 logt in thought, she didn't hear Agar enter the room and when he laid a gentle hand on her
shoulder, she yelped and spun, reaching for the dagger she hadn't worn for over ten years.

"Easy, lass, | wasjust making sure you were dright.”

She dmost smiled despite being caught off guard, but bit it back and scowled instead. It was more fun
that way.

"What do you mean by sneaking up on me, thief. If | didn't know better, 1'd say you were practicing your
oldartagan."

Agar released along sigh, more for her benefit than because hefdt it. “Now, you know better than that. |
would sooner lose my arm than violate my parole. Y ou know | would never do anything to make you
think lessof me.”

She snorted and was about to reply when a scream pierced the air. She ran past Agar before he could
react. He followed immediately behind. Heart pounding, she ran to Cyanne's room and flung open the
door. Shetook onelook inside and turned toward her husband.

"Run. Get themidwife. Itistime.”

"It'stoo soon,” said Agar, who stood unmoving.

"Of courseitis. Now get out of herel”

Shedidn't wait to seeif he complied but entered the room and ran to her friend.

Cyanne was aready bathed in swest, though even with afire burning it wasn't dl that hot. Shelay on the
bed, panting and weak. Lylea smoothed her hair back and tried to smile, but it was not easy. Cyanne's
head was hot, and she was too pale, too frail. When she spoke, her voice was wesk.

"| am not going to makeit."
Lyleashook her head. “Redt. I've sent for the midwife.”

" She cannot help me. No one can help me now. | will go to the lands beyond and join my husband.”
Lyleatried to quiet her, but Cyanne continued. “1 know, Lylea. | remember. | was raped by my son. And
now the gods make me pay for it."

"It wasn't your fault,” protested Lylea, tearsforming in her eyes. “It'snot fair you should have to pay."

Cyanne didn't answer for the contractions started in earnest. The baby should not have been born for
another month, but Lylea, who had been through it twice, knew such things did not always run on
schedule. Erith had been born two weeks early. She cursed and looked around asiif the midwife would
suddenly appear, but it didn't happen. She knew it would be up to her.

In the distance, she heard her sonsyelling at each other but blocked it out. She could do nothing right
now but be with Cyanne. The Gondylarian was strong for al her weskness, and remained aware of her
surroundings. She even tried to comfort Lylea, though her face was covered with perspiration, and her



breathing wasirregular and faint. Lyleas eyes burned from dripping sweet, but she forced herself to
concentrate. Cyanne strained, trying to push the baby out. It was asif she knew she would not make it
but thought she might save the child.

It wasimpossible for Lyleato tell how much time had passed. Then the baby's feet appeared.
"By thegods” Lyleawhispered.

She had heard of breech births but didn't know how to handle them. Shetried as best she could to help
bring the baby out. Cyanne must have known something was wrong, for she tensed and pushed. The
child cameinto the world to the sound of her mother's screams.

Lyleaknew the child wastoo small, but she had heard tales of such children surviving. Cyanne was
screaming in Gondylarian now and, from the tone of her voice, Lyleawas glad she didn't speak the

language.

Just asthe newborn's head finally came free, the door swung open, and Agar entered. He paled at the
sght but did not turn away.

"I couldn't find her."

A statement of failure. Lylealooked at him, part of her wanting to go to him, part of her needing to Stay
with her friend.

"Heat aknife,” shetold him. She heard the sounds of him moving to comply.

Lylea, holding the infant, knelt besides Cyanne, who was gasping for breath but till conscious. Cyanne
started speaking in Gondylarian, caught herself and switched languages.

"Shelives?'

Lyleanodded, not trusting herself to speak.

"Good,” replied Cyanne. “If you ever see Kestryl again, tdl him | forgive him. It wasn't hisfault.”
She coughed and shut her eyes.

Agar had returned with the knife and at Lyleals request cut the cord. Lyleafédt for Cyanne's pulse, but
knew from the amount of blood on the sheets that she wouldn't feel anything. Perhaps she would never

fed anything again.

She reached out and closed Cyanne's eyes, tearsfaling. Agar took the child from her, dl that was left of
her friend.

Digantly, Lylea became aware that Erith had entered the room and was watching. She didn't want himto
see her thisway but couldn't bring herself to speak. Agar, sensing her thoughts, asked the boy to go to
his room. Erith turned and ran. Lyleawaked away from the body. It was o unfair.

She looked a Agar, the pain on hisface areflection of her grief. She went to him, and he held her,
Cyanne's newborn child between them. Apparently, their embrace caused the child some discomfort for
she started crying. Shetook the baby in her arms and rocked her gently, though it made no difference.
Shelooked at Agar, biting back tears.

"Wewill name her Cyanne.



"Areyou sure? \Won't the name be a constant reminder of this?'

Lyleastarted to answer and stopped. If Cyanne had picked a name, she had never shared it. How would
shefed, having to say that name over and over each day? After what Cyanne had been through in the
last months, having the name around didn't seem such abig dedl.

"It won't bother me. And it'stheright thing to do.”
"Wel then, Cyanneitis”

Lylea pressed the baby to her, tearsfaling fredy. It wasasmall way to commemorate her friend, who
had been through so much and been taken away so suddenly.

A shiver ran through her, and she was surprised to find she was no longer hot. She took onelast look at
her friend and, with the child and her husband, |eft the room. Theimage of Cyanne lying there was one
shewould carry to the grave. Later, she would have Agar remove the body and bury it. He would do it
for her.

If only it would be as easy to remove the scene from her mind.



Chapter Five—The Taking Of The Throne

Tanrif stood on ahill overlooking Castle Therak. A month had passed since Warthon had sworn fedlty.
Since then, four other lords, dl from minor houses, had also joined him. In order for him to take and

keep the throne, he needed the backing of one of the three larger houses. The House of Therak would be
thefirst he approached.

Parth'sinformation had proved invauable again. It was his advice that had brought him here, well south
of Gondylar. The house of Freyrath would have been less out of the way, but Parth thought it would be
harder to forge an dliance with them.

The lesser nobles of High Gondylar's hierarchy had put up little resistance, not that they'd had a choice.
Onelook at Tanrif'sfollowers ensured their cooperation. Castle Therak, on the other hand, wasa
well-established house with its own dlite guard—many of whom were paace-trained. If it cameto a
battle, the cost in men, and more importantly status, would set his plans back indefinitely. He would have
to give now aswell astake, and was prepared to do so.

At Parth's suggestion, Tanrif had left most of his men conveniently far away, keeping a contingent of
about a hundred with him, including many of the mercenaries held acquired at Wildor. Tanrif could tell by
watching the approaching horsemen that they were well trained. He sat casudly, displaying aconfidence
he wasn't sure hefdt. It would not do to look intimidated.

When they were close enough to converse without screaming, the riders stopped and parted. A single
man rode through. Parth leaned toward Tanrif.

"He's not the Lord of the house, but one of hisminions. If you negotiate with thisone, it will lower your
datus”

Tanrif nodded.

"My Lord gives greetings. My nameisMarl. If you are here in peace, you are welcometo pass. If you
are here with hostile intentions, be forewarned that you are not the first to have tried Therak's defenses.”

Hetilted his head to regard Tanrif.

Tanrif smiled. “I am not used to dedling with vassals. Tell Lord Vaerethat if he does not wish to meet
with me, that'sfine. When | sit on the Gondylarian throneit will be remembered. | do not need him.”

Anger filled Marl's eyes. Obvioudy, hisorders did not include attack at will. Tanrif watched the man
battle for self-control.

"No onetaksto my Lord that way."

"Not even therightful heir to the Gondylarian throne? Y ou ligento me. If Lord Vdereisnotin my
presence within two hours, | will take my men and leave. He can dedl with the consequenceslater. Or, if
you think you're up to it, you and your men can try meright now. | have no patience for servants. A good
day to you."

Parth's eyebrows rose in surprise. Clearly, he didn't approve of the way Tanrif had addressed Lord
Vaeresemissary. He placed ahand on his blade but relaxed when the riders retreated. Tanrif stared at
Marl's back and smiled. Parth walked his mount closer to Tanrif, speaking so that only the Gondylarian
heir could hear.



"I don't know what to make of your words.”
"Neither will Vaere. From your description the manisno foal. In his place, what would you do?’

"I would ride out here within the two hours, as closeto thetime limit as possible. Let you sweat without
risking anything."

"Aswould . Let ushope Vdereisas smart asyou say heis”
Parth looked uncomfortable. Tanrif sensed the man's mood and hisrductance to talk about it.
"Y ou have something to say?"

"Maybe | should go and check on our forces, just in case. Vaere might attempt an offensive against
them.”

Tanrif gared into the distance, turning theideaover in hismind. If Vdere did take hismen, it would leave
Tanrif inamuch weaker postion.

"Go. I'll handleVVdere. You canreturn later if dl iswdl."

Parth bowed. Tanrif watched until the bladesman departed before again looking off in the direction Marl
had gone. Two hours and he would have his answer.

* * * %

Se-gen lay in bed, head on her lover's shoulder. Orwyn was not her first lover, though he was the best.
She gazed at him as he dept; he was amazing to behold. Nothing like the role he played before others.
Orwynwasin top physica and menta condition. Only his extraordinary mind alowed him to remain
undetected. And he was teaching her things she would never have known.

He had not told her at first that he was a spy. Reather, it had been the ever-widening gulf between her
perceptions of the man and his actions that had made her suspicious. She couldn't believe he was the fool
everyone believed him to be.

He'd always seemed to do the stupidest things when the most important people were around. Whenever
anoble peeked into the kitchen, even if Orwyn hadn't been doing anything out of the ordinary, he would
gart. Why would that be, unless he was trying to create an impression?

Findly, shed decided to see for hersdlf. One day, when the two of them had been adonein the kitchen,
sheld waked over to where he was Sitting.

"Helo, Orwyn."

He smiled up at her with that blank smile and met her gaze expectantly. He looked to her then likeasmall
puppy awaiting his master's command. Perhaps she had been wrong. Still, if she were, she had nothing to
lose by testing him.

"You know,” shesad, “you're not fooling me. | don't believe you're as Smple asyou pretend.”

He stared at her blankly. She was about to give up when suddenly, he transformed. He rose dowly to his
feet. His confident smirk sent achill down her spine.

"What would | bethen?’ he asked.

"I have often wondered. Y ou tell me."



"L et meask you something. If | am attempting to remain hidden, and you have seen mefor what | am,
what makesyou think | will not take your lifeto protect my secret?

Only then did she redlize that he stood between her and the only exit. She amiled, trying not to let her fear
show.

"Because | can be useful. | can help you. | know far more about the palace than you do and have access
to areasyou do not."

For aminute or more, he said nothing. Se-gen began to think that he might follow up on histhrest.
Perhaps she should have maintained her silence. He took a step toward her.

"Why would you help me?"

Se-gen shrugged. “Because | can. Isanything | do appreciated here? Thelannagets al the credit, and |
do much of the work. No one even knows | exist, except for her ... and now you. | want more than this,
Orwyn ... alot more."

He hesitated asif considering his options. She remained silent, fascinated by the change sheld witnessed.

"Know thisthen. If you betray me.... if | even begin to suspect you are about to betray me, nothing will
gop mefromkilling you."

To emphasize the threat, he closed his hands around her throat. He squeezed lightly then harder, never
relinquishing his hold on her eyes. Se-gen started to gasp but forced herself not to struggle. He
maintained the pressure for atime then released her. She sagged to her knees before him.

Orwyn reached down, grabbed her by the hair and pulled her to her feet. By the time she realized what
was happening hislipswere dready pressed against hers. After amoment's surprise, she responded.

She amiled at the memory. That had been amonth ago. During that time, he had given her small
assgnmentsto help him out. She had done well so far. Orwyn had been proud of her.

Soon he would be leaving and would take her with him. Hewas aLord in his country and she would be
hislady. He would dress her in the finest silks, and she would never have to work again. Hed even
promised to buy her Thelanna as awedding gift. It was fate that had brought them together. She closed
her eyes. Whatever it took, she would help him. Never again would she have to serve others.

As she drifted off to deep, the smile never left her face.

* * * %

Thulrak reread the coded message that would soon be on its way to the Emperor. He wasn't sure he
believed it himself. It seemed reasonably certain the man who claimed to be Tanrif was the genuine
article, though where held been for the last two decades, no one could say.

That meant that Domina had to move before Tanrif arrived in High Gondylar. It would be far harder for
him to take the throne during awar, and if he somehow managed it, he wouldn't have any time at dl to
organize his defenses. Aninvasion now could work to the Emperor's advantage in more ways than one,
since Lord Teryl would haveto fight invasions on two fronts.

Tanrif's desire for the throne wasn't the only thing on Thulrak's mind. Parth, the bladesman of High
Gondylar had disappeared, and though no one knew where he was, no one seemed to be looking for
him. That smacked of amission, though Thulrak couldn't imagine what it might be.



Also, anumber of fanaticsin Gondylar had begun predicting the return of Duke Tanrif. At first no one
listened to them, but lately the zedl ots had been gaining followers. It was said that they were dll led by
one man, though no one seemed to know who. One thing was certain. If the palace attacked Tanrif, there
would berioting in the streets. He shook his head. The Gondylarian mind wasincomprehensible,

With asigh, he removed a sangreth from the jug and, with the skill of onelong practiced, mounted his
message and set the creature free. All he could do now was wait.

* * * %

Lord VVaere was both smaller and older than Tanrif thought he'd be. For dl that, he rode his horse asiif
he were born in the saddle. He smiled frequently, but the mirth ssemed to die short of hisamost gray
eyes. Tanrif would have to keep a close watch on Lord Vaere after he took the throne.

"| am not saying you are not who you say you are. | am saying | am not certain. Indeed, what reason do |
have to believe you? Because you say so? Because they believe you?’ He gestured expangively at the
men behind Tanrif. “Y ou will have to do better than that."

With the question of proof hanging in the air, Tanrif was at hismost vulnerable. Indeed, what evidence
could he offer?

"It'snot about proof, Vaere and you know it."
Thelack of formdity made the Lord bristle with indignation, but Tanrif continued asif he hadn't notice.

"How do you prove who you are to someone who has never seen you? The question isthis. When | take
the throne, and I will, will you be on the winning side or the other? If you do not support me, 1 will
certainly not support you. Isn't that in line with the finest long-standing traditions between Gondylarian
noble houses? | cameto you because | believe you to be the strongest, but only by ahair. How much
stronger is Therak than the house of Charnath?"

"Teryl will never support you,” replied Vaere, though he looked thoughtful. “ Still thereis somevaueto
your words. Let me deep onit. Tomorrow a dawn | will give you my answer."

Tanrif nodded and watched the armed party retreat. He knew Vaere had no choice, and Vaere knew it
aswdll, so there was no harm in waiting aday. In fact, after hislong ride across the country, it would be
awelcomerest. A day of rest before the real work began, for once Lord Vaere swore alegiance, Tanrif
would have al he needed to descend on Gondylar.

* * % %

Kestryl didn't have to push hisway through the crowded streets of Dusk. Onelook at the expression on
his face sent most people scurrying. He paid no notice. He had been on theidand for two days and had
been unable to locate Captain Andres. It was asif The Mistress had risen up and swalowed him.

He thought back to their last conversations. Andres had been happy in hisretirement and had indicated
he was done with High Gondylar. So where could he be?

Kestryl had hoped to spend some time with the Captain before returning home. He had |ooked forward
to setting aside his burden, if only briefly. It was not to be. Andres was gone, and no one knew where to
findhim.

The Captain's absence added to the Bladesman'slist of worries, though he wasn't sure why. He wasn't
responsible for Andres and had quite enough to worry about without this additional circumstance.

Y et even that was not as troubling as what was to come. On his second day in Dusk, he heard the first of



many rumors about the return of Duke Tanrif from the supposed dead. The rumors werewild, but could
not beignored. Particularly after one of the stories detailed quite clearly the Amulet of Dreaming.

As Duke Tanrif had passed beyond Corithim, this could only be his son. Kestryl's rage grew with each
telling of the story. The boy had raped his mother and was now trying for the throne. If he attained it, it
would be yet another stain on athing the Bladesman loved dearly. Kestryl's anger, aready grest, took on
alife of itsown. He was certain he could no longer be counted among the sane and didn't care.

Kestryl, the true bladesman of High Gondylar, had only one thing on his mind. He would avenge the rape
of hisDuchess. And if somehow Tanrif did manage to take the throne, Sheba save his soul.

Hed aready killed one Duke and regretted the necessity of the act. Thistimeit would be different.
Unlike Theraint, Tanrif wouldn't go down without afight.

Kesiryl smiled for thefirst timein days. Those who witnessed the event were even quicker to move from
his path.

* k k %

After Parth reported al waswell, Tanrif kept him up late. Thisnightly ritual had gone on for sometime.
Parth was a veritable treasure trove of information and Tanrif, having never been exposed to Gondylarian
politics, needed to learn al he could absorb. These conversations often lasted for hours, leaving both men
tired the next day, but the payoff was worth it. Tanrif's knowledge of the Gondylarian noble houses and
Gondylarian protocol had aready proved invauable. He would do without deep.

Parth had been explaining how recent political events had affected even the strongest houses. Tanrif sat
quietly, only occasiondly stopping to interrupt with a question or request for clarification. Parth noticed
the soundsfirst. One moment he was speaking, the next he was on hisfeet, sword drawn. Tanrif lespt up
and drew hisblade. They were scanning the night when thefirgt shout came. It was cut off prematurely,
no doubt by an enemy blade.

Within seconds the entire camp was in an uproar. Enemy soldiers poured from the surrounding darkness,
asif appearing by magic. Tanrif'smen met them.

Tanrif spun. To hisleft, Parth had just run aman through and was fighting two others. To hisright, Coula
had taken down two opponents and was searching out more. Tanrif called to him.

"Coula. There are too many. Get to the horses. Spread the word.”

"Thereisno honor inflight,” called back thewarrior.

"I'm not fleeing. We need to regroup and choose our ground.”

Coulanodded, pausing only to day another man before following his Lord'singtructions.

Tanrif turned back toward Parth, who had dispatched an opponent with awell-aimed thrust. Covered as
hewaswith blood, Tanrif dmost couldn't recognize him.

Againg such numbers, their only chance was to reach the main camp. A figure emerged from the night,
and Tanrif, dmost without thinking, ran him through, but everywhere he looked there were more.

"WEell never makeit,” he shouted to Parth.

"The men aretoo far. | should have had them camp closer.”



Two more attackers jumped at him, and Parth retreated. The night swallowed him in amatter of seconds.
Tanrif ran between the tents. Everywhere he looked his followers lay on blood-soaked soil or remained
ganding, vaiantly facing the overwhelming odds.

Twice he stopped to help one of his own, but the enemy was endless. He should have brought the entire
force with him. He would never make that mistake again, assuming there would be another again, which
didn't seem likely.

The sounds of battle began to lessen as his men died. Tanrif became atarget and knew it would not be
long before he fell. Sword in hand, he ran into agroup of the enemy, intending to take as many of them
with him as he could before death took him. He shouted in fury. He had been so close. He could have
had the throne. Now he was just another pretender put down by the nobility. The thought that history
would name him such made him angrier.

"It'shim,” shouted avoice.

Tanrif turned toward the speaker. It was Marl. Tanrif charged. A host of attackers converged on him.
Soon, it would be over.

Tanrif fet thefirst blow and possibly the second before his knees buckled. The last thing he remembered
asthe world went away was Marl's victorious smile.

* * * %

The sensation of water trickling over hislips brought Tanrif to his senses. He attempted to do amenta
inventory of injuries. It was difficult for him to separate what hurt from what was broken or missing. At
last, he gave up and opened hiseyes.

He didn't know what he expected to find, but Parth and Coulaleaning over him looking concerned would
not have been high on thelist. They had both seen better mornings. So had heif their appearance was
any indication of his. He made afeeble attempt to rise, but his muscles wouldn't respond. All he could
muster was alow moan.

Parth bathed his head with a cool rag, while Tanrif tried to find his voice. Hisfirst attempt at speech failed
and the second was not much better. Eventualy, he was able to croak out a question.

"What happened?
Parth shrugged, glanced at an uncomfortable-looking Coula, then answered.

"We were beaten. Completely encircled, totally outnumbered and too far from our forces to reach them,
even if there had been an opening.”

Tanrif nodded. He remembered that much.
"How isit that welive?'
He grimaced. Stringing that many words together hurt histhroat.

"A man approached the camp and derted them to the imminent attack. They were dready on the way
when Valere's men struck. If not for that man, we'd al be dead.”

Tanrif again attempted to Sit up, and sensing hisdesire, Parth helped him. Pain raced through him, but he
fought it and remained sitting. He gestured to the water skin nearby, and Parth helped him with that as
wall.



"Whereisthis man now?"'
"He vanished. Most of the men claim he did not ride with them."
"l want him found.” said Tanrif.

That was al he had strength for. Sowly, he lowered himsdlf to the ground. He was ad eep before anyone
could answer.

* * * %

Lord Vaere paced the polished wooden floor of the Great Hall. The reports were mixed. He had known
of Tanrif'sencampment to the west and south, but it had been too far to interfere. Of that he had been
certain. His own men outnumbered Tanrif's smaler force five to one. He had no doubt they had been
surprised. How reinforcements had made it to the battle on time he did not know and probably never
would. He aso didn't know whether Tanrif had survived, though he was sure held soon find out.

While held kept some forcesin reserve, his main strength was gone, and hisinability to see how it had
happened frustrated him. Perhaps he should have supported the pretender, but that was impossible now.
He could only ride thetide of events and dlow fate to lead him where it would.

Tired of pacing, he sat in achair overlooking the approach to Castle Therak. When the armed party
approached, he watched. Tanrif led the party, with afamiliar blond man. It took Vaereawhileto
recognize that man as Parth. Why would the Gondylarian bladesman march with this pretender? The last
he had heard, Parth served Teryl. What could be the connection?

He had given ingruction for the party to be brought to him. The dozen or so men aready present had
disarmed. There was no sense in needless bloodshed. His men could not stand against Tanrif's, and even
if hisown life wereforfelt, at least his children would have their inheritance intact. The wait for the party's
arrival seemed interminable, but he resisted the urge to pace again. When Tanrif finally reached him,
Valere would look composed.

Asif on cue, thevictorsarrived. Vdere sat quietly, surveying the grim faces of the men before him. He
had not been certain the man with Tanrif was Parth; he was now. It was to Parth that he addressed his
question.

"You of dl people ... how could you do this? Y ou've been a servant of the throne for fifteen years..."
He dlowed thewordsto trail off, the disgust in his voice more e oquent than anything he might say.
Parth waited for Tanrif's nod before answering.

" ill servethethrone. Inthelast twenty years, | have served anumber of Dukes. Tanrif wasthefirst of
them.”

Vaereseyeswent wide. “Y ou cannot mean to tell methismaniswho heclaimsto be.” He il
addressed Parth, rather than the pretender.

"The man beforeyou is Tanrif, therightful heir to the throne of High Gondylar.”
Vderelooked asif hewould faint.

"l had noidea. | couldn't possibly.” He turned to address Tanrif. “I'm afraid I've made agrave error. |
undergtand | must pay for it. | ask only that you dlow meto say farewd| to my family.”



Tanrif inclined his head, and a servant went to fetch them. Once the servant had gone, Tanrif looked at
the Lord and smiled.

"It isapity you chose not to trust me. I'm afraid | now cannot trust you. Surely you understand that.”
Vdere, paninhiseyes, did not reply.

"I'm sureif you had to do it again you would choose differently, but | will not allow you that chance.” As
he spoke Tanrif began to unlace histunic. “Y ou see, you came closer than you think."

Tanrif pulled the tunic over his head, revealing along raw wound that ran from left shoulder to right waist.

"Any deeper and we would not be having this conversation. It burns me even as | speak. | want you to
fully understand the reason for my displeasure.”

Vaeretried to keep the fear from hisface but knew he was not entirely successful. He stared at the
wound. He wished Tanrif would put histunic back on, but he handed it to Parth instead.

"It would have been wiser to take my offer. | have anew offer now. One you will find mogt intriguing.”
In spite of himself, Vaerefdt adiver of hope. Perhapsthere was away out of this.
"What doesmy Lord havein mind?'

Before Tanrif could answer, Vderestamily entered. Hiswife, a handsome woman of about fifty years
was followed by two daughters, one about nineteen, the other severd years younger. Following them
was Cordan, Lord Vaere's son and heir to histitle. Hewasin his early twenties. Shame and rage battled
on the young man'sface.

Tanrif gestured for the Lord to go to them, and Vaere wasted no time. He hurried to hiswife and hugged
her then clasped his son's hand. The two girls he embraced as one, kissing them both, unable to keep the
tearsfrom hiseyes. At last, he turned back to Tanrif. He stood waiting, eyes downcast, hands at his
Sdes.

Tanrif gpproached.

"Thisisavery touching scene, and | am not insengtive. | would not deprive afamily of their father.” He
stopped right before Vaere. “1 give you back your life."

Relief flooded Lord Vderesface. He was both grateful and confused. Would he have been as
magnanimous in Tanrif's place? He didn't think so. Vaere was about to thank him for hiskindness, when
Tanrif moved, too quickly to stop.

To the astonishment of all, Tanrif drew a dagger and dit Cordan'sthroat. AsLord Vaere's son went
down, blood sprayed over the ssters, one of whom screamed. Vaere's wife ran to the boy but kept her
composure.

Parth tensed and placed ahand on the hilt of his sword. He didn't understand why Tanrif had done what
he had but knew after such adisplay that anything could happen. Severa of Vaere's men stepped
forward, unconcealed rage on their faces. Many looked toward their Lord, trying to gauge how they
should react. Vaere stood silently, alook of abject horror on hisface. The dangerous moment passed.
Most of the men relaxed when they realized no order would be forthcoming, though their expressionsdid
not soften.



"I want you to understand. | did not day the boy, Vaere ... you did.”
The Lord's bowed head indicated he'd aready redized the fact. He remained mute.

"The boy was angry. He would have harbored meill for al the days of hislife, especidly if | had killed
you. | will not tolerate dissension. | will let no enemy live. Those who stand with me | will protect with my
life. Those who oppose mewill be crushed.”

Tanrif looked around the room. The demonstration had been effective. Parth, Ssunned asanyoneesein
the room, made hisway towards Tanrif. He kept hisvoice low, so only Tanrif could hear.

"Areyou insane? Do you think there will be no reprisa for this?'
Tanrif smiled and the bladesman took a step backward, asif frightened.

"To sed our dliance,” continued Tanrif, “1 will take your youngest daughter to Gondylar with me as proof
of your support.”

If possible, Vdere's shoulders dumped even further. Hiswife, however, had had enough. She glared at
Tanif.

"Y ou will not take my daughter.”

"l do not liketokill. I do not want to kill again. Don't make it necessary.”

Again, Vaeres men tensed, but Tanrif turned away from the woman and back to her husband.
" Are these terms acceptable to you?"

It was along time before Lord Vaeresreply came, and when it did, it wasin the voice of aman
defeated.

"It will beasyou say."

Tanrif held hissmile. A short time later, heleft the castle with hismen and Lord Vaerés youngest
daughter. He would not harm her aslong as Vaere continued to support him. Asthey departed, Tanrif
noticed Parth kept looking at him. Perhaps the man was not as strong as he thought. It didn't matter.
Parth was needed only until they took the throne. Tanrif could make adjustments afterward. For now, he
had accomplished what he'd set out to do. When word of what happened here spread to the other
Lords, there would be no further resistance.

* * % %

Thetropica sun beat down on the surface of The Mistress. Each day brought Kestryl closer to hisgodl.
The ship was named Storm, an gppropriate name for the vessel returning him to High Gondylar. Duke
Dathan'slife had been claimed by astorm; now another storm carried the Bladesman to the logical
conclusion of hisrage. He would find Tanrif and blood would flow—only then would Kestryl befree. He
practiced each day with his blade so when hefinally found Tanrif he would be up to the task.

Heleaned on the ship'srailing, facing south. He strained his eyesto see but knew the ship was il too far
out—at least two weeks from the Gondylarian coast. Two long weeks.

When the sun finaly began its dow descent, he returned below deck and prepared to deep. Perhaps he
would not suffer the dreams. Perhaps he would be able to spend one peaceful night. Perhaps.

Y et when hefindly dept, asthey had every night for what seemed like ages, the dreams returned...



The houseisempty. Bodiless, he floats from room to room. Thereis never asound until voices emerge
from Cyanne's bedroom. The door is closed, but he passes through it. Tanrif isthere, naked save for the
necklace of Elonel the Fair. Cyanne lies on the bed, equally naked, watching her son approach. Fear is
evident in her eyes, but she says nothing, not even after he mounts her.

Ashewatches, Kestryl grows angrier, reaching for asword that isn't there, asword he wouldn't be able
towiddif it were, for heisnot there—and he should have been. He cannot turn away from theimage of
Tanrif and Cyanne for heis e sawhere—assassinating Theraint. He knowsit was an utterly dishonorable
act; Shebaremindshim so nightly.

When he awoke, he knew with the certainty of the damned that the Duke's death and Cyanné's rape had
taken place at the same moment.

"l am coming, Tanrif. You will pay for what we have done."

Though he was aone, he whispered the words, a desperate pleathat Tanrif's blood would somehow
absolve him.

* * * %

With Lord Vaere behind him, there was nothing to prevent Tanrif from marching directly to Gondylar.
The Lord's daughter, Ulnira, was a pretty young thing—dark hair, dark eyes, bright smile. Once she
overcame her initia fear, she often dined with Tanrif and Parth. Tanrif went out of hisway to assure her
no harm would cometo her.

On one such occasion, they dined together on amedl of dried meat and fresh bread. Therewas dso
wine. Tanrif kept looking at Ulniraasthey ate, and Parth thought he knew why.

Thegirl was an enigma. She displayed noill feglings over her brother's desth, nor did she seem to harbor
any resentment over her father's defeat. The question that had to be on Tanrif's mind was whether she
legitimately did not care, or whether she was one hell of an actress.

Littlewas said, until after dinner when the three sat around with their wine.
"S0, how are you taking your brother's deeth?’ asked Tanrif.
Ulnirashrugged and drank from her glass. “He wasn't my brother.”
"Wasn't he Vderés son?'

She amiled, obvioudy enjoying the questions she knew shewasraising.

"Hewas, but from hisfirs marriage. Though | am certain you have hurt my father, you have endeared
yoursdlf to my mother. She dways fet Cordan wastoo full of himself and that my sster would have
made amorefitting heir to Vaderesfortune.”

Parth thought back to the incident. He'd certainly expected more of areaction from Lady Vaere. Now
he understood why.

"So you're not angry with me?’ asked Tanrif.

"l am indebted to you. Frankly, | hope you take the throne. There has been nothing but problemsin High
Gondylar of late.”

She hid asmile by taking ahealthy swallow from her glass, while continuing to watch Tanrif. Parth had



seen women look that way at aman before, and it was never good news.
Tanrif seemed to notice dso. “1 think you have had enough wine for the evening. Off to bed with you.”

She smiled again and rose, no doubt attempting to be seductive, in spite of the fact that she wastoo
young for such ideas. Parth noticed Ulniramade sure to brush againgt Tanrif on the way out. Tanrif's
reaction put Parth on edge. Still, the boy would be Duke and could do as he pleased.

Once Ulnirahad gone, Tanrif kept Parth up late again, asking questions about the politica Situationin
Gonadylar.

* * * %

When hereturned to The Silver Blade, the guards were waiting for him. Bone had chosen the
establishment as much for its name as its | ocation. The sign above the front door bore apicture of a
weapon much like the ones he preferred. It was the type of place he liked—inconspicuous and near the
action. Well-bred men went there to mingle with those of more dangerous calings. Even the prostitutes
were discrest, but for dl that, he couldn't mistake their profession.

As soon as Bone entered the common room, they approached. Palace guards were seldom seenin The
Silver Blade. Bone considered fleeing, but felt two guards didn't represent athreat. Anyway, it would be
important to know what had brought them here.

Thefirst guard, obvioudy the leader, stepped forward.
"Lord Teryl would like aword with you, Bone."

The n kept hisface expressonless. The guard was sure of hisidentity, which didn't seem possible.
Had he underestimated Teryl? He would not do so again. Bone couldn't imagine how the Gondylarian
Regent had located him, never mind what he wanted. The only thing he knew for sure was that he wasn't
indanger. If Teryl had wanted to take him out, he wouldn't be sending fully uniformed guardsin broad

daylight.
"I will come"

Without another word, the guards walked outside. Bone followed. He had expected them to flank him,
ready to draw weapons should hetry to flee. Instead they walked ahead, only occasionally glancing back
to make sure he kept up. He wasto be avisitor then, not a prisoner. All the more curious.

Had Teryl somehow associated him with the men held hired to sow dissension? Could he know about
Bones misson? It didn't seem possible. Even o, if that were the case, why wasn't he under arret?

He would know soon enough, for they approached the main entrance.

Bone had been insde the Gondylarian paace before. Hed tried to assassinate Tanrif during the roya
wedding feast. What irony placed him here twenty yearslater supporting the claim of that same Duke's
son, he could not say.

He had never been to the throne room before, though that was where he was taken now. Teryl, an
imposing figure of aman, sat in the seat of power. Bone bowed low, trying not to give away anything
with hisexpression.

"Ari£"

Bone straightened and met Teryl's gaze, but didn't speek. It wasn't hismove.



Teryl studied him for along time before he spoke. “Y ou've been starting rumors. Why?*
Bone knew it would be usdessto deny the truth. “1 am not starting rumors. | am spesking my mind.”
"What makes you believe Duke Tanrif isgoing to return?'

"Because | saw him. He told me to come here and spread the word of his coming. | wouldn't be
surprised if he were on hisway here at this moment.”

Let Teryl think him amadman.

"Heison hisway, perhaps even closer than you think. And | have no doubt he sent you. Do you know
what will bewaiting for him when he arrives?*

Bone shook his head, too surprised to speak. Teryl stood and moved aside, gesturing to the throne.

"l want to send an emissary to offer him the Gondylarian throne. | only want what's best for High
Gondylar and think Tanrif isit. The only way Tanrif will trust the offer isif you are part of the delegation. |
would avoid bloodshed if at dl possble.”

Bone again bowed low. “1 am certain the Duke would appreciate your sentiments.”

* * * %

With Gondylar only days away, dl Tanrif thought about was what he would do once he got there.

He had received no message from Bone, though that meant little. Bone might not have known whereto
reach him. Tanrif thought it likely that Bone had been in place for some time and had been working
according to plan, though how that would help him, Tanrif was no longer certain. Parth seemed to think
taking the throne would be as easy as marching up to the city's wals and announcing the intention. Tanrif
hed no suchillusons.

Thousands of variations ran through hismind. It was like playing chess, but Tanrif didn't know how each
piece was dlowed to move. He was so lost in thought Parth had to call his nametwice. Tanrif looked
down theroad. A large procession of mostly unarmed men approached, led by Bone. Tanrif reined in his
steed and waited.

Parth stood high in the saddle, hand on his sword's hilt. Many of the othersin Tanrif's persona guard
followed the example.

When they were twenty-five feet awvay, Bone stopped. At hissigna, so did his companions.
"Greetings, Your Highness” called the n.

Tanrif motioned for him to ride forward, and he did so aone.

"What's going on?'

"Thecity awatsthereturn of therightful her.”

Tanrif studied him. He had no redl reason to trust the man, yet he did. Such trust was not in his nature
and made him uncomfortable.

"I'm just going to ride on in and take over, isthat right?"

"According to Lord Teryl, that isessentidly the Stuation.”



III %II

But Tanrif did not see. He had prepared himsdlf for abattle, and now that one was not forthcoming, he
felt cheated. Still, he could not deny he was fortunate.

"And just how did this set of circumstances come about?
"Somewould cdll it fate. Somefortune.”

"What would you call it?"

Bone thought for amoment. “I would cal it the devil's own luck."

Tanrif nudged his horse forward and motioned his men to follow. Bone rode back to the escort and led
the new Duke to the city gates and beyond. True to Teryl's word, no weapon was raised against them
and no blood was spilled.

So it was, on ahot Gondylarian afternoon, Tanrif and his men marched through the gates of the city. Itis
said that more than haf the city's inhabitants were on hand to greet the new Duke.

Many men were observed leaving Gondylar a short time later. Those men were the eyes and ears of the
Lords, waiting only for newsthat they could bring to their patronsfor silver or gold. Thiskind of news
brought gold.

Cheersfollowed Tanrif dl the way from west gate, through the crowded streets, past the market square,
to the wide avenue leading to the palace. There was no doubt the people of High Gondylar had finally
had enough. Tanrif maintained his smile until he was inside the gates. When he reached the throne room,
Teryl kndt before him to sweer fedty. At hisexample, othersfollowed. Tanrif took the oaths throughout
the night and called a celebration for the following evening.

The day Tanrif was crowned would long be remembered. The return of the missing Duke, aman dready
shrouded in legend, was celebrated not only in the palace, but in every tavern, every shop, every corner
of Gondylar. Long into the night people could be heard shouting: “ The Duke has returned. Long live
Duke Tanrif."

Thulrak listened to the din of celebration and prepared another report for the Emperor.



Chapter Sx—The Count Of Adtriana

When Storm docked at Athlana, the ship's single passenger disembarked. Even Cyanne might have had
trouble recognizing that man as the Bladesman. He had grown thinner during the four-month crossing and
had not shaved in dl that time. His eyes, once dert and full of life, were frozen in aperpetua feverish
glare. He waked with single-minded determination, and al before him moved quickly from his path.

He had little money and didn't care. Like dl fanatics, hisgoa consumed him and, when findly carried out,
it would leave only a shell of the man he had once been. He walked toward the outskirts of town and
continued past the city's edge, where the dwellings were further apart. Most of these were cottages but
there were afew good-sized farmhouses as well. From one he liberated a horse, the urgency of hisrage
propdling him to theft for thefirg timein hislife.

He mounted and rode south even though dusk approached. It did not matter to him that riding after dark
would be dangerousto the horse. It did not bother him that once it would have mattered.

A night breeze refreshed him as he journeyed onward. Fortunately, his mount did not sumblein the
darkness, and by daybreak she was thoroughly exhausted. Heedless, he pressed on. At the end of the
day, the mare keeled over. He lft the carcass behind and continued on foot.

Ashewaked, he surveyed the area. It took him along time to redlize where he was and, when he finaly
did, he was embarrassed it should have taken so long. He was not far from the caves of Dauber Uaks. In
his ddlirium, he had unconscioudy sought the only place he could still think of ashome.

The sound of anearby stream reminded him that he'd had nothing to drink or eat snce Athlana. He made
hisway to the stream and drank hisfill, then stood and walked east toward the mountains.

Dauber Uaks wasthe only person hetrusted on al of Corithim.

* * % %

The greast mage was reading when he felt apulling in hismind. It was not often anyone intruded into his
domain. He had wanted to spend arelaxing evening and had not planned on company. He contemplated
cregting theillusion that the caverns were empty, something he did during hisinfrequent travels, but
decided to see who it wasinstead.

He spoke afew words in the old speech, and the cave entrance appeared in hismind. At first, he didn't
recognize the intruder, but as he watched the shadowy figure began to look familiar. Curiosty overcame
fatigue. He stood, grabbed his staff and waked through a number of cavernsto the main entrance, where
he found the man waiting.

"Why have you come?’ he boomed in hismost intimideting voice.
"Dauber ... it'sme."

It was hard for him to believe his ears. He struck his staff twice on the ground and a bright glow emerged
fromits head.

"By lorang, it isyou."
Heran forward, placing a protective arm around Kestryl's shoulder.

"Comein. You look asif youve wasted away."



Kestryl straightened up as best he could and shrugged away the mage's hand. He would walk on his
own, or not &t all.

"Cyanne, sheisdl right?"
Kestryl nodded.
"Thenwhat alsyou, my friend. Tl me."

Kestryl started to laugh and didn't stop for along time.

* * % %

An emergency meeting of the Council of Lords had been called. Once again, Teryl wasback in hisold
Segt, watching with sharp eyes dl that transpired. The only conspicuous absence was that of Lord
Vaere, though everyone knew why it was so. That circumstance was part of the debate.

Intheend, it could only go one way. With Teryl, and therefore the House of Charnath, safely a hisside,
and the House of Therak safely in his pouch, the others had no choice but to support the new Duke
unconditiondly.

Many were angry that they had not been told of Tanrif's appearance beforehand, but they would gripe
about it for atime and get over it. Tanrif wastoo popular, and Dominawas kicking up itshedsagain.
Word had dready reached them of increased Dominan activity on the frontier. Everyone there knew the
Empire would have to be stopped before it decided to wage afull-scaewar.

Teryl ignored the debate, as he often did when he knew the L ords were venting. He was content
knowing that by his actions, he'd secured ahigh position in the new Duke's hierarchy for the House of
Charnath. Everyone else knew it too. And after learning what had befallen Vdere, none of them would
have the somach to directly confront Tanrif.

Soon Tanrif would meet with the Council, addressng them officidly for thefirst time. It would be, Teryl
knew, a contest to see which house could best ingratiateitself. He didn't think Tanrif would take well to
such tactics.

Teryl dlowed the arguing to go on until he felt enough time had passed. When he rose, as had happened
before on numerous occasions, silence fell. He looked around the room, smiling. Not having seen Teryl
wear such an expression before was enough to cause confusion in some and consternation in others.

While Teryl recognized most of the men, afew were new to him. Dareth was one of the newcomers, a
young man representing the House of Saren. He must have replaced hisfather after hisuntimely desth.
Otherswere smply new retainers, or members of noble families who had successfully maneuvered so
that they could attend Council meetings. Being able to say you attended such ameeting wasasgn of
gatus among minor nobles.

"Asyou seem to know,” began Teryl, “we have anew Duke."

Teryl waited for the few who shouted comments to come to order before continuing.

"Tanrif isheir to the throne, and there he will stay. He has my support and that of the House of Therak."
"We heard how he won that,” yelled out Lord Brone. “What | want to know iswho will be next?!

"Vaere had agreed to talk to him and tried to take him out in the middle of the night. What would you
have done? Isthere anyone here who would have left Vaere dive?’



Dareth spoke up. Not surprisingly, the others paid rapt attention. It was important to know where any
new Lord stood. Thismay have been thefirgt time he had spoken in Council.

"I wouldn't have taken his daughter. That wasrepulsve.”
A number of shouted assents showed support for the new Lord. Teryl spoke over them.

"I've spoken to the girl. Sheisinsurance, nothing more. She has not been abused in any way, and Tanrif
treats her asif shewere avidgting dignitary. Back to theissue a hand, in ashort time Tanrif will bejoining
us.."

""'Sooner than you think,” said avoice from the back of the room. Three dozen headsturned asone. It
wasthe first time most of the Lords had seen Tanrif, and he was an impressive figure, made even more
s0 by the Amulet of Dreaming. He strode to the front of the room followed by Bone. Lord Teryl sarted
to knedl, but Tanrif caught him and raised him up into an embrace. Shock painted many of the faces at
the table, but no one was more surprised than Teryl. Tanrif released him.

"My dear Teryl. | wanted to take this opportunity to personaly thank you for your serviceto High
Gondylar. | want you to know it will not be forgotten.”

Theideafor the speech had been Parth's, and from the looks of it, it had the desired effect. Many of the
Lordslooked uncomfortable. Teryl mumbled something and sat down. Tanrif had their undivided
attention.

"I wish | had timeto get to know each of you individudly. | promise, if you support me, you can expect
my gratitude in return. If you oppose me, well, you al know what happened at Castle Therak.”

Hewaited for the low murmur to subside before continuing.

"Timesin High Gondylar are not good. Dominais absolutely delighted with the mess you've made of
Gondylarian palitics. I'm certain many of you are aware of that fact."

A few indignant grumbles floated up from the table, but the perpetrators of these, seeing they did not
have the support of those next to them, silenced themsdavesimmediately.

"What do you want from us?'
That from Dareth. The boy warranted scrutiny thought Teryl.

"Men and financia support. | don't careif you tax your holdingsto poverty. If Dominamarches, we don't
have the power to defend oursalves. | have some ideas about shoring up our defenses, but that will take
time. In the meanwhile gentleman, | would suggest that you abandon your petty agendas. Until Dominas
taken care of, | don't give adamn about the price of wool, or boundary squabbles, or who's nailing
whosewife. You got that? If you can't talk war with me, don't talk tome at al.”

Heturned toward Teryl. “ Asfar as|'m concerned, | don't have time for al these Lords. Y ou've just been
elected spokesman. Find out what they want to say, and say it to me."

Severd shouts of protest went up. Tanrif sllenced them with agtare.

"l don't know what kind of men you are used to dedling with. When | make a statement, that statement is
law. Contradicting it istreason. At least until High Gondylar is secure again. Do | make mysdlf clear?”

Without waiting for an answer, Tanrif |eft the room, followed by Bone. Pandemonium erupted even



before the door closed behind him.

While the Lords fought amongst themselves, Teryl went over what had happened. With Tanrif on the
throne, maybe, just maybe, High Gondylar would have afighting chance against Domina.

* * * %

Dauber listened to Kestryl's account of histrip across The Mistress and subsequent meeting with Lylea
and Agar. Afterward, the Bladesman continued to talk, mostly about Tanrif and how he would exact his
revenge. Dauber, usudly the more takative of the two, didn't say much.

There were severa reasonsfor hisrelative silence. The once robust Bladesman was now a man haunted.
The hollowsin his eyes bespoke deepless nights. Thefire that burned in him wasthat of afanatic.
Ironically, the one thing that might bring him to sanity was the one thing he could not afford to have.

Kestryl required Tanrif's desth and would not rest until it was accomplished. Y et Tanrif wasthe only
thing holding High Gondylar together. Dominawas preparing for war, and the Dukedom needed a strong
presence on the throne. There was no one else for the task. The only question Dauber had was how he
could convince Kestryl to stay his hand, at least for the present. He didn't think it would be easy.

"Kestryl, we need to talk.”

Thetone of his voice caught the Bladesman's attention and briefly, Dauber could see the old gaze
underlying the newer one. It gave him some smdl hope.

"Tanrif isthe Duke of High Gondylar.”
Kestryl started to speak, but the mage held up his hand.

"And I'm not certain it isn't for the best.” He continued quickly, before the rage that suddenly appeared
could beloosed on him. “High Gondylar isin terrible shape. She needs astrong leader, and heisaman
the country can rdly behind."

"A man they can raly behind. A man who raped his own mother."

"They don't know he's Tanrif's son. They think he'sthe origind. If | didn't know better, I'd have believed
it mysdf. Heredly doeslook like hisfather. Wearing the Amulet of Dreaming, anyone might be
convinced. Even before he took the throne, Dominawas preparing alarge fighting force. Aninvasion
force, Kestryl."

The Bladesman didn't ask where Dauber got hisinformation. If the mage said it was so, then it was.
Kestryl sat slently, athousand ideas battling insde hismind. This must be what madness tastes like.

"Imagineit, Kestryl. At the time of our nation's greatest need, afigure out of legend stepsin to restore
order to High Gondylar. It isthe only way the Dukedom can survive.”

"Then perhapsit istimefor High Gondylar to die. | cannot dlow Tanrif to live.”

"Once, you loved High Gondylar so much you would lay down your lifefor her. No persona vendetta
would have swayed your loyalty. How has this happened to you?"

Kestryl blinked. How indeed had this happened?

"I don't know. | didn't choose this path ... it chose me. Therewas no way | could have prepared for it,
and once st in motion, nothing | could do to turn fromit. | don't even know who | am anymore. | only



know that if | give up this hate, thisdriving force, | will losewheét littleisleft of me. My anger isdl | have.
And you want to teke it away."

Dauber shook his head. “I understand your anger, but it isimportant to see the larger picture. High
Gondylar hasto comefirst. Could you live with yoursdf if you killed Tanrif and everything you ever
fought for died with him?What kind of victory would that be? What would Dathan say if heweredive
today? What would Cyanne say? Could you ever face me again? Could you ever face yourself?"

And thereit was. The one thing he needed to do was the one thing duty denied him. He felt the rage build
as he sat there. Despair seeped into his soul until even the anger seemed faint by comparison.

"l can't St around and do nothing.”
"I don't expect you to. Thereis another path you may follow. Y ou can hep him."

"Help him! Theonly way | would hdp himisoff thetop of adliff. | think the fumesfrom your potions
have findly dissolved part of your brain. What makes you think he would even accept my help?’

Dauber sighed and stood. He began to rearrange the items scattered on the shelf behind him, anervous
habit he'd never been able to break.

"Long ago, when | first started experimenting with anima souls, | was not only younger, but more
emotional. That waswhen | created you."

"l know the gory."

"Perhaps you don't remember as clearly asyou think. | am the first mage, and perhaps the only one, to
place an animd soul into a human body. Y ou were my first success. I'll never forget what you looked like
before| transferred your soul. | had seen hawksin my day. Anyone living in the mountains has seen
dozens, but you were the largest, fiercest bird of prey 1'd ever laid eyes on.

"| befriended you and trained you. Y ou were the essence of loyalty. | waited patiently for the right body
to come dong, and when | found it, | took it with Duke Delran's blessng. The resulting warrior was you.
When Ddran died, and passed the burden of leadership to Dathan, you were there. Y ou have defended
the throne of High Gondylar for dl your human life. I know you, Kestryl, better than you know yoursdf.
Y ou could no more betray your country than cut off your arm. Y ou couldn't back then, and | don't
believe you can do it now. Whatever harm hel's done, Tanrif istherightful her.”

Kestryl sat, hands gripping the wooden arms of the chair, face pale and breathing heavy. Madness
gripped hiseyes.

"What do you advise?"

"Go to him, Kestryl. Help him win the battle against Domina. After that, when things are settled, if you
gtill wish to take your revenge, at least you will do it without endangering everything you have ever stood
for."

"Hell never trust me"

"Hewon't know you. | can change your appearance. Make you look like anyone. Y ou can get in touch
with Parth and explain to him who you redly are.”

The Bladesman st rigidly, battling hisrage.



"Do it for Cyanne. Do it for Dathan. Hell, do it for me.”
For along time the inner struggle continued. Finally, the Bladesman released his degth hold on the chair.

"Very wel. | will need to know everything you can tell me. | will aso need to work out anew identity.
But after Dominaisdefeated, | will have my revenge.”

Dauber Uaks bresthed asigh of relief.
"Very well, but not tonight. Y ou need food and deep.”

Kestryl nodded, but his mind was aready on the next move. First Dominathen Tanrif. Perhagps his
exigence still served some purpose after dl.

* * * %

Thulrak had no doubt the man standing before him wasindeed aLord of one of the Gondylarian noble
houses. That jibed with the information given to him by Timor. But something didn't make sense.

"Two weeks ago when | first gpproached you, you wouldn't even deign to see me. Now you offer your
assgtance. Why?'

"l have my reasons.”

"That's not good enough.”

"Let'ssay | have apersona vendettaagaing Tanrif, though | only learned of it recently.”
"And what do you want in return for your complicity?"

"Thereisonly onething | require. Once Tanrif is beaten, | want to be the oneto take hislife."
"Andif hediesin battle?'

The Lord shrugged. “Then | will haveto be satisfied with that, but | want to look him in the eye and show
him whét it isto earn the wrath of a Gondylarian Lord. | want to see him suffer as no one has ever
suffered.”

"If helives, heisyours. Now, tell me about the last meseting of the Council of Lords."

* * * %

Timor watched Se-gen from the corner of his eye. She was quite good. It was apity he would have to
dispose of her, but not yet. She could till be of useto him.

During hisstay in the paace, he had gathered alot of information. It was amazing what peoplewill say in
front of you, if they think you feeble-minded. Much of what he'd learned wastotally usdless, but that is
the way of inteligence. It isnot unlike prospecting for gold—one useful piece of information, for a
thousand pieces of misinformation and ten thousand of rubbish. He waited until she cameto bed before

gpesking.

"You'vedonewell sofar.” Sheblushed at the compliment. “I think you are ready for the next step.”
Delighted, sherolled on her sdeto face him.

"Tdl me"



"Y ou know you are very beautiful. A good spy usesall her assets, and that is one of your best.”
"What do you havein mind?'

"Since Tanrif took the throne, there's awhole new influencein the palace. One of hisinner circlehasa
weakness. A weskness you are perfectly positioned to exploit.”

For amoment, Timor thought she might balk.

"Whoisit?'

"The bladesman. From what | understand, Parth is quite the lady's man.”
"Parth has never looked twice a me."

It wasthe truth, and he was often enough in the kitchen.

"That was before. Y ou've honed your skillsnow. | do not believe there's aman dive who can resist your
charms. But, if you don't think youreup toit..."

Se-gen knew Orwyn was trying to manipulate her, yet Parth was a good-looking man, and he had
always been beyond her.

"Isit soimportant?'

"My missionisto gather information. We have no source closeto Tanrif. Parth is one of the few from
whom we might be ableto glean somered information. If it were not vitd, | would keep you to myself.
Don't think it will be easy for me to watch the two of you together. | will have to control mysdlf for the
sake of themisson.”

Se-gen embraced him. “Don't worry, my love. Thereis no one for me but you."

* * % %

Dauber Uakstold Kestryl he needed severa daysto prepare the spell, but it wasn't true. Kestryl needed
the rest, and Dauber was going to make sure he got it. If he were to survive what was to come, he would
need to be at his best.

Findly, when Dauber was satisfied with the Bladesman's condition, he announced he was ready. Kestryl
followed him through the cavern complex to an inner chamber that served as one of Dauber's
laboratories. He had never been here before, and Dauber was happy to seethat he took it in with
interest.

Kestryl spent along time examining the row of glass beakers on the table and the notes before each.
Dauber didn't need any of those potions for what he was about to do.

"Removeyour dothing. All of it."

Kestryl wore only aborrowed gray robe, as he often did when visiting. He had no use for hisleather in
the caves. He opened the robe and Iet it fall to the floor. Dauber gestured to a plain wooden stool, and
hesat onit.

Almost immediately, Dauber started to chant.

The Bladesman closed his eyes, listening to the sorcerer's incantation. Had his eyes been open, he would
have seen the mage waving his hands rhythmicaly in patterns known to few men dive. The correct



combination of movement and sound would somehow activate a powerful forcethat only asmall
percentage of mages would be able to control.

The spdll took more than an hour to cast. By thetime it was finished, Kestryl had drifted off, though
whether he was deeping or smply daydreaming, he couldn't say. Gradually he became aware of the
slence. Helistened carefully but heard nothing. He opened his eyes.

Theroomwas as he last saw it, except for the absence of the mage. He returned the way he had come.
In anearby room he remembered seeing amirror. He found it and approached. He didn't know what he
expected to see, but it was certainly not what greeted him. He looked asif he werein hismid-fifties. His
face was clean-shaven, histhinning hair completely white. He looked thinner than he used to be and
perhaps adrop shorter. He still bore the mark of Sheba however, as he knew he would. He suspected
hewould carry it until Tanrif wasdead. A voice from behind him made him spin.

"You don't even haveto shave."

Dauber Uaks stood behind him, holding acrystal goblet in each hand. He offered oneto Kestryl. The
Bladesman downed the contents and turned back to the mirror.

"It'sremarkable. Y ou have no idea."

He stopped again at the sound of his own voice, which was degper and more gravelly than it had once
been.

Dauber smiled. “Actudly, | do. | designed the spell mysdlf and wasthefirgt totry it. It isan odd fedling,
intit?"

Kestryl placed ahand on hisface, fedling for his old, sharper nose.
"Thisisntanilluson, isit?"

"No. lllusions are too easy to detect, even accidentally. Thisis how you now look. If you don't return
here, thisishow you will look till the day you die"

Kestryl nodded. “ Certainly, Tanrif will not recognize me."

"Y ou will be known asthe Count of Astriana. No one can gainsay that clam. Oncethey seeyouin
action, they will accept your expertise. | will give you enough gold to make you wedthy. Don't be afraid
to spend it. Develop the character and no one will ever suspect.”

"I'mglad | let you talk meinto this. Once High Gondylar isout of danger, | will ded with Tanrif."

Kestryl's new face broke into agrim smile that made Dauber glad he wasn't the Duke of High Gondylar.

* k% k %

Parth was happy to be back in Gondylar. He had been gone for too long. Tanrif was on the throne, and
hewas till bladesman. The only thing that disturbed him was hisfirst meeting with Bone. He thought
Bone looked familiar, but he couldn't remember where held seen the man. He knew it was long ago but
couldn't say when.

Parth made hisway to the kitchen. He was hungry, and it would be too long before dinner. Also, he
hadn't annoyed Thelannafor along time and was overdue.

When he reached his destination, the mistress of the kitchens was nowherein sght. He walked toward



one of the counters where several muffins sat on atray, no doubt |eft over from breakfast. He glanced
around surreptitioudy, even though he knew no onewould try to stop him. He so did miss Thelanna.

"Theydlow ones arefresher,” said avoice from behind. He spun and stopped. Before him was one of
the most beautiful women held ever seen. She seemed somehow familiar. 1t took him afew seconds to
work out that he'd seen in the kitchen before, but she'd never looked like this.

Her neatly combed blonde hair perfectly framed her face. Her blue eyes sparkled with amusement, her
lipswerefull and red.

"Er ... thanks."

She stepped past him and took one of the muffins sheld recommended.
"Here. | baked them mysdlf.”

She held it out to him, never losing the amused expression in her eyes.
"What isyour name?’ he asked before taking a bite.

"I am Se-gen. And you are Parth, the bladesman of High Gondylar.” Shelooked him up and down asif
he were gpiece of meat she was considering purchasing. “1 have heard much about you."

"Isthat so? Wasany of it good?"

Hewatched her, intrigued.

"At least there was nothing dull. I've had enough of boring men. Y ou're not boring, are you, M'lord?"
Parth shook his head, the muffin in his hand forgotten.

"After my chores are done, perhaps you'd like to wak with me. | have some shopping to do and | know
no cutpurse would come near me were you by my side. That isif you're free.”

Parth suspected that there was something he had to do, but one of his better quaities had aways been
forgetting chores when more enjoyable matters arose.

"I think | can see my way clear."

"Good,” said Se-gen. “I'll meet you by the servant's gate at about two."

She moved closer asif to kiss him but turned away at the last moment and bounded out the door.
Parth stared thoughtfully after her.

* * % %

Now that held taken the throne, it was hard for Tanrif to find afree moment. There was so much to learn
in far too short atime. Though he had told the Lords hiswar effort was al he would spesk of, he found
many smaller mattersinvolved immediate attention, not the least of which wasthe abysma paace
Security.

He wondered when Kestryl would show up. Tanrif had no doubt he would, sooner or later. If the
Bladesman could assassinate Theraint as easily as he apparently had, Tanrif desperately needed to
improve security. During hisfirst two days on the throne, he fired half a dozen guards, which sobered the
rest of them up. It was astart, but more would have to be done before he felt even remotely secure.



Then, he had to learn who was on his side and who was just saying o. It was palitics as usud, but to
Tanrif it was dl new. He thought about al held learned so far and how much more there wasthat he
needed to know. He had advisors, but Parth was the only one on his staff he trusted. Where the hell was
he? The new Duke didn't like to be kept waiting.

"What's your next move?'
The voice made Tanrif jump. Bone had an annoying way of waking without making the dightest sound.

"I think we need to march on thefrontier. | will ask Parth what he advises and intend to hear your
thoughts on the matter also. Y ou know the frontier aswell as anyone. If you were the Emperor of
Domina, what would you be doing?'

"Exactly what he seemsto bedoing ... testing our strength. The only reason he needsto do so isthat
Gondylarian politics are so screwed up, his spies can't see clearly how vulnerablewe are.”

"He has spies?” Tanrif looked distinctly uncomfortable.

Bone laughed. “ Undoubtedly. Gathering intelligence is one of the most important jobs of any ruler. How
are you supposed to make effective decisonsif you don't have accurate information?”

"Do mogt rulers have aman respongble for such intelligence?”

"Most good rulers have huge networks of informants. An entire hierarchy of spies. Y ou can bet the
Emperor does. And you can bet just as certainly that some of them arein Gondylar, perhaps evenin the

patece”

"Congratulations. Y ou are now the head of intelligence. | need to know asmuch as| can about Dominas
tactics. Use whatever resources are necessary, just get me results.”

"Yes, my Liege"

"And whileyouTe a it, keep an eye on the guards. | know that's traditionaly the bladesman's purview,
but | don't likewhat | see, and Parth has been bladesman for along time.”

"] don't know that Parth will likethat sate of affairs.”

"l don't care what he likes or doesn't like. He doesn't rule High Gondylar. If he doesn't likeit, tell himto
takeit up with me. Anything ese?'

"No, my Liege."
"Y ou're dismissed. I'll expect reports frequently in the daysto come.”
"By your command.”

Bone waked from the throne room, well happy with what had transpired. When held agreed to assist
Tanrif, he had no idea how much hewould enjoy his new authority. The assassination business had been
getting dull, and he needed a new challenge to keep hislife interesting.

And what could possibly be moreinteresting than agame of chesswith the Emperor of Domina?

* * * %

Parth enjoyed Se-gen's company. It surprised him that it should be so. The women he was accustomed
to dedling with usualy couldn't hold an intelligent conversation, which wasfine by him. To Parth, nothing



was more attractive than awoman who knew what he wanted and accommodated him. Y et with Se-gen,
it was different. For akitchen servant, she was remarkably articulate. He thought it an odd qudity for a
kitchen servant to have and decided to broach the subject.

"Y ou spesk well."

"Thank you, M'lord."

"I'm not sureit was acompliment.”
"M'lord?'

"I have spoken to servants for many years now, and have seldom found one asintelligent asyou. You are
mogt uncommon.”

"l didn't dwayswork in the kitchens, M'lord.”
"Youdidnt?'

She didn't answer, leading him to believe he should know what she was talking abouit. It took him severa
minutes to track down the memory, during which neither spoke.

"Wait aminute. Y ou'rethe girl who saved Tanrif'slife. Cyanne made you her persona servant.”

Se-gen's smile seemed to lose some of its brilliance. “ Shedid, and it was the happiest time of my life. All
two weeks of it."

Parth nodded. Cyanne had been abducted shortly after the wedding. He wanted to pursue the matter but
wanted the old smile back more.

"Y ou know, | bet the Duke would be happy to get you out of the kitchens, if that's what you wanted.
"I'm sure he wouldn't remember me at dl.”

Parth wasn't sure of any such thing, or wouldn't have been had the Duke actudly been who he claimed to
be. Of course, Tanrif, son of Tanrif couldn't have recognized her, though he might know her by name.
Perhaps hed mention it to the Duke when time permitted.

Parth remembered the wedding vividly, particularly the nation attempt. It had been acloseand
scary thing, but he'd been too far away to interfere. Had he been closer, he wouldn't have hesitated to
protect the man who had avenged Denworceno's degth. The assassin was damn lucky he hadn't been
closer, or hed never have walked out of the palace dive. That was something Parth didn't understand,
and no one had explained to him. There had been no reason for anyoneto explain it. Hewas no longer in
the employ of the Duchess and had been merely enjoying her hospitality.

The n! Suddenly it al came together. Bone had tried to kill Tanrif but had been released instead of
killed. He hadn't thought about it in years. Now Bone had become Tanrif's closest companion. How was
that possible? How could the Duke trust the man who had very nearly killed hisfather? It didn't make
sense.

Se-gen saw thelook in Parth's eyes and redized something had changed.
"What'sthe matter? Did | say something?*
Parth smiled, absently. “No. But | think | should be getting back.”



Se-gen was going to say something else, but Parth had aready started toward the castle, lost in thought.
She considered some kind of subtle interrogation, but rejected the idea. It was too soon. Orwyn had
taught her agood spy must be patient.

She had to run a couple of stepsto catch up with him. Neither spoke again until they were back at the
palace.

* k x %

Thefed of ahorse galloping had always been one of Kestryl'sfavorite sensations. He could fed the
mare's power benegth, propelling him forward. The wind on hisface refreshed him, especidly after so
many daysin the caves. It was good to be on the road again.

He named her Fortune and hoped that was what she would bring him. As he galloped, he thought about
his new identity. Using Astrianawas brilliant.

Long ago, the House of Astriana had been one of the strongest in High Gondylar, but after Dathan's
death and the subsequent events, those who ruled the house decided High Gondylar had become too
petty. Thefamily had long been known for their warriors, and many of High Gondylar's greatest generals
had come from that bloodline. Lord Manreth had sold his holdings, and the entire family moved en
masse to the Idands of Dawn.

The more educated Gondylarian nobles would no doubt remember the house. There would be no way
for any of the Lordsto verify hisidentity, and Kestryl was strategicaly sound enough to play therole. He
just hoped he wasn't coming on to the scene too late.

Herode until darkness forced him to stop and found a place to camp off the road. He made sure Fortune
was fed and rubbed her down before retiring. When he dept, he dreamt of leading the forces of

Gondylar againgt the forces of Domina, though when he woke, he couldn't remember which side had
won.

* * % %

Only when they passed through the palace gate did Parth findly remember he was supposed to meet with
Tanrif. He cursed and increased his pace, Se-gen all but forgotten. He didn't even say good-bye, which
earned him afrown he never saw.

Tanrif and Bone were both in the throne room when he arrived.
"Sounds like you were the right man for the job,” Tanrif was saying as he entered.

Bone shrugged. “| dready had quite an extensive network of informants, and having the Gondylarian
treasury a my disposa doesn't hurt either.”

Both men stopped speaking as Parth approached the throne. He bowed low.
"Yourelae"
Parth rose and looked Tanrif in the eyes. “Apologies, your Highness. | was detained.”

"Wl | can see where the paace guards get their bad habits from. Parth, you are the bladesman of High
Gondylar. Y ou need to set an example for your people. What kind of example do you think you're

sting?'
Parth didn't answer at firgt, but he never looked away. When he finally spoke, he kept hisvoice leve.



"Y our Highness, | have been the bladesman for avery long time, dmost since you set out to rescue
Cyanne.” Hedidn't know whether or not Bone knew the truth of things and wouldn't risk reveding
Tanrif'ssecret in front of him.

"Your point?'

Parth drew a breath then released it. “1 gpologize. I'll do better.”
"Seethat you do. Do you know why | asked you here?’

"No, your Highness."

"We need to plan astrategy against Domina, and | was hoping for your input. I'd meant to handle it right
away, but something has aways come up. It'stimeto act. | fear we may have aready waited too long.”

Parth nodded, redlizing for thefirst time how dire their Stuation was.
"Not much can be done until my scoutsreturn,” said Bone.
It wasthe first Parth had heard of it.

"Y es, Bone isworking on gathering intelligence. There appearsto be increased Dominan activity dl dong
the frontier, though the nature of that activity isnot clear.”

"So we'rejust going to wait?'
"What do you suggest? What can we do in the absence of information?’

"We'retoo far from the border for that sort of information to reach usin time. We need to establish an
outpost between here and there. It will increase the speed of our response, aslong asyou trust the man
in charge of the outpost.” Parth's gaze lingered on Bone for perhaps a bit too long. Tanrif spoke quickly
to break the tension.

"This makes sense to me. Bone?'

"I could stay with one of the Lords. There are several who have holdings nearby. Warthon's estate would
be perfect.”

"We don't have many troopsto spare yet, but you can have afew men."
"A few men might not be good enough.”

Bone looked to Parth for support, but the bladesman didn't answer immediately. His conflict was smple.
He knew Bone needed men but after his recent revelation, he was loath to trust him. Still, there was no
choice.

"I'm not sure we can afford to hold men back at this point.”

Tanrif nodded. “Then well have to put pressure on the Council. We need men, and they have them.”
"That would seem prudent,” agreed Parth.

"Anything e sewe can do?'



Parth looked at the assassin then the Duke, but it was Bone who answered.

"You can't play agame until you know therules. | have astrong feding it won't be long before we find
out just what werre up againgt.”

"l know,” said the Duke. “ That's what worriesme. If neither of you gentleman have anything to add, I'll
draft anote to Warthon, and you can be on your way."

"Il leaveat fird light."

Both Tanrif and Parth wished him luck, though the bladesman couldn't keep the doubt from hiseyes. He
turned away, so Bone wouldn't pick up oniit.

"I'll be making my rounds now, your Highness. | want to make sure the guards are used to the new
schedule”

Tanrif dismissed him. Neither he nor Bone spoke until the throne room doors had closed behind Parth.
"He seemed agitated,” said Bone.
"Why wouldn't he be? | just blasted him. Y ou'd be agitated too."

Bone agreed though he was far from certain that was the reason.

* * * %

Thulrak watched as the beetle disappeared from sight. He had wasted alot of paper before he finally
found the words he needed. If what the Gondylarian Lord had told him wastrue, the time was at hand.
The new Duke himself had said that the Gondylarian defenses were not enough to overcome an invasion,
and that they would soon be sending some of their aready inadequate forcesto the frontier. While those
forces were putting out fires, a Dominan force could march around them to the south and take the capitdl.
At least that was the course of action Thulrak had recommended in his dispatch.

Though the sangreth was long lost to the night air, Thulrak continued to stare at the sky. It wastoo
cloudy to see gars, but that didn't matter. The future of Dominawas clear to him. When the Emperor
received hismissve, the future of Corithim would be determined.

He turned away from the window and looked &t the small room that had become his center of operation.
It was hard to believe that thefal of the great Dukedom had been engineered from such modest quarters.

Imperia bardswould sing of thefdl of Gondylar for athousand years.

* * * %

Andres watched the palace carefully as hed done each night for aweek. Though he circled it often, he
spent most of histime at the servant's entrance. That was the most likely place aspy would exit.

Shortly after Kestryl had |eft to take Cyanne to Stratus, the first rumor of Tanrif's return reached Dusk.
After the amazing reappearance of both Kestryl and Cyanne from the dead, Andres didn't doubt the
rumors. Cyanne had said they didn't see him die, and Tanrif had survived many dangerous encountersin
the short time Andres had known him.

High Gondylar had always been Andres home. Held |eft because he couldn't bear to see how far it had
fdlen. With Tanrif en route to the throne, High Gondylar findly had afighting chance to get back on her
fedt.



Andreswas not areligious man, but after his encounter with the Bladesman and Cyanne, heredlized
destiny was not yet done with him. He sold The Duchess and booked passage on a ship to the
Gondylarian frontier. He had planned to find Tanrif and offer his services. He would see Tanrif again
before he died, and witness High Gondylar's resurrection.

It wasnt difficult for Andresto follow Tanrif'strail. That he had so many followers made it easy. That
was when an idea began to form.

Many years ago, after Cyanne's abduction, Andres hadn't returned to the Sea Serpent. He had stayed in
Gondylar to support Penthor during his early days on the throne. Penthor's position was tenuous, and
Andresknew he couldn't walk away until the new Duke's power was consolidated.

He missed the sea horribly, but duty didn't permit him to return. That's when he learned he enjoyed
palace intrigue almost as much as the Mistress. He learned to keep his eyes and ears open, and became
one of Penthor's most trusted advisors, though it wasn't common knowledge.

Dueto his unassuming nature, Andres was welcomed just about everywhere. A noble without aholding
was no threat to any of the houses. He made great use of the fact. For the duration of Penthor's reign,
Andres had been aspy of no smadll skill, and his efforts had been rewarded not only with gold, but by the
knowledge he was doing his duty asaknight of High Gondylar.

Tanrif had plenty of fighting men, but how much intelligence could he possbly have? At hisage, Andres
was no longer fast with asword, but his mind was still sharp enough, and he knew well the rules of the
game. Before he offered his blade, he would return to his old life long enough to learn who would be
deeping with whom. Once he was publicly seen with Tanrif, it would be more difficult to obtain that
informetion.

He had placed himsdlf perfectly to observe Castle Therak the night Lord Vaere had sent his men against
Tanrif. He had seen them snesking from the castle and immediately knew their godl.

Having aready reconnoitered the area, he knew where Tanrif was camped and where held |eft the bulk
of hismen. A long hard ride in the dark brought him to the place where Tanrif's men had set up camp.
They couldn't afford to ignore hiswarning. Andres vanished into the ensuing confusion and followed
Tanrif a adistance dl theway to Gondylar.

Movement from just inside the gate brought him back to the present. The guard on duty opened the gate.
He seemed to know the man he was letting out. While they stood together, Andreswas ableto get a
good look the man, but al he could see from his distant vantage, was that he was garbed as a servant.
Servants wouldn't be alowed out at night, yet their pleasantries were exchanged in voicestoo loud to be
attempting stedth, even though Andres couldn't make out their words.

When he left the palace, Andres followed. Once out of the guard's sight, the man's gait changed. Where
he had been casudly stralling, he was now moving stedlthily through shadows, stopping often to listen.
Who the hell washe?

Andres followed him to anearby inn and, after the man entered, moved around to the back of the
building, waiting to seeif alight appeared in any of the rooms. He walked to the front, and looked there
aswel. When he was certain that no new light would appear, he looked to see how many lights were
dready lit. Only onelit window was on thefirst floor. He moved carefully, certain that being discovered
would be tantamount to a desth sentence.

By the time he was close enough to hear, hed missed the beginning of the conversation, but it didn't
matter. He wasn't even certain it was the right conversation. He strained to listen. He could make out two



Voices, one deeper, the other hoarser, asif the man who owned it spoke in aharsh whisper. The deeper
voice was speaking.

"I don't know how long we have, but | would think that within the month you should plan to pull out.”
"Thereis gill much to belearned. | know Bone has been sent out on amission, though no one seemsto

know what it is. Parth isworried about something, but he won't tell anyone about it, not even the girl.
She'sworking on him, though. Sheredlly is quite good."

"Don't get any ideas. She diesbefore you go.”
The raspy voice sounded offended. “ Absolutely. Would you believe otherwise of me?"

"If there's nothing else, you should return. With everything going on, you should cut down your vists
unless you have something specific to report.”

"Asyou command.”

There were no more words. Andres heard a door close. He hurried into the shadows where he waited,
then followed the figure back, dl the while trying to make sense of what he'd learned. Soon, hewould
break his slence and go to Tanrif, but not yet.

Asthe man approached the palace, he resumed his carefree stroll, weaving asif he were drunk. Andres
watched asthe guard et him in. Thistime, he was able to hear them bidding each other good morrow.
From the guard's demeanor, Andres guessed he was afool rather than a conspirator. He walked toward
his rented room, turning over what held learned. A bit more information and he would request an
audience.

* * % %

Parth found himsdlf spending most of hisfree time with Se-gen. In addition to being someone he could
talk to, she was good between the sheets. They amost never argued, though she tended to become
petulant when duty called him away. He found himsalf making long explanations asto why he had to go,
s0 shewouldn't be angry with him.

He often accompanied her to the market. He relished those times away from the palace when he didn't
have to sneak around. Not that he actualy had to, but there was a certain image that came with being the
bladesman that was not aided by deeping with kitchen servants.

So on awarm afternoon, he and Se-gen made their way toward the market square. Se-gen hadn't
spoken much on the way, avery odd circumstance.

"Something bothering you?'
"Nice of you to notice.”
He sighed. “Want to talk about it?"

"Thelannatore into me again today. | swear she treats me worse than anyone else, and I'm her best
worker. Y ou know that."

He nodded, even though he knew no such thing. Keeping track of who the best kitchen servant was
wasn't hisrespongbility, not that hed be admitting it to Se-gen.

" She aways finds something to pick on mefor. She's never forgiven mefor becoming Cyanne's servant. |



wishyou'd talk to her."

"And say what? | wish you wouldn't yell at Se-gen so much, she'sjust not the samein bed?Y ou know |
don't want anyone to know about us."

"Wl you should do something. Y ou're the bladesman of High Gondylar ... doesn't that give you some
authority?'

"Sureit does, but that authority isn't supposed to be ... wait a second.”

Se-gen followed Parth'sline of sight. Nearby, adender middle-aged man with thinning white hair stared
a them. He was dressed richly enough to make him stand out, even this close to the palace. Parth was
used to eyesfollowing him, usudly surreptitioudy—quite unlike the blatant stare he found himsdlf
enduring.

He motioned for Se-gen to stay where she was. Under normal circumstances he would have been cam,
but he was aready fedling annoyed he had been unable to help hislover, and this man was going to
receive the brunt of it.

"Y ou have aproblem?

"Y ou are the bladesman, yes?'

The gently spoken words were flavored with an accent Parth could not immediately place.
"Who areyou?'

The man bowed low asif Parth were royaty himsdif.

" am the Count of Adtriana. | have traveled far to speak with the Duke.”

The man moved closer, and Parth placed ahand on his sword hilt.

"The next step you take will be your lagt.”

"Y ou would not speak so to meif you knew who | was. We have met before, though garbed as| am
now, you do not remember.”

Parth dlowed his dishelief to show. He had agood memory for faces, even if he couldn't aways
associate a name with them. He studied the man until he was certain.

"l have never laid eyes on you."

"Thelast time we spoke wasin the pdace at Gondylar. | had just finished ajob that | found distasteful
but felt had to be done. Y ou were walking down the corridor from the kitchen. We had some words and
spoke of the rightful heir's return. Y ou do remember, don't you?"

Parth's eyes widened. He turned back to Se-gen.

"Go back to the palace. I'll join you assoon as | can.”

Se-gen put on her best petulant face. Parth didn't even pause.
"l said now, Se-gen!"

She kept the surprise from her face. He had never spoken that way to her before. Still, shewasonly a



servant, and he was the bladesman of High Gondylar. She curtsied and hurried away asif upset, but she
wasn't. She was angry. No one, not even Parth, could speak to her that way.

Kestryl waited until she'd disappeared into the crowds before continuing the conversation.
"The same Se-gen who saved Tanrif'slife?

Parth looked again at the stranger. How could he be Kestryl? Not only was he an older man, but he was
smdller. Parth took astep closer to the impostor and lowered hisvoice.

"If you are who you say you are, then you know al about the Duke."

Kestryl couldn't be sure Tanrif had told Parth the truth about hislineage. The wrong answer could have
dire consequences. Could the boy have fooled Parth? He thought it unlikely. In any event, he had to
answer quickly. The longer he waited, the more time Parth's suspicion had to grow.

"Heisnot who he seems,” said Kestryl.
"Indeed, heisnot. If you are who you say you are, you know histrue origins.”

"Heisthe son of Cyanne and Tanrif. He was born after his father's death and named for him. Heisthe
rightful heir to the throne as promised.”

"And where, exactly, have you been while he made his grab for the throne?!

"We had afdling out. The boy needs my help, Parth. High Gondylar needs my help. Dominais preparing
aninvason force, and if we don't stop them, we won't get a second chance. Thereisno time. Y ou have
to convince Tanrif to alow meto lead High Gondylar'sforces.”

Parth smiled. No one but Kestryl would ask for anything so impossible so casudly.
"What reason does he have to trust you?"

"Introduce me as the Count of Agtriana of the House of Adtriana. Tell him you know me, and | have
often in the past proved my worth asa strategist. Tell him | have won battles. Tell him I'm sent by Sheba
| don't care what you do, but somehow you've got to convince him, or al will belost.”

Parth sighed. “Every time| run into you, life gets more complicated.”

"Asl recdl, you were the one who was growing bored with things as they were. Y ou, of dl people,
should welcome the change."

Parth nodded. “He's not hisfather."
"That istrue, but heisdl we have

Parth mistook thefirein Kestryl's eyesfor fervor.

* k% k %

Thelibrary was empty when Parth arrived, which was not unusud for the hour. That Tanrif wasthere
reading reports showed his drive. The Duke |ooked up as soon as he entered.

"Y our Highness, we need to talk.”

"I'mligening.”



"Thereis someone you need to meet.”
"I don't havetimefor socid niceties, Parth.”

"Believe me, your Highness, thisis necessary. Y ou are about to enter battle with the largest country on
Corithim. The only way to defeat them is by outthinking them, for we don't have the numbers to beet
theminadraght fight."

"Parth, you'd better start making some sense.”

"Thereisaman | know, called the Count of Agtriana. Never hasthere been amilitary mind like his. He
has come to Gondylar at my request to offer his guidance.”

"And you trust him?"'

"With my life, your Highness"

"Why isit I've never heard of this man?'

"Because hisfamily has been gone from High Gondylar for years, and he has only returned recently.”
"l see. If he has been gone so long, how do you know he can till be trusted?”

"Don't take my word for it. Don't take anyone's. Talk to him, and see what he hasto say.”

"Very wel. | will meet with thisstrategist of yours. Bring himto me.”

"Asyou wish, Highness"

Parth bowed and backed out of the room. Tanrif started to pace. Herolled the name around in his
mind—The Count of Astriana. He was certain hed never heard it before. Why would Parth be so
ingstent on ameeting? If only Bone were around. He valued the n's advice more than anyone's. It
was dangerous to start confiding in people he didn't know. Thislatecomer could even be aDominan spy.
Y et Parth trusted him. Could he trust Parth? Could he afford not to?

Parth entered, followed by an older man Tanrif had never seen before. The man stopped and bowed
low.

Tanrif had no timefor etiquette. “Y ou may rise.”
"Thank you, your Highness. | am the Count of Adtriana.”
"So I've heard. Parth had some very nice thingsto say about you."

"They aredl lies, but | thank him for them. | won't waste your time. | have cometo help you win your
war againg Domina."

"That's quite an undertaking.”

"You are correct. It would be amiracle for High Gondylar to stand against The Empire. It'sagood thing
| believein miracles.”

"That's very comforting. Tell me, Count, how do you plan to help me? Can you raise troops? Can you
givemoney?'

"Money isno problem, but | have no troops of my own. However, | have some ideas about how you



might best deploy yours.”
"Y ou're making alot of assumptions. For one thing, we are not yet a war with Domina."

"That isquiteirrdevant, your Highness. Dominaisat war with you. If you think Asoan isgoing to St
around and wait for you to build a power base, you are dmost certainly incorrect.”

"Thenwhat ishedoing?"

"He's going to test your strength. Sooner than you think, there will be an attack on one of the frontier
aties"

"And you know this how?"

"It isthe safest course of action, and Asoan isacareful man. Y ou will receive word of this attack soon
enough.”

"Andif | dont?'

"Then | amwrong, and you've lost nothing by hearing me out. But I'm not wrong, your Highness. The
forces of Dominaare moving. Your responseiscrucid. | ask only that you let me help defend High

Gondylar.”

"Inany event, | shall send troopsto the frontier. That much seems prudent.”
"That, your Highness, is something you must not do."

"Why?

"Because the Emperor wantsyou to.”

"I see. | shdl consider your offer of help. For the present, you will stay here at the palace.”
"1 would be honored."

"It'sno honor. Until I'm sure about you, I'm going to keep an eye on you.”
"It isgood to know where | stand.”

"That, a least, you will dways know."

A guard entered the library leading a man dressed in leather.

Tanrif good. “What isthe meaning of this?*

"He bears amessage, your Highness,” said the guard.

"Let'shaveit."

The messenger had the look about him of aman who hadn't dept in some time. He walked to the Duke
and handed him aleather case. Everyone watched as Tanrif opened it and removed a single shest.

After reading the missive, he handed it to Parth. The Count looked at him quizzically.

"It has begun,” said the bladesman.



Kestryl offered asilent prayer to Sheba



Chapter Seven—Death Of A Noble

Parth read Bone€'s dispatch before handing it to the Count. Even before he glanced at it, Kestryl could tell
from the grim look on Parth's face that the news was not good. Still, when heread it, the musclesin his
body tensed. There had been raids before, but Dominahad not attacked a Gondylarian city in hundreds
of years. Heread it again, before handing it back to the Duke.

Duke Tanrif,

It iswith much sorrow that | report the following event. A Dominan force attacked the city of Wildor and
much of it is destroyed. There can be no question that we need to deploy forcesto the frontier or that
their next target will be the City of Crossed Swords.

The need for troops and suppliesis desperate. | am attempting to build asmal force of men from those
who escaped Wildor, but it is pitifully inadequate to the task at hand. We need men and weapons if we
areto check the Dominan advance.

| am your servant.
Bone

Tanrif crumpled the paper. “Do you il believe we should not send forcesto the frontier?” He stared
directly a the Count.

"Put yoursdlf into the Emperor's place. What is the strategic advantage to attacking Wildor?"
Tanrif thought for asecond. “None. It would only expand histerritory."

"Y ou can bet they haven't even |eft agarrison. All Asoan wantsisto draw you out. Once your forces are
there, what's to stop him from marching around them and assaulting another city, even Gondylar herself?
With your power spread thin, what defense could you offer? Unless you have far more troops at your
disposd than isimmediately apparent.”

Tanrif 9ghed. “We're going to lose territory on this, aren't we?'

Parth answered before the Count could. “Many games of strategy involve intentionaly sacrificing apiece
to procure avictory. All wars are fought that way."

The Count of Astriananodded. “L et us hope we don't [ose so much territory, that the sacrifice becomes
meaningless”

"Let ushopeso,” sad Tanrif. “It istimeto call ameeting of the Council of Lords.”

* * * %

During the two days it took to gather the Lords for a Council meeting, Tanrif, Parth and the Count
remained sequestered in the library drawing up plans, and contingenciesin case those plans didn't reach
fruition.

By the end of thefirst day, Tanrif was convinced the Count of Astrianawas amuch-needed dly. Bone
had told him often enough how lucky he was. For whatever reasons, the gods seemed to favor him.
Tanrif would not insult them by dedlining ther gift.

By the time the Council meeting was st to begin, they had some semblance of astrategy. Therewas



more work to do, but it was a start.

"It'stime,” said Parth yawning. None of the three had dept much in the past two days.
Tanrif rose, and stretched. * Y ou'll accompany usto the meseting, Count.”

"Asyou wish, your Highness. Perhaps | should return to my quarters and change firs?!

"Why? Asfar as|'m concerned the Lords can see us aswe are, because | certainly see them for what
they are. And | don't likewhat | see.”

Parth laughed, though the Count seemed taken aback by the Duke's attitude.
"Y our Highness, you must work with these men. Proper respect should be shown.”

Tanrif nodded. “Y ou're quite correct. And when they start acting like men, they will see that
respect—not before. Let's get going.”

The chamber in which the Council met wasn't far from the library. The trio entered through the rear door.
As soon asthe Lords noticed Tanrif's presence, slencefell. It wasthe first time many of them had had to
deal with aman who had never been numbered among them, and they didn't know how to handle the
gtuation. Tanrif was astranger with his own agenda, and none of them were powerful or foolish enough
to chalengeit, though the disrespect he digplayed for the Council's authority had put off many of the
Lords.

Tanrif walked to the front of the room. He did not regard the Lords as he passed, except for Teryl, who
received a brief nod. His hard eyes scanned the room, and it was obvious which of the Lords his gaze fell
upon by the look of discomfort on the man'sface.

The Count played hisrole to the maximum. Though Kestryl could name half the people at that table, no
recognition lit hiseyes. Helooked around distastefully asif he were trying to find the most appetizing dish
on achegp buffet table.

"Asyou al remember, the last time | addressed you | said we needed men and money. | have seen
nothing as of yet, and | am heretoday to accelerate your efforts.”

"Itisnot as easy asyou think, your Highness,” shouted one of them. Many nodded in agreement.

"Look, | don't care how easy itis. You're supposed to be Lords, not cringing maggots. Do you rule your
holdings? Do you care about them? While you fools have been procrastinating, Domina attacked and
destroyed Wildor. Which of you will be the next to fall to Dominan forces? If any of you isnot man
enough to build an army on your own turf, let me know now, and I'll replace you with someone who

He paused, enjoying the look of shock on the faces of those present.

One of them Tanrif didn't recognize, stood. “Y our Highness. Y ou have no right to talk to usin this
fashion. We are Lords. Nobles. Each of usaruler in hisown right.”

Tanrif amiled.

"If you told me you were agod that would not ater the way | speak to you. And you are not gods. Y ou
areworms. For fifteen years, you've crawled on your bellies, plotting like thieves, trying to gain some
small advantage over your fellow Gondylarians. Why do you think Dominais attacking now and not fifty



years ago?’ He paused and raised hisvoice. “It is because thisis the weakest the Dukedom of High
Gondylar has ever been. Y ou aren't acountry. Y ou are agroup of petty lordlingswho care only for
yourselves. That stops now. Anyone who objects to the nature of my wordsisfreeto leave before |
arrest them and try them for treason.”

The Lord sat back down. No one € se moved so much asamuscle.

"I see none of you object. Good. | need from each of you a statement ... how much money you have
collected, and how many men. | will aso need to know the percentage of men who have seen battle.
Don't hold back. The little bit you save will belost if the Emperor's men march over your property. A
city, aGondylarian city hasfalen. Next will probably be the City of Crossed Swords. It istimeto pay for
the privilege of being aLord. Pay, or lose dl you have spent alifetime building.”

There was no thought of protest now.

"Your listswill be givento Lord Teryl before we meet next, which istomorrow afternoon. Any list | do
not receive | will view asadefault. I'll persondly seize the property of that Lord and throw himinto a
cdl. AmI dear?

Therewere severd nods and no complaints. Tanrif looked over at Teryl and thought he saw approvd in
the man's eyes.

"The man besde meisthe Count of Adtriana. He has come all the way from the Idands of Dawn to help
usinour time of need. Treat him with the same respect you trest me.”

A few of the Lordslooked surprised, others thoughtful. The House of Astriana had been so far removed
from Gondylarian palitics that many thought it gone for good. That it had appeared again so suddenly
was bad enough; that it had gained such ahigh position in such ashort time was unthinkable.

It was clear to each of them what they would have to do. In the new order, aLord would have to
ingratiate himsdf to Tanrif. Each would give what men and money they could in an attempt to increase
their position. As soon as Tanrif left the assembly, the Lords began to write furiously. Most looked
around desperately. One Lord finished his pledge and | &ft the room.

Hewaked as quickly as he could without attracting attention. A short time later found him at the
sarvant's entrance. He did not think anyone saw him leaving. The walk to the inn where Thulrak stayed
was not along one. After he gave his report, he would return to the palace and await tomorrow's
mesting. One thing was certain—whatever plans Tanrif laid would find their way into Dominan hands
before he could execute them.

The Lord smiled sadly. It was not that he didn't love High Gondylar, but he couldn't tolerate Tanrif Stting
on her throne. Heincreased his pace. He wanted to be back inside the palace before nightfall.

* k k %

Se-gen had been so busy spying on Parth, she had relatively little time to spend with Orwyn. Shetold him
about the incident at the market. She was till angry, and Orwyn seemed disturbed aswell. When she
was done with her report, she moved toward him, anxiousto fed histouch. He held her at arm'slength.

"I'm sorry, my love, but I'm quite tired.”
"l want to be with you tonight."

"It would not do for Parth to find us together. What if he comeslooking for you?'



"I haven't seen him since he ordered me away. He's been busy with work, and I'm tired of deeping
done"

"I am surethat istrue. But Parth may comefor you at any time, and you must be ready. Something is
going on, and we need to know what it is."

Se-gen walked proudly from the room despite her hurt. Orwyn had never rejected her before. Sill, she
wouldn't display any weakness. He had taught her well.

As shewalked away, she thought about her lover's behavior. It was not that he didn't want her, of that
shewas certain. Nor did she think there was another woman. Orwyn had risked much by confiding in
her; he wasn't likely to open up to anyone else. That meant he had something else to do and didn't want
her to know it.

Theideawouldn't leave her done. She stopped where she was and waited, close enough to his quarters
to hear the door open. She was certain one of two things would happen—either someone would visit the
spy, or hewould leave the room to attend some secret meeting. In either case, she would wait. She
would know who or what was more important than hisfedingsfor her.

A short timelater, Orwyn left hisroom, walking in his carefree way down the corridor. Se-gen glided
noisdlesdy behind, trying to figure out his destination. Soon she redlized he was heading toward the
servant's entrance. She made sure to leave enough distance between her and her mentor, refusing to think
about what he would do if he caught her. She was most surprised when, after a short conversation, the
guard opened the gate for him. She wanted to follow but didn't know how. Surely the man on duty
wouldn't let her out. Se-gen approached the guardhouse dowly, determined to follow Orwyn no matter
the price.

She recogni zed the guard but didn't know his name. He was till watching Orwyn's clumsy passage into
the night and didn't hear her approach. When she reached him, she noticed his helmet on the chair insde
the guardhouse.

It didn't surprise her to find it there. High Gondylar was ahot country and, while palace guards were
supposed to wear headgear at dl times, few ever did, even a night. Making sure his attention was till on
Orwyn, she picked up the helm. It was heavier than she thought it would be.

When the guard started to turn from the gate, she swung the helm overhand, bringing it down with no
smdll force on his head. He crumpled to the ground. She dragged him insde the guardhouse, straining
againg hisweight, though fear provided the strength she needed. She turned the key in the gate, pushed it
open enough to let her through and closed it behind her. She set off in the direction Orwyn had taken,
hoping to pick up histrail.

That was when she saw the other, moving carefully in and out of the shadows. Not far ahead of him,
Orwyn, unaware he was being watched, Sarted to move more naturaly, with some attempt at stealth.

Intrigued, Se-gen followed the man following Orwyn. It was not long before they reached their
destination. Se-gen had passed thisinn often on her way to the market but had never thought about it
before. After Orwyn entered the building, she followed the older man around the back, where he took up
aposition under one of the windows. He was eavesdropping on Orwyn's conversation.

It was not hard for Se-gen to deduce that Orwyn was reporting to his superior. That meant the other man
must work for Tanrif. She ducked back into the shadows, as he turned and scanned the area. She held
her breath when his gaze passed over her. She didn't think she'd been seen.



As s00n as the man's attention was back on theinn, sheretraced her steps. She kept thinking one of
them would catch her. She wasn't certain if she was more scared of Tanrif's man or Orwyn. Neither
would hesitate to kill her if it served their purpose. She practically ran back to the palace.

Fortunatdly, the gate was still unlocked. Shelet hersalf in but didn't lock it—Orwyn had to get back
ingde. The guard was unconscious but breathing, for which she was grateful. It was one thing to knock
out a palace guard; killing him was another atogether. She made her way back to her room, only to find
Parth waiting. She managed to mask her surprise and went to him. In the dim lighting of the servant's
quarters, she could only barely make out the tension in hisface.

Shefollowed him back to his quarters, neither saying aword. Her mind wasfilled with what she had
done. Only after they had entered and he'd lit alamp did he spesk.

"Where were you tonight?*

"l was outside, walking in the gardens.”

The suspicion in his eyes gave way to anger.
"Alone”

"l see” hesad.

"I was upset. The last time you spoke to me, you ordered me away. That was days ago. I've hardly dept
indl that time. Y ou haven't spoken to mesince.”

"| am the bladesman of High Gondylar. | have responsibilities.”
"But you didn't have to send me away likethat. It'sasif you don't trust me."

Parth sighed. “It's not that | don't trust you, but there are times when what | do is dangerous. | don't need
you exposed to such danger.”

Se-gen went to him. “ Please be careful. | don't want you to get hurt.”

Ashehedd her, shefdt thelast of hisanger fade asif it had never been there. When he didn't speek, she
pressed what little advantage she thought she had.

"That man in the market. He didn't look so dangerous.”
Parth took her by the shoulders and held her at armslength.

"Listen to me. That man isone of the most dangerous men dive. | want you to stay away from him and
from me when he's around. Thereis no reason for him to find out about us. It's bad enough he saw usin
the market together."

Se-gen dlowed fear to show in her eyesbut felt excited. She did so like dangerous men. “But who is
I,E?I

"He calls himsdlf the Count of Adtriana. At onetime, he wasthe greatest swordsmanin al High
Gondylar, if not theworld."

"I must have heard of him then."

Se-gen leaned forward. Finding out the Count'sidentity would be quite afesther in her cap.



"He has certainly heard of you,” said Parth, under his breath.

No doubt he thought he was speaking too quietly for her to hear, but she had good ears. Not that she
understood the implication of hiswords.

For much of the evening, she tried to wheedle information from him, to no avail. Later, after they lay
together, she stayed awake, thinking. What great warrior could possibly have heard of her? Tanrif, of
course. Perhaps Kestryl, but he was long dead—or was he?

If the Duke was Hill dive, why not his bladesman? Three times she was certain the man in the market
was Kestrel and each time she dismissed the idea. Why bother to hide hisidentity if he waswho she
thought he might be? It didn't make any sense.

When she dept, she dreamt of Orwyn, the man following him, and the guard she'd knocked out. Her
deep was interrupted by a pounding on the door.

Parth was out of bed before she had her eyes open.

He opened the door a crack. She heard him curse loudly.

"Iseverything okay?’ she asked.

"Go back to deep. | haveto get to work.”

Hedidn't say anything €l se. He dressed quickly and Ieft the room, leaving Se-gen done with her thoughts.

* * * %

Tanrif sat inthelibrary, going over the names of Lords and their respective pledges of support. He had
not anticipated such generous estimates, though both Parth and the Count had told him to expect such.
Hewould hold each Lord to their word.

Parth and the Count had joined him early and were engaged in awhispered conversation so as not to
digtract him. He gppreciated both men, his only security during avery insecure time. If anyone could
figure out away to turn back the Empire, it was the Count. It would beironic if, months after held finally
achieved hishirthright, he wereto lose it because of awar heldd had nothing to do with. The Count had
brought some small hope of victory, though Tanrif was aware the odds were still heavily againgt them.
For some reason Tanrif trusted the man, though he knew nothing about him. The thought made him
uncomfortable.

"Y ou know, Count, I've been thinking, Parth never mentioned your name.”
"Mogtly everyone just cals methe Count.”
"l seethis. Still, if wereto bealies, | think | should know who you are.”

The Count nodded. “Very well. | was named Fakayne, after agreat swordsman in astory my father's
fether used to tell himin childhood.”

"Falkayneisagood namefor awarrior. Why don't you useit?'

"Thewarrior in the sory suffered an ignoblefate. | do not wish to follow in hisfootsteps.™

"l see. Well, it'sagood to know anyway."

Tanrif returned to hiswork. The next time he looked up, a paace guard was speaking with Parth. Tanrif



had been so involved he hadn't heard the man enter. Parth gave adight bow to Falkayne and alarger
onein the Duke's genera direction before following the guard from the room. Tanrif was curious about
the exchange, but the gait of the bladesman had not been energetic enough for the newsto be any kind of
threat. With asigh, he returned to work, poring over the papers before him. Parth had well prepared him
for the palitics of the Stuation, but no one had mentioned the paperwork.

* * * %

Parth followed the guard down the hallway toward the servant's entrance. Things were getting strange.
Firg Tanrif regppears—only it turns out to be his son. Then the Bladesman shows up wearing, of all
things, another body and calling himsdlf the Count of Agtriana. A few hours earlier, aguard at the
servant's entrance had been knocked unconscious for no apparent reason, and now, an old man at that
same entrance, claimed to be Sir Andres of the Roya Gondylarian Navy. Parth could only hopethe
Captain had arrived in his own bodly.

Theman waiting for him &t the gate looked like an older version of Captain Andres, but it wasn't until he
spoke that Parth was sure.

"Wdl, well, if it isn't the bladesman of High Gondylar. How are you, Parth?’
Parth clasped the Captain's hand. “Sir Andres. It isan honor and aprivilege.”
"Just Andres. We both know there was no reason for Cyanne to knight me.”

Parth and Andres had argued this point many years ago. Parth felt the Captain had been too modest
about hisrolein placing Cyanne on the throne, but Andres had stubbornly stuck to hisviewpoint. Parth
was not about to get into it again.

"Whatever the case, | fed | shouldn't be surprised by your arriva.”
"I'm certain you were more surprised by Tanrif's.”

Parth began walking, and Andresfdl into step beside him.

"Was| ever. Thiswhole thing gets crazier and crazier.”

Parth suspected Andres knew Tanrif'sred identity, but he wouldn't mention it. He had been bladesman
long enough to know the value of keeping secrets.

Asthey turned the corner, Andres glimpsed an attractive blonde woman, just before she ducked insde a
doorway. Asthey passed by, he glanced inside. It was the kitchen, and it was empty. Therewasno sign
of the girl he'd seen, though there were plenty of places out of hisdirect line of sght. He wondered who
shewas, and why sheld vanished so quickly. There might have been alogical explanation, but Andres
had long ago learned that true coincidences were rarer than an honest merchant. So many players—so
many secrets. He looked back to Parth, who was still talking. What do you know that | don't?

That was the essence of the intelligence game, and Andres, though he was out of practice, was happy to
be playing again.

* k k %

Se-gen huddled behind the counter, breathing hard.

The night before she had knocked out a guard and | eft the palace without leave. It bothered her that she
had not been the only one following Orwyn last night, but that was nothing compared to her current Sate
of agitation, for the man with Parth had been the one sheld followed. That he should show up now



terrified her.

She needed to speak with Orwyn, but hadn't seen him all day. It was hisincompetence that had placed
her in thismess. It had been a stroke of luck that she had decided to follow him last night, or sheld never
have known how close they were to being exposed. Now, at least she could do something about it,
though what she didn't know.

Shetried to dow her breathing. She squeezed her eyes shut and fought down the rising panic. She had to
think. That wasthe one of thefirgt things Orwyn had taught her. Fear makes any situation more
dangerous. Fear causes people to make mistakes and that she couldn't afford. With agresat effort of will,
sheforced her fear down and considered the situation.

Who could identify Orwyn? The man who entered, the guard at the gate, perhaps others, but those were
the two she knew of. Only one question remained—what was she going to do about it?

If the man could identify Orwyn, and she had no reason to believe he couldnt, then her rolein dl thiswas
about to come out. She considered what it might be like to spend the rest of her life in the dungeon, then
thought about the various methods of execution employed in the Dukedom. The longer she thought about
it, the more she redlized she had no choice.

She was about to commit her first murder.

* * * %

The Count of Astriana had found atome he remembered from the old days, and was happily in the
process of reacquainting himsdf with it, when Parth and Andres entered the library. He had not been
certain Andres would show up, but it had been apossibility. He needed to find sometime to take Andres
aside and speak with him. There was too much at stake. Too much hisold friend did not know.
Hopefully, it would not be any harder to convince Andres of hisidentity than it had been to convince
Parth.

"Y ou remember Andres, don't you, your Highness?'
The words were spoken for Tanrif's benefit. Parth wasn't certain the Duke had met the Captain before.

Tanrif stood to greet him, and Andres was stunned. In dmost twenty years, Tanrif hadn't aged at al.
Perhaps it had something to do with the magic necklace. Andres only hesitated a second before
embracing hisfriend.

"Hdlo, Tanrif. It hasbeen alongtime.”

"Toolong,” replied the Duke.

"I have someinformation for you that could wait no longer. | need to tell you done.”
"What you have to say can be said here. These men are trustworthy."

Andres nodded, remembering in the past Tanrif had been surrounded with such men.
"Thereisaspy inthe palace.”

Tanrif's quick glance toward the Count didn't escape the Captain's notice. Apparently, he didn't trust as
deeply as he claimed. Andres went on to describe the man, but neither Tanrif nor Parth could think of
anyone who matched the description.



"How do you know this?” asked Tanrif.

"I've been kegping watch on the paace. In fact, I've been following you since just after you left Wildor. It
was | who warned your men about Lord Vaere's attack.”

Tanrif nodded. “ That explainsalot. Why did you hide?"

Andres blushed. “1 am too old to fight pitched battles. | felt | could be of more value to you out of sight
than as another sword. | did as much for Penthor during hislast years on the throne.”

"Y our initiative is much gppreciated. Y ou saved my life”
"For that | anglad.”
"Please continue.”

"It was reasonabl e to assume there would be spiesin the palace. | took to watching the gates at night,
particularly the servant's entrance, which wasthe least heavily guarded.”

Parth cursed. “ One of the guards was knocked out last night. The spy must have struck him and

Andres shook his head. “I saw him and the guard talking. The guard let him out. | believe they knew each
other.”

Tanrif looked at Parth.
"I'monit,” said the bladesman, aready on hisway out the door.

Parth moved through the pal ace corridors determined to find out what was going on. He was responsible
for palace security. If Firawasin onit, hedd find out. If not an accomplice, he wasincompetent. Either
way, aknock on the head had just become the least of Piras problems.

Another guard had found him by chance, just as he was regaining consciousness. Pirahad had a horrible
headache and Parth, after questioning him briefly, had confined him to quarters. The man had needed
rest; he'd taken quite ablow.

Many thoughts raced through Parth's mind as he rounded the last corner and entered the guards quarters.
Why had Andres shown up when he did? Why did the Bladesman need to come to the palace disguised?
Who was the spy, and for whom was he working? It would take avery long time for any message sent
from here to reach the Emperor.

He turned into the open doorway and stopped. Before him, sprawled across the bed, lay Pirain a pool
of blood. He moved toward the man, careful not to dip in the gore. Pirasthroat had been nesatly cut.
That meant, not only was there aspy in the palace, but he was close enough to the center of action know
what was going on as it happened. Who could it be?

Certainly not the Count, or wasit? Perhaps the reason why the Bladesman had come to the palace was
to stop Tanrif. No, that couldn't be right, or why would he have taken out Theraint?

Parth placed ahand on the back of his neck. His head hurt. Could the spy even be one of the Lords,
most of whom had stayed at the palace last night? It had been aquick swipe. Therewasno sign of a
struggle. That meant what? Another guard? A Lord who'd compromised Piraand was trying to protect
hisidentity? The number of possibilitieswas endless.



The only certainty he had was that a palace guard had been murdered, and the perpetrator was, most
likely, till around. Parth examined the crime scenein detail but turned up nothing to give him any
indication of what had happened.

On hisway back to thelibrary, Parth stopped briefly by the kitchen to make sure that Se-gen was all
right.

* k x %

Se-gen, till recovering from her morning's activity, hadn't been at al happy to see Parth. Fortunately,
sheld grown used to schooling her emotions around him and so was able to convince him al waswell. If
only she could convince hersdlf.

After Parth left, she thought about what she had done.

She found the guard she/d knocked out lying on his cot, resting. Three other cotslay empty, asthe others
who shared the room were no doubt on duty. It made her job easier. Hisface brightened at the sight of
her. Her hand, hidden in an apron pocket, clenched the handle of a sharp kitchen knife. Her heart
pounded so loudly, she was certain he could hear it, but he only smiled and awaited her approach.

That wastheworst of it. He was so trusting. Taking hislife was much easier than she thought it would be.
She made a quick single cut and backed away so blood wouldn't spatter on her. She didn't stay to watch
him die; the little she saw reminded her of times when the market ddlivered live chickens she'd had to kill.
She paused only to wipe the bloody blade on a negtly folded blanket before returning to the kitchen.

What bothered her most was that killing had been so easy. She should have been horrified. Instead she
was fascinated. The lack of reaction disturbed her, but not enough to stay her hand.

Now that she knew she could do it, the older man wouldn't present much of a problem.

* * % %

After the Council meseting, Andres was shown to aroom. It was not as large as the one he'd been given
the last time held stayed at the palace, but with most of the Lordsin residence it was the best that could
be done. Not that he cared either way.

Hewastired from hislong vigilant hours but didn't deep. Instead, he lay down on his bed and thought
about everything he'd learned. He kept looking at the door, waiting for another knock. HEd received
visitsfrom four of the Lords so far, each of them trying to see where he siood. He'd answered dl of their
questions politely, without revealing much. He didn't know dl that much to reved.

When the next knock came, he didn't even ask who it was. He was growing tired of the constant
intrusions. He walked to the door and opened it

In the corridor stood a beautiful blonde woman. He thought held seen her before but didn't recall where.
She did into the room, closed the door and knelt before him.

"Welcome, my Lord."

Blushing, he grabbed her by the arm. “ Stand up. I'm not your Lord.” His eyes never |eft her, as sherose.
"Do you not recognize me?’ she asked.

He looked at her and let hismind drift back. “Y ou work in the kitchen."

Shenodded. “I am Se-gen. | was the one who saved Tanrif'slife a hiswedding to Cyanne."



Andresrecalled the incident and did a double take. She'd been but a child when he'd retired from palace
life. That was no longer the case. He cleared histhroat.

"Umm ... what can | do for you?'
"Long have | fantasized about you."
"About me?'

Andreswas no stranger to women, but it had been quite sometime for him. And he could see no reason
why someone as young and attractive as Se-gen would come to hisroom.

"Who put you up to this?'

Se-gen's mind worked quickly. She had expected him to immediately accept her proposa. She had
grown used to Parth, who was more easily manipulated. She had not thought past this moment.

"l anagift.”

"Fromwho?'

Andres was clearly not prepared to accept her on those terms, no matter what she said.
"Itisthe Dukeswish that | serve you tonight.”

Andres chuckled. “That old devil. That would be just like him. Well, young lady, | hate to disgppoint you
but thisold sailor istired and has no need for your services."

"At least grant methefavor of asnglekiss"

Thegirl leaned close to him. He stared at her, fascinated. It had been along time since held had awoman
that young and attractive. Part of him considered making use of her, but he quickly rgected the thought.
After al, he only had the girl's word on who had sent her. Tomorrow, he would check her story out
persondly. Still, asnglekiss couldn't hurt.

She placed her lipsto his, pressing gently at first, then more urgently. When the knife entered his back,
she pushed againgt his mouth to prevent him from making any noise. He struggled briefly then sagged. As
they were standing in front of the bed, it was no problem for her to push him onto it. She removed the
knife from his back, cleaned it on the bed sheet, and listened carefully at the door for anyonewalking in
the halway.

Thelifdessbody of Sir Andres stared accusingly until the door closed behind her.

* k% k %

Kestryl wastired but till had much to do, not the least of which wasto talk with Andres. He had put it
off thusfar but could wait no longer. Taking care no one saw him, he made hisway towards Andres
room. When he got there, he looked up and down the corridor before knocking.

When he received no answer, he tried the door. Normally, he'd have come back, but thiswas no time for
etiquette. For one thing, Andres might have enough knowledge of the House of Astrianato call Kestrdl's
identity into question. Also, Andres needed to know the truth about Tanrif. Had the Bladesman known
he'd show up, he would have told him everything when they'd met at the port of Dusk.

He stepped inside and eased the door closed. It took afew moments for his mind to put together what
he was seeing. He knew, even before he felt for apulse, that he wastoo late. The killer had struck again.



He started searching the room for some clue as to what had happened, when there came knock at the
door. Hefroze, hoping whoever it was would go away. He placed ahand on the hilt of hissword. This
was one Stuation it would be difficult to talk hisway out of.

Hewaited. He didn't hear any footsteps departing, so he knew the visitor was il there. The knock
came again, louder than before. Again he waited, tenson mounting.

Hefreed his blade from its scabbard. He could hear his own breathing as the door moved inexorably
inward. Then the sound of aboot on stone, and he dammed the door hard.

There came from the other sde aloud exclamation, whether of pain or surprise, Kestryl couldn't tell. The
door burst open. The intruder, sword drawn, jumped into the room. Kestryl dammed it shut with a bang.

"I believe,” said Parth, “that you have some explaining to do.”



Chapter Eight—What Comes Before

"What we have here,” said Kestryl, “isamideading situation. | had no idea you were on the other side of
that door."

Parth nodded toward the lifeless body of Captain Andres.
"And him?What did he do to earn your wrath?"

Kestryl shook hisheed. “Thisisnot my doing. | came hereto speak with him, just asyou did. | found
him as you see him. When | heard someone at the door, | hoped they would go avay. When | redlized
that wasn't going to happen ... well, what would you have done?’

"Why should | believeyou?"

"Becausg, if | wanted to, | could take you out right now. Since | haven't done so dready, you can
assumel am not planning on it.”

He watched Parth's face. Without warning, Parth lunged, his sword point heading straight for Kestryl's
chest.

Kestryl beet the thrust aside and responded with an attack of his own. Parth side-stepped and swiped
but, to his surprise, the Count was not in place when the blow landed.

The Count grabbed hiswrist and pulled. Parth moved with it, trying desperately to stay on hisfeet but,
aready off balance, he fell forward onto one knee. The point of his opponent's blade found his neck—a
tiny rivulet of blood dowly oozed down. He placed his sword on the ground and dowly raised his hands.
The Count removed the point from his neck and replaced his weagpon in its scabbard.

"Thisisn't about us,” said Kestryl. “ Thereisakiller on theloose, and we haveto find him."
Parth nodded and stood up, sheathing his sword as he did so.

"Indeed we must.”

If Kestryl were the murderer, hed have killed Parth.

"I am sorry, Kestryl, but | needed to know.”

"And now you do. Thereis no need to be sorry. | would have done the samein your place.”
The two men clasped hands.

"I will not doubt you again,” said Parth.

* * * %

The day, asit wore on, became no easier for Tanrif. Knowing there was a py in the palace combined
with the pressure of dedling with the Council of Lordsleft him fedling drained. He had to figure out who
he could trust. It was not easy. Even Parth was capable of betraying him if his sengihilities became too
offended, though Tanrif didn't believe it had reached that point.

There were too many people with too many motives, no doubt many more than he knew. How can you
find atraitor, when you haven't identified your friends? He let his eyes close and hismind drift. Perhapsif



he stopped thinking about it, something would cometo him.

There was no one in the library, which was good, because he didn't want to talk to anyone. He needed
sometimeto order histhoughts. He hadn't even redlized held fallen adeep until afootfal woke him.,

"I am sorry to disturb your rest, Highness, but | must speak with you."

Tanrif opened hiseyes and saw Parth standing before him, the Count of Astriana at hisside.
"There has been another murder.”

Tanrif stood, shaking hishead, asmuch in disbdlief asto clear the deep.

"Who thistime?"

Parth paused before answering. “ Sir Andres.”

Hewaited for the Duke's response. When none came, he added, “1 was with the Count. We went to talk
to him, but he did not respond to the knock. The door opened alittle the next time | knocked, so |
pushed it inward. He had been stabbed in the back.”

Stll, Tanrif said nothing and, for atime, there was an uncomfortable silence. When hefindly spoke, his
voice was cold and harsh.

"l wish | had timeto spend on trying to find the killer, but | don't. | have awar to fight. | will see you both
tomorrow &t the Council "

With those words, Tanrif moved toward the door. He did not look at them as he passed. Their eyes
followed him until heleft the room.

"He'snot hisfather,” said Parth. He well understood the anger in Kestryl's eyes.

"Heisdefinitdy not.”

* * % %

Ashewalked through paace corridors, Tanrif realized his reaction had nothing to do with Andres’ death.
Intruth, he liked what little he had seen of the man. Also, Andres had saved hislife. But hefound it odd
that both the Count and his bladesman had found the body together. After al, hadn't Parth been the one
to recommend the Count of Agtriana? What if they were responsible for the murders? He found himself
wishing Bone was il here. Hewas so logt in thought, he didn't notice the figure who followed until she

spoke.
"Y our Highnessistroubled.”

He stopped and looked back at her, wondering what she was doing up at that hour. “Yes, Ulnira"

He continued walking, hoping the girl would leave, however shefdl into step beside him. “Do you want
to talk about it?"

"No, not especidly. | want to forget it."

They reached the door to hisroom. The guards who stood waiting straightened but made no attempt to
hide their smirks. Tanrif was barely aware of their presence.

Ulnirasmiled seductively. “1 bet | can help you forget.”



Sheleaned toward him, and he found her tempting.

"I redly don't have thetimeto...” hiswordswere cut off by her lips on his. He could taste the wine on her
breath.

"Y ou've been drinking,” he said when findly able to spesk.
Thegirl shrugged. “1 do alot of things I'm not supposed to.”

She giggled and pushed open the door, though she checked to see his reaction before entering,
convincing him that she was not astipsy as she pretended. For an incongruous moment he thought she
might be the killer, but he dismissed theideaimmediately. Not that he didn't think her capable, but it
didn't fed right.

He entered the antechamber, not certain why he hadn't sent her back to her room. She was much
younger than he. Still, she was probably more experienced. Cyanne thefirst and only woman held been
with, and that had been for revenge.

Perhapsit wastimeto dart tasting some of life's pleasures. Surely no one would blame him for wanting a
reprieve from responsibility. By the time held closed and bolted the door, Ulnirawas already naked. He
took a step toward her, and they embraced.

She kissed him deeply and pressed her smal body to his, rubbing againgt his hardness. How could he be
the Duke of High Gondylar and not take what he wanted?

He could no longer deny he wanted Ulnira.

Without thought to anything but his pleasure, he pushed her down on the stone floor and lay on her. He
could seethelust in her eyes, could fed theriseand fal of her chest, could smell the scent of her desire.

When he entered her, she was ready for him. She moved against him urgently, giving hersef to the desire
she'd had since the moment she saw him. His need was a match for hers, and he met each of her thrusts
with hisown. Theintensity built until he could hold back no longer. Hisfind pleasure was accompanied
by ascream so loud, it drew the attention of the guards, who attempted to enter but found the door
locked.

Ulniraburst into laughter. Tanrif wastoo tired to laugh.

"I'm fine. Don't you have something better to do?’

"Sorry, your Highness™

"You'll beagood ded sorrier if you do that again.”
Ulniragiggled. “They'rejust trying to protect you."
"Fromyou?| hardly seethe need.”

"I can be most dangerous, M'lord. Y ou know that, don't you?"

"Yes, | suppose | do. Fortunately, | like abit of danger. However, | could dedl with that danger alot
better on asofter surface. Would you careto join mein bed?’

Ulniras eyes sparkled. “I thought you'd never ask."



That night, true to her word, Ulnirahelped Tanrif forget.

* k% k %

Events were proceeding faster than Parth thought possible. After the meeting, the Lords, were sent back
to their respective holdings to gather the men and support they'd pledged. Tanrif had aready spokento a
few of them, those closest to the frontier. They were to assemble their men and prepare them for action.
It took only a short time to decide who would lead the new force; Parth was needed in Gondylar, which
left only the Count of Adtriana.

Plans were |eft necessarily vague. Nothing could be decided until the Count spoke with Bone, thefirst
stop on hisjourney. Tanrif suggested he take asmall party of palace guards, but he declined, explaining
that Gondylar shouldn't lose any defenders. Severd of the Lords, notably those with estates near the City
of Crossed Swords, would ride with him. With their entourages, he should be quite safe. Only the
Dominan army could threaten so large aparty and, if they met with that force, what good would afew
guards be?

The Lords were given the remainder of the day to put their affairsin order. They wereto leave at first
light.

Kestryl spent the day in preparation for the journey, much of which was used to study the most updated
maps of theregion. The city of Crossed Swordswould be their next target. He was sure of it. He and the
other Lords discussed possible strategies, though it was obvious that what interested them the most was
how to get the Dominansto avoid their properties. Kestryl didn't think it was possible to change how the
Empire advanced, nor did he care much about individud Lords. He had awar to win, and Sheba help
anyone who stood in hisway.

* * * %

Timor paced hisroom in the palace. Strange events had occurred, and hewas at alossto explain them.
That bothered him.

When held last returned from reporting to Thulrak, the gate had been left unlocked and the guard
knocked unconscious. Hed briefly considered killing the man and returning to the inn, for security would
certainly beincreased when the assault was discovered; however Se-gen would have remained a
problem. Her anger at his desertion might have caused her to come forward. It was important thosein
charge didn't know they'd had a spy in their midst, even if they had suspected the possibility.

He'd immediately searched for Se-gen. She was no longer of useto him, and the attack on the guard had
increased hisrisk greatly. It wasjust hisluck that the night held findly decided to kill her, Parth had other
ideas. The problem of Se-gen would have to be taken care of later.

The next day, both Piraand Captain Andres had been murdered. He was clueless asto why anyone
would want either man dead. Well, anyone except him.

Pirahad been useful. Timor had convinced him that Lord Vier had agold leaf problem he didn't want
anyone to know about—particularly the new Duke. A couple of gold coins had donethetrick. After all,
where would afool like Orwyn get that kind of money? Pira had never suspected held been aiding the fall
of his country, and obvioudy had been unwilling to say anything that would make an enemy of aLord,
even ardatively minor noble like Vier. Pirahad been another loose end Timor would have had to take
care of before hed left. Whoever had murdered the guard had saved Timor the trouble, though held have
preferred to do it in hisown time.

Orwyn's usefulness in the palace was over. He had only one task to finish before he left this place
forever. The only Gondylarian who had a clue Orwyn wasn't the dimwitted servant he appeared to be



was Se-gen. He didn't look forward to taking her life. In many ways, they were two of akind. Still, he
didn't know when the opportunity to escape would come, and he had to do it before then. Fortuitoudly,
the two murdersworked in hisfavor. This single death would look like part of amuch larger plot. In
death, Se-gen would come under suspicion, which would draw attention from him.

Timor hid abladein hisboot, and went in search of hislover. Because Parth was perpetualy busy with
the murder investigations, it was unlikely held bein placeto interfere.

* * * %

Se-gen wasin the kitchen when Orwyn entered. He exchanged afew words with some of the servants.
Though she could not overhear what was said, she saw them snicker behind Orwyn's back. She amost
smiled at the thought that it was they who were dim not him, but hiding her reactions had become second
nature.

Orwyn walked over to her.
"Parth wishes you to attend him."

Se-gen looked surprised. He had spoken loudly enough for the other servantsto hear. It disturbed her
that many of the servants didn't seem surprised by the summons, and afew exchanged knowing glances.
She thought furioudy about the implications and knew one thing for sure. If Orwyn was calling attention
to her relationship with Parth, it must betimeto leave. Her heart raced as anumber of emotions fought
for control. Sheliked Parth, though there could never be anything between them. And Orwyn offered her
theworld, evenif it wasn't her world. She froze. Those watching must have thought her embarrassed by
the revelation of her relationship. She stood taller and, holding her head high, allowed Orwyn to lead her
from the room.

She followed him to the seldom-used storerooms by the courtyard, the very place that, when she was
eleven, she had found aman hanging. Theimage was ill clear in her mind, even &fter al theseyears. The
room he led her to was further down the corridor. He started to pick the lock. Se-gen fought to clear her
mind. Why was Orwyn taking her here?

Then she knew the answer. The image of the bloated corpse hanging from the chain came back to her, as
it often had in her dreams. Orwyn had never meant to take her with him. She studied him closdly ashe
worked the lock. It would be weeks before anyone found her. She looked him up and down until she
found what she was after. She reached out and deftly drew the dagger from his boot, just asthe lock
clicked opened. When he turned to look at her, she was smiling.

"What are you doing with my dagger?’ asked Orwyn, trying, unsuccessfully to keep the surprise from his
voice.

"The question iswhat were you planning on doing with it?” Her smilefel short of her eyes. “Thiswaan't
for me, wasit?'

Orwyn, feigning sadness, started to shake his head. Then he was on her. Only the fact that she had been
reedy for something allowed her to remain standing. He hit her hard in the midriff, knocking her
backwards down the corridor. He advanced, trying to take advantage of her surprise, but she recovered
more quickly than he expected. Her foot shot out and caught the Dominan on the chin. Hefell
backwards, rolled and regained hisfeet dmost immediately.

Se-gen threw the dagger. It sailed harmlesdy over his head. He smiled. She stood in adead end corridor
and had just thrown her only weapon out of reach. He turned and started toward it, confident that the
encounter was over.



Hedid not fed the blade draw aline across his calf until he was lying face down on the stone floor. When
she placed aknee on his spine and put aknifeto histhroat, he realized hed underestimated her. She
leaned forward to whisper in hisear.

"Y ou used me, Orwyn. You'rejust like the others. | killed for you. Captain Andres followed you to your
secret rendezvous with your superior. He listened in on your conversations. He knew, Orwyn, so | had
todlencehim.

"Once the Duke was informed, they would have questioned the guard at the gate, and you'd have been
exposed. Y ou were careless, Orwyn, but | covered for you. | see now the payment | wasto receive."

She kissed his ear gently, never taking the blade from hisneck. “1 will seeyouin hell, but you'll haveto
wait for me."

Sowly, savoring each second, she drew the blade across his throat. Still stunned from thekick hetried to
sruggle. She held him until he was gtill. Then she dragged him into the room held opened and hid him as
best she could, just in case someone should come this way sooner than she expected.

She waited an hour before returning to the kitchen. The smirks on the faces of the other servantstold her
they misinterpreted the new rip in her dress. She met their amused smileswith a shy one of her own.
People were s0 easy to manipulate, once you knew how. Still smiling, she returned to work. Today, even
Thelanna couldn't bother her.

* * % %

The grim-faced party rode forth from Gondylar without fanfare. They |eft before dawn so asnot to
atract unwanted attention. Half adozen lords and their retinues rode with the Count of Agtriana. If any of
the travel ers thought to question the Count's authority, Tanrif had put that to rest before they'd | eft. He
spokein aloud, clear voice that no one would likely forget.

"The Count of Agtrianais my choiceto lead thisforce. For adl intents and purposes, heisin charge of, not
just you, but the entirewar effort. A hand raised against him is treason against the throne of High
Gondylar, and will betried assuch, | swear it. | believeif any man can lead usto victory, itishe. | have
spoken with the Count at great length. His knowledge of battles and strategy is extensive. Y ou will offer
him your full cooperation.”

There was much murmuring amongst the Lords, but Tanrif had aready shown them what would happen
to those who stood againgt him.

By the time the sun had risen, the Lords were vying for a position close to the Count, though he seemed
oblivious of their effortsto impress.

* k% k %

Tanrif and Parth sat in the antechamber of Tanrif's suite. When they'd entered, they found avery naked
Ulnirareading in one of the chairs. Her dow retresat from the room left Parth Staring in amazement.

"A ruler must have some recresation, yes?’ asked Tanrif, clearly enjoying the bladesman's reaction.
"Itisasyou say."

Parth looked at the door Ulnira had left through, before shaking his head, and looking back towardsthe
Duke. “I supposethereislittle we can do now but wait."

Tanrif nodded. “ And perhaps, by way of distraction, we can try to figure out who committed those
murders. Y ou haven't said much about them.”



"There hasn't been much to say. Thekiller isaprofessiond, of that there can belittle doubt. Both Pira
and Andres were killed because they saw the spy and could identify him. With no eye witnesses, he can
continue hiswork."

"Or her work,” added Tanrif.

Parth nodded absently. “What bothers meisthis. Who would have a spy in the paace? The Emperor is
so far away that by the time areport reached him, the information would be usdless, or nearly so."

"What do you think that implies?"
Parth stood and began to pace.

"Some other authority figure right herein Gondylar. That isassuming that the spy is Dominan, though who
else might be interested in what goes on in the palace, | couldn't say. No, it hasto be Domina. The
problemisit could be anyone. One of the guards, one of the Lords, even a servant.”

"Who do you think ... what did you just say? A servant?’ asked Tanrif
"Y es, why not? Servants have eyes and ears, though we often ignore them.”

"Y et palace servants are watched carefully. Thereis aways someone keeping tabs on them. Servants
don't have the freedom to come and go asthey please. And most of the servants have been here dl their
lives. Except for that Orwyn character. Where did he come from?"

Parth stopped and turned toward the Duke. “ The fool ? He was sent by a L ord from the frontier. The
Lord was supposedly on hisway ... yes, of course. He never showed because he doesn't exist. It's
brilliant. Who would suspect afool 7

Tanrif sood up. “Find this Orwyn and bring him to me, immediately."

Parth was out the door before the Duke finished his sentence.

* * % %

Parth's search turned up nothing. Soon he had everyone looking for Orwyn. Parth doubled the guard at
the gates and started aroom by room search, but somehow, the spy had anticipated them. Hewas
willing to bet that the Dominan was no longer in the paace.

Se-gen was amused by the search and decided it would be fun if she were the oneto find the body. She
didn't have a problem acting upset. All she had to do was summon the past. Sheld been e even when she
discovered the body—qgrotesque, bloated, and flyblown.

The guards responded to her screams amost immediately and soon after, when Parth arrived, shewas
sobbing and shaking.

"Areyou dl right?'
"Yes, M'lord.”

He examined the servant's body. “ Throat cut, just like the others. The Dukeisn't going to likethis. |
thought when we found Orwyn we'd have some answers, not more questions.”

None of the guards responded, not that Parth expected them to. He returned his attention to Se-gen.

"I don't think you should be aone. I'm going to have aword with the Duke."



"M'lord."
"I'm sure Thelanna can spare you from the kitchens.”
"Shewont likeit, M'lord."

"It doesn't matter.” Parth remembered dl too clearly Ulnira's naked body in Tanrif's quarters. It reminded
him of how long he'd been aone. Surely, no one would object to the bladesman of High Gondylar taking
alover. At leadt, not to hisface. “ Thereis no reason to keep this relationship secret any longer.”

"Oh, thank you, thank you, M'lord.”

Shewasin hisarms so fast she dmost bowled him over. He held her tight and laughed &t her ddlight.
Only then was he forced to admit it. For thefirst timein years, Parth wasin love. He had never thought
to experience that feding again.

* k k %

It was the toughest ride most of the Lords had ever endured. The Count set a breakneck pace and
stopped rarely for rest breaks. Most meals were eaten in the saddle. Though one or two grumbled, they
gill had Tanrif's admonitions fresh in their minds, and so kept their own counsd.

By the end of the second day, two Lords and their retainers had turned north toward their holdings. The
Count kept away from the bickering and numerous attempts to impress him. He had no time for
trividities.

Of dl the Lords, the only one with a modicum of common sense was Dareth of the House of Saren.
From the information Kestryl could glean, Dareth was anew Lord, having only recently comeinto his
inheritance. Perhaps when held been exposed to enough Council mestings, hisintellect would fade, but
Kestryl hoped not. He was the kind of man who deserved to bea L ord.

He stood up for his principles, even when outnumbered, and never complained or hesitated to obey one
of Kedtryl'sorders.

After the second day, Dareth rode beside the Count, much to the dismay of those who had sat on the
Council for longer.

Shortly before dusk on the third day, they reached the abandoned fort where Bone had taken up
residence.

* k% k %

Bone had done wdll for so short aperiod of time. Not only had he recruited anumber of men fleeing
from Wildor, but many from the surrounding countryside aswell.

At the Fort, thelast four Lords and their men departed to rally support. Bone waited until they were gone
to speak hismind.

"So, you're the Count of Adtriana.”

"l am."

"Y ou picked an interesting time to show your face.”
"I did."

"I have more than a passing familiarity with the House of Adtriana. Did you know that?"



"How could 1?7
"Thereisno Count of Adtriana"

"There wasn't when my family left High Gondylar, that's true. What happened after, you can't possibly
know."

"Do not play with me. Tanrif might not see through you, but | do. | don't know why you're here, but |
don't trust you."

"Y ou don't have to. The Duke trusts me. That should be enough.”

"The Dukeisnot here—I am.”

"I was sent to take charge of the Gondylarian forces. Do you plan to stand in my way?'
"I'm not sure yet. But | want some answers.”

"The House of Adtrianaiisloya to the throne and always has been so. We couldn't bear to see what was
happening to the Dukedom, so we left. | returned as soon as | heard rumors of Tanrif's amazing
regppearance. Isthat so difficult for you to understand?'

Bone studied the Count for along time before answering.

"You'reeither aclever liar, or atrue patriot. I'll bet you can guesswhich of those two exist in grester
numbers”

"Tanrif believes me. Parth has vouched for me. What else do you require?’
"I'm not sure. Kegp inmind, I'll be watching you. If you give me any reason at dl, I'll dit your throat."

"Trust me, assassin, you don't have what it takes. Now, I'm herefor areport. Will you giveit to me, or
do | need to find my own information?"'

Bone smiled and remained slent.

"If you love your country, don't do this. I can't win awar without the best information | can get. Do you
choose to withhold that from me? Are you willing to gamble your country's future on your suspicions?
Tdl menow, and | will leavethisplace”

Bone made a show of studying ablank area of wall. There were waysto test histheory, but al of them
involved sharing the information heid collected. The Count didn't have to know that, however. He sighed
asif resgning himsdlf to theinevitable.

"After Wildor was destroyed, the Dominan forces headed into the hills.... hard to track that way. We
assumed their next target would be the City of Crossed Swords. They won't want to leave a base of men
like that behind them if they can help it. I've concentrated alot of men in that area, but there have been no
sghtings. The Dominan army has vanished.”

"Do you know how many Dominans participated in the attack on Wildor?"
"It'shard to say, but as a guess, ten thousand.”

"That many? | assumethey did not suffer heavy losses."



"How could they? Wildor was completely unprepared. If the Dominans had wanted to, they could have
razed the entire town."

"Why didn't they? Did your men scout out the town? Maybe that's where they're hiding."

Bone shook hishead. “Thefirgt thing | considered. A few refugees till live there, trying to make some
kind of sense out of what happened.”

The Count stared off into the distance. Bone said nothing. He had seen other men with that faraway look
intheir eyes. Mogt of the time they were men of vision. The Count of Adtriana sat for atime, lostin his
own thoughts. Bone waited to hear what he would say next.

"Their next target will not be the Crossed Swords. If they had aforcein the hills, you would have found
some sign of them by now. Y ou can't hide thousands of men, even if you're good at it, and sedth isn't
usudly aDominan trait."

"Perhaps that was once true, but the Dominan generd, aman named Larzenth, isnot your typica charge
in and take over type. His attack showed agreat ded of thought and subtlety. | have long studied
Dominan tactics. The attack on Wildor was unlike any Dominan campaign | have heard of "

"l was thinking the same thing mysalf. We have been fooled. While we gather our strength, they will
attack Flandor. We must get messengersto al the Lords. We will join our forces to the north of the city
onthe hill caled Hell's Garden—l essthan aday from Flandor. It isunlikely that the Dominans have gone
that way."

"Why isthat? asked Bone.
"Because the hill is not found on any map.”
"Y ou know what they say about Hell's Garden..."

"I know al the gtories, but I've been there ... more than once. Whatever magic once existed atop the
great plateau islong lost to history. Y et that reputation iswhat | count on. Few dare to trespass on that
sacred ground. Wewill strike out in the morning. I'll draft anote, you gather the messengers. | believe we
will need five. Only five of the Lordswill be close enough to help.”

Bone had come to the same conclusion about Larzenth's next move. If the Count worked for Domina, he
would have pushed the Crossed Swords as the prospective target. That he hadn't made him easier to
trust. The speed with which the Count had redirected his thoughts was impressive. Bone was beginning
to understand why Tanrif trusted him.

"If you're wrong, were going to bein aworld of trouble,” said the n.

The Count nodded. “1f the City of Crossed Swordsis not their target, there could be none other than
Flandor."

"Y ou'll have your messengers.”

But the Count of Agtrianadidn't hear. He was dready busy penning his missves.

* * * %

Larzenth eyed his men criticaly. He had |eft the Gondylarian frontier behind as quickly as possible. Better
to worry about the frontier later, when it was sandwiched between Dominaand New Domina. They
probably could take the frontier with minimal bloodshed. Once Gondylar fell, any city west of it would



have little choice but to surrender.

Helooked at the sky. With an hour of light |eft, he did not want to halt. He drove his men further than any
other genera would have dared, but the risk was worth the reward. His massive force would fal upon
the relatively unprepared city of FHandor, cutting off central High Gondylar from the frontier. It wasa
daring strike, but he had planned it well and had little doubt of success. He only hoped casudties could
be kept to a minimum. He had done well in Wildor, but that was a city without awall. Flandor was
another Stuation entirely.

Larzenth, to most of his men, was only a step below godhood. He was aware of their respect, and
understood the reasons for it. In single combat he was undefeated, no matter the wegpon or opponent.
Hed spent hislifelooking for the one man worthy enough to test his skill in battle. If such aman existed,
Larzenth had yet to meet him. Sometimes, in his dreams, he would meet aman who could match him
blow for blow. If only it could be more than just adream. That was what separated awarrior from a
soldier—the desire to test himsalf against someone better. That was the problem with being the best.
Where was heto go from here?

Stll, overconfidence was a problem that had cost more than one warrior hislife. Larzenth never made
such foolish mistakes. He aways assumed his enemy was aswell prepared as he, and as skillful.
Perhaps, one day, it would be s0, though he doubted it would happen in High Gondylar.

Once, the Gondylarians had been fierce warriors, but they had long since wilted into the backdrop of
history. Of course, there were dl sorts of stories circulating about the return of Duke Tanrif. If there had
been a Gondylarian hero in recent times, Tanrif wasit. However, even Larzenth would be unableto
congtruct an adequate defense with the resources available to High Gondylar. Tanrif would not be ableto
ether. High Gondylar did not inspire loyaty from its nobility, nor did she teach them discipline. That
would change when the Emperor took over.

He dlowed himsdlf abrief smile as he pictured what Flandor would look like when Dominarebuilt it.
How helonged to be there, to show these foolish Gondylarians how men lived. When he next looked up,
the sun was about to set. He reined his horse and signaled for the othersto do the same.

In short order, guards were posted and preparations for the evening were made. During that time,
Larzenth stayed in the saddle and watched as order unfolded from chaos. His men were good
men—strong, capable, and disciplined.

The Gondylarians were less so and it would cost them, but Larzenth felt no sympathy. Those who could
live up to the Empire's standards would be better off than they were now, and those who couldn't, well,
there was always a need for more work daves.

* * % %

Before the Count retired for the night, he sent one last message to the palace at Gondylar, informing
Tanrif of hisplans. Most men would have stayed awake, but Kestryl knew the importance of resting
before a battle and could aways deep at such times.

Around him, the camp went about its business. When he woke, the preparations to move were amost
complete. The messengerseft at first light, riding the fastest horses available. Kestryl watched them go.
Then he kndlt and offered a silent prayer to Shebathat they would reach Flandor on time.

By the time the camp was ready to move, the sun was visiblein the eastern sky. Kestryl set a pace that
wastoo fast, and that, he knew, was dangerous. But he so knew that if Larzenth reached Flandor
before he did, the city would not last long. As he rode, he continued his prayers and hoped against hope
that they did not fall on deef ears.



* * % %

Thulrak stared at the Lord who was atraitor to his country. He did not understand the man. Therewas
no reward grest enough that it would tempt him to betray the Empire. Thulrak had aready learned
everything the young Lord could tell him, but there was enough he didn't understand. Therewere, in
Gondylarian palitics, anumber of subtle nuancesthat were lost on the Dominan, and it was during waiting
periods such asthisthat he tried to make some sense of them. Most of what the Gondylarian Lord told
him was incomprehensible. It was asif he had tried to ask an ant what being an ant was like. Where there
IS no common experience, there are few understandable words. And understanding was something he
needed to attain.

The Dominan had left Gondylar shortly after the Lords. He hadn't wanted to leave the city without
learning Timor'sfate, but hed had no choice. The only way to keep in touch with his Gondylarian
informant had been to travel to the man's holdings. Hed stay at the Lord's manor house while waiting to
see what happened next. While he waited, hetried to learn.

Hewas il trying to grasp what gave one house a better position than others. He had dready been over
the information more than once, but o much of it didn't make sense. How could aman be aLord when
he was but a child? How could alady rule her own lands? These were the matters with which Thulrak
was unable to cometo terms. Further thought on the matter wasinterrupted by the arriva of a
messenger.

Hewas ayoung man, not well dressed, and clearly exhausted from riding. He handed a paper to the
Gondylarian and waited.

"That will bedl,” said the Lord.

The messenger looked uncomfortable. “I beg pardon, my Lord, but my ingtructions were quite clear. |
was to return with aconfirmation that you would be there.”

Quickly, the Lord scanned the paper.
"I'll be there. With al my men. With the Count of Agtrianato lead us, how can we lose?!

The messenger bowed and |eft, anxious to get back as soon as possible. When he was gone, the Lord
handed the paper to Thulrak.

Esteemed Lord of High Gondylar

It isurgent that you reply to thismessage. | no longer believe the next target of the Dominan vanguard will
be the City of Crossed Swords. It isfar more likely they will strike south and attempt to take Flandor. |
know this city well, and believe it too weak to stand without our help.

To thisend, we will meet three days hence on ahill caled Hell's Garden. If you are not familiar withit,
any of the elders on your holdings should know it well. Bring as many men asyou can gather, but do not
arivelae, evenif it meansyou'l be leaving without afull contingent. Speed and surprise are our only
alies now, and we can't have the second without thefirst.

| implore you to move with al haste and as much caution asthat haste dlows. It will not be long after you
arrivethat wewill see battle. After that, it will bein the hands of Sheba.

| trust you will be prompt.

The Count of Agtriana



Thulrak read the note twice before handing it back.
"Well, my Lord, it ssemsyou are about to earn your sdary.”
Face pae, the Lord nodded. “What do | haveto do?"

"Gather your men and go to the aid of your country. If you don't, the Count of Astrianawon't trust you.
And gtay dive. | believe you may yet be of more useto me."

The Lord turned. He did not like the Dominan, but that didn't matter. Thulrak was the one man who
could help him exact revenge on Tanrif, and no price, not even his own honor, wastoo high apriceto

pay.



Chapter Nine—A Traitor Amongst Us

Bone wiped the sweat from his eyes. Not far away, the Count of Astrianawas busy turning a group of
individuasinto afighting force. That he could do so while driving them toward their destination was
nothing short of amazing. The more he saw, the more the Count impressed him, athing not easily done.

Bone fdt the effects of the forced march al too clearly, and he was one of the lucky few on horseback.
How the rest of the men endured it he couldn't say, though he was sure the Count's strength of will drove
them on.

When Hell's Garden findly came into view, acheer went up that echoed through the hills. So much for
stedlth. Bone had never seen the gresat plateau before, and it was impressive. He wondered at the
wisdom of choosing such avisible landmark as abase of operations, but this was the Count's show and
would remain so until Bone saw reason to take charge. He had to admit it was defensible. Three sides
were too steep to climb easily, thus only the west dope would have to be defended. Thetreeline
stopped two thirds of the way up, making a surprise attack impossible. Not that it mattered. With any
luck, the Dominans had no ideawhere they were. The only way they could, wasif one of the Lords
meeting there was atraitor, or perhaps the threat was closer to home. If the Count betrayed them, he
would pay in blood.

Still, the Count had gotten them there in one piece, faster than Bone would have thought possible.
Despite being furthest from the meeting place, they had arrived firgt. It wasaminor miracle. A mgor
miracle would be needed if they wereto turn back the Empire's forces.

Thefinal stage of their journey, marching to the top of the plateau, sapped the rest of Bone's strength. As
it turned out, the west dope wasn't as steep asit had looked from the distance; even the horses could be
led up.

Once on top, heredized why it was called Hell's Garden. The amost flat surface was littered with
hundreds of ochre boulders, some large enough to hide the horses as they moved between; there wasn't
ahint of green. A more desolate site he couldn't imagine. Whoever had chosen the name Hell's Garden
had known what he was about.

An hour after the last of them had reached the top, one of the lookouts cried out. Several of the men,
including Bone and the Count, ran to see what had elicited the reaction. In the distance, acolumn
approached. Everyone tensed, wondering if Domina had somehow discovered the plan. Then the
marching men unfurled abanner displaying High Gondylar's Tree and Sword. Boneignored the
back-dapping and hand clasping festival. He wouldn't relax until he saw the Lord leading them. Anyone
could procure aflag.

A short timelater, he recognized Lord Keril and alowed himsdf abrief smile. More than that was
premature. They didn't have nearly enough men to sand against a Dominan invasion force. Hopefully,
more would come.

Keril'ssx hundred men climbed the west face of Hell's Garden to the cheers of those watching. That
brought the totd to over athousand, with more likely to show the next day. Throughout the night, the
Count moved among the men, telling each what was expected of them and why it was necessary. More
than once, Bone stopped to listen to his well-chosen words.

After the Count |eft each group, they cheered. Bone smiled grimly. The day before a battle was one
thing, the day after, another entirely. Bone hoped they'd still have something to cheer about in two days



time
* % % %

The next day saw the arriva of three more Lords, bringing their number to over two thousand. Thetop of
the plateau had grown crowded and would become more so as others arrived. Just before nightfall
another group was sighted.

It would be arace for them to reach the top before sundown. Climbing the dope after nightfall would be
dangerous. They plowed onin an effort to join their fellow soldiers. Many atop the plateau whispered
prayersto godsthey hadn't spoken to in ages. After the high spirits of the day before, the tension seemed
odd.

That was when the attack began. Later, when Kestryl recalled that night, he couldn't figure out how the
Dominans had pulled it off.

Suddenly, they were everywhere, climbing over the northern edge of the plateau. Men werethere to
meet them, but not enough. Most had been watching the drama unfold on the western dope.

Kestryl moved into action, shouting orders over the clash of blades. It was dready growing dark, and the
moon, newly risen, wasn't quite bright enough to fight by. A Dominan soldier legpt from behind one of the
boulders. Kestryl dispatched him with awell-aimed thrust. The man turned as he fell away from the
blade, leaving a smear of blood on the stone behind him. Why it should draw the Bladesman's eye, he
had no idea. Then moonlight struck the blood and released the magic.

All at once, the boulders began to glow red, casting an eerie sheen over the battle. As Kestryl moved
between them, they started to hum, a sound unlike any held ever heard. Severa more soldiersfell to his
sword, and astheir blood fed the ancient stones, they glowed brighter.

After adow start, the Gondylarians began to come together, defending against the attack that should
never have happened. Everywhere Kestryl |ooked, men fought each other. Often it was difficult to tell
friend from foe. The glowing boulders, something the enemy couldn't possibly have known about,

worked in the Gondylarians favor. Hell's Garden was awash with shadow and reddish-light that gave the
battle a nightmarish fed, made more so by the unnatura hum that rose in volume until the sounds of
combat could barely be heard aboveit.

Between the boulders, in alight not seen for hundreds of years, accompanied by amagica symphony no
living man could name, the battle raged.

Bonewovein and out of adozen skirmishes, choosing histargets and taking them out. Kestryl accounted
for alarge number of the enemy that night too, giving rise to what would become alegend.

Many avdiant Gondylarian fell that night, but in the end, the Dominan forces broke, and ultimately were
daughtered. Most who escaped didn't survive the descent into the darkness.

Much of the night was spent removing corpses from the plateau, and throwing them over the side. It was
an unpleasant task that had to be done. And all thewhile, Kestryl stood and stared at a sea of blood-red
boulders pulsing with ancient power. There could no longer be any doubt. One of the Lordswas a
traitor.

* * % %

Usudly Eryl liked riding, but thistime it gave her no pleasure. She was considered one of thefinest
horsemen on High Gondylar's northern coastline, which was why she had been chosen to bring the
message to the palace at Gondylar. It was agood thing that she was aso one of the finest archersand



swordsmen, or she'd have needed an escort, which would have dowed her.

That Eryl's appearance and skill were at odds with each other delighted her no end. Standing just over
fivefeet, she was pretty though not beautiful, with afine muscular figure and short blonde hair. Every so
often, someone would ask if shewere adancer. She loved to watch their reaction when she told them
shewasawarrior. Most would laugh and turn away, asif not sure of her seriousness or sanity. Shelet
them laugh—there wasn't a man on the north shore who could best her, atheory shed often had the
opportunity to test.

She amiled briefly at that single happy thought before sadder memoriesinvaded. She had lived her whole
lifein Athlanaand loved the city. She loved the ocean and boats, the sailors and fishermen. Sheloved
walking to the market to get fresh fruit from farmerswho grew them jugt to the south. Most of dl, she
loved to watch the men unload ships, their tanned muscular bodies covered with afine sheen of swest.
That was where she had been when the Dominan warship was sighted.

The news spread quickly, and soon the docks were filled with people, most of them armed and ready to
defend their homes. She looked about at the sea of determined faces. Those were the people she loved.
Asthey watched, two warships followed thefirst. Then, three more gppeared, forming awedge of

unbelievable strength. The determination on the faces around her faded into disbelief, fear or resignation.

The people of Athlanahad grown up with the possibility of a Dominan invasion, but no one expected to
see one. It had been three hundred years since such an attempt and, though things were not the best they
had ever been, High Gondylar was surely strong enough to repel the invaders. When four more ships
saled into view, there were gasps. High Gondylar may be strong enough to defend itself, but the small
number of ballistae and catapults, being dragged through the crowds to the pier would be incapable of
withstanding an invasion of thismagnitude.

As she looked around, more and more faces began to take on hopel ess expressions. Then her eyesfdll
on Ragorath.

Ragorath was the Lord of Athlana, though no one ever thought of him that way. For most of hislife he
had led the city, though he lived much like anyone e se. No one addressed him by his officid title, and
many probably forgot he was a Lord atogether, though everyone knew hewastheir leader.

Hewasthefairest man Eryl had ever known and, like most of the femae population of Athlana, she
wished he would get married, preferably to her. That was pure fantasy. Ragorath never looked at her that

way.

She waited for him once she saw she was the object of his attention. He pushed through the crowd,
patting a shoulder here, speaking a reassuring word there, never taking his eyes off her. She held her
breath until he stood before her.

"Eryl, | need your help.”
"Whatever | can do for you, you know | will."

"Good girl.” Heignored her flinch at the reference. “| need you to carry amessage for meto the palace
at Gondylar.” Hewaited for thewordsto sink in. “Lord Teryl must know what has happened here."

"But what about them?” She pointed to the incoming ships. “I'm the best warrior you've got. Y ou know
thet."

He had to understand. She would stay and do battle. Let someone else carry his message.



Ragorath shook his head. “It has to be you. The message must get through. If Athlanafals, and Gondylar
doesn't get word, the whole damn country won't be far behind. | know how good you are with ablade,
but look at them. How much difference do you think anyone would make? How much difference when
their flaming ballisgamissiles start raining down on us? Will your blade put out the fires? Will it hed the
wounded? Suppose | send aless competent messenger, and he fallsto brigands while on the way? Y ou
may well be High Gondylar'slast chance.

"I know that you love Athlana, asdo I, but it isnot agood thing to love your city more than your country.
High Gondylar alows citieslike Athlanato exist. Do you have any ideaof what Athlanawill becomeif
the Empire takes over?'

He paused to let her digest hiswords. He could see from the expression on her face that he was reaching
her.

"I have been to aDominan port city. Itisafar cry from this” He gestured expansively to the rows of
colorful shipsthat dotted the harbor. “We are out of time. | need your answer."

Eryl had never cried in front of aman before and was not about to start, as much as she wanted to.
Nevertheess, her voice was husky with emotion when shefindly replied.

"I will carry your message. But | want everyoneto know | would rather have stayed and fought by their
Sdes”

Ragorath placed agentle hand on her shoulder.
"l am certain that everyone here dready knows."

She had ridden from Athlana shortly after that exchange, on the fastest horse they could find. That had
been many hours ago. By now, the fighting would have sarted. As sherode, shetried, not dways
successfully, to avoiding picturing her city burned to the ground. It was hard enough to concentrate on the
road without the distraction.

It would soon grow dark, and she had to find a place to camp. She knew the way to Gondylar from
maps, though she had never traveled that far. The woods through which she travel ed blocked much of
the late afternoon light. She was looking for a place to stop when five men emerged from the trees on
either side of the road. From the look of them, they could only be bandits. They must have heard her
horse gpproaching and hid. They no doubt thought asingle girl on horseback would be an easy target.
One approached, blocking the road. She dowed her horseto awalk.

"That's afine beast you've got there, lady,” he grinned, displaying as many gaps asteeth. “Where could
you be heading in such ahurry?'

Eryl had never dedlt with thiskind of man before, though she had heard stories from those who had. No
matter what she said, shewould not liveif she could not best them.

"| think that my businessisnone of yours. Stand clear, or | will ride you down."

The others snickered. The man who'd spoken bared his ugly teeth, though who that was supposed to
intimidate, Eryl had no idea.

"Get off the horse."

Eryl urged her horse to agallop. The hapless brigand jumped to the side, still unaware she had drawn her
sword. Her momentum, strength, and skill |eft her woul d-be tormentor headless. Under norma



circumstances sheld have kept riding, but it was amost dark and she couldn't camp with the likes of these
men around. She turned her horse and rode back the way she'd come. One of them, apparently braver
than his companions, drew a cutlass. Eryl charged. When he sidestepped, she blocked his cut and drove
her sword into his neck. He was dead before he hit the ground.

The other three seemed torn between scattering and avenging their downed friends. Eryl redlized that if
they fled, she wouldn't be able to take them al out, and therefore wouldn't be able to deep. She allowed
hersdlf to fal from the horse asif sheld fainted, releasing the sword on the way to the ground. She kept
her eyes closed and ears open. She heard nothing save the snorting of her horse.

She waited so long she thought they might have fled. Then she heard anearby footfdl. It wasdl she
could do to remain motionless. The next sound was closer. It wasimportant to timeit just right. If she
jumped up too soon, they would scatter, and she would be spending the night awake. If she waited too
long, she would be dead. Just one more second, one more second...

Shelegpt up, reaching for the sword that lay not far from her hand. The first bandit didn't have timeto
react before she ran him through. The second attempted to dash at her with ashort blade. Eryl struck
him with theflat of hers, hard enough to stun him. Thelast turned to flee. Before he could get away, she
cut the back of hisleg. He pitched forward, damming his head on the ground.

The stunned man wasin the process of finding hisfeet. Her thrust pierced hisback, just missing the spina
cord. He continued to try to escape, running in place on the end of her blade. She had never seen that
happen before, and it sartled her. She watched the horrid struggle for several long seconds before he
findly did off.

She looked to the left in time to see the wounded man crawling toward her, dagger in hand. Shefinished
him quickly, then did aquick check of the othersto make sure they were dead. She didn't enjoy killing,
but her mission was too important to jeopardize.

It was dmost dark, and the day sounds would soon be replaced by the shrill chirp of crickets, the
raucous complaints of frogs, and an occasiond owl hoot. Eryl sghed, and started walking her horse. She
would walk for another half an hour before picking a spot to camp.

She whispered aprayer to Shebafor the souls of the men sheld killed, though they probably didn't
deserveit. There was no honor in attacking five on one. Still, they were dead by her hand; the prayer
was more for her benefit than theirs. As good as she was with asword, she never enjoyed the aftermath
of killing.

That night, she dreamt of dead brigandsin various states of decay. She was tired when she woke at
dawn to aduet of songbirds and cicadas. She ate some berries from anearby bush, took aswig from her
flask, and mounted. She still had along ride ahead of her.

* k% k %

Lifein the paace was anything but idle during the two weeks after the Count of Agtrianas departure.
Tanrif sent messengersto the Lords, urging them to hasten their assembling of troops, and instructing
them to bring those troops to Gondylar as soon as possible. The deadline had been set for two days
hence.

Parth continued to investigate Orwyn's desth. What did his murder mean? Had someone been angered
that Andres had learned the spy'sidentity? Had they taken him out because of it? If so that meant a
second spy, but it may not have happened that way. Orwyn might have been killed trying to commit
another murder. If that were the case, why didn't the responsible party come forward? It seemed that
there were more questions after Orwyn's death than before. It was even possible that Orwyn had



murdered the guard and Captain Andres, only to meet his own untimely demise a short time later. Parth
shook his head as he contempl ated the too-numerous possibilities. The only thing that seemed to be going
hisway was that the murders had stopped at three, but whether or not that meant that the killer had left
the palace, Parth couldn't say.

Only two thingstook Parth's mind off hisinvestigation—sex with Se-gen and sparring with Coula. The
warrior was as good with a blade as anyone Parth had faced. He wondered if even Kestryl could beat
Coula

But after those too brief distractions, amost before he stopped panting, Parth's mind would return to the
unsolved murders. In the end there was no respite. He was responsible for palace security and didn't
have a clue about what had happened, or any of the eventsthat had led up toiit.

* * % %

Teryl lived in the paace these days, unable to return to hisfamily for even abrief vigt. Like Tanrif, Teryl
goent alot of histimein thelibrary, thus Tanrif knew where to find him when the message arrived.

The letter detailed the Count's preparation for battle, and included alist of Lords to whom he had sent
notes. Further, al five of those Lords had shown up at Hell's Garden, which meant none of the messages
had been intercepted. It meant that one of five Lordswas atraitor. Tanrif looked over the note again.
The Count had changed plans only after talking to Bone. Surely Bone wasn't atraitor ... what could
Dominaoffer him that High Gondylar hadn't dready provided. That |ft five Lords, or one of their trusted
minions. Who could it be?

Tanrif wasn't familiar with dl the Lordson thelist, which iswhy he sought Teryl'sadvice. Surely the
leader of the Council of Lords could offer someinsight.

Teryl wasreading when Tanrif walked in and sat, politely waiting for him to finish reading.

"Good book?’ asked Tanrif, when Teryl looked up. It was important that he keep his cool. Others
would follow hisexample,

"A Higtory of Gondylarian wars,” replied the Lord. “Not very vivid, but informative. | am not certain that
the eestward movement is the extent of the Dominan attack.”

Tanrif nodded. “ The Count said as much before he left, but until the new forces show up here, thereis
relaively little that we can do about it."

"Itisasyou say,” said Teryl. “Y ou wanted to speak to me?’
Tanrif passed him the paper, and watched hisface while heread it. Severd times, Teryl shook his head.

"I know al these men, some not aswell as others. It would be hard for meto picture any of them asa
Dominan agent. Even Dareth, the most recent addition to the Council, has no reason to sdll usout. In
fact, he might stand to lose more than anyone. Of the others, Onar of the House of Lehanisloyd, asis
the House of Dafron. That |eaves the House of Cyryth, which means Lord Jeren, or Lord Palor of the
House of Iothen. | don't believe either of those men capable of betraying High Gondylar.”

"Well,” sad Tanrif wryly, “it isamost definitely one of them. If you had to pick one, which would it be?"

Teryl stared at the page. “1f | had to pick, and | do so under protest, | would have to say Jeren of the
House of Cyryth. But | don't seeit asaredigtic possbility. Any one of those men would lose more under
Dominan rule than they would gain, and dl of them are smart enough to know that."



Tanrif sudied Teryl. The man believed he was spesking the truth. That could only mean there was
something he didn't know. One of these men had to be the traitor. Tanrif rose.

"Thank you for you input. | trust you understand that this conversation never happened.”
"I would prefer it that way."

Teryl stood out of respect and watched Tanrif until the door closed after him. Then he sat back down
and wrote the names of the suspects on a piece of paper. After atime of staring at the list, he shook his
head, then returned to the book he was reading.

* * * %

Later that evening, over dinner, Tanrif filled Parth in on the latest development. Coulawas there too.
With the Count and Bone both away, he needed whatever guidance he could get. Tanrif trusted Coula
implicitly. The large warrior would die for him. Tanrif hoped that it wouldn't cometo that.

After the servants had departed, Parth read the message dloud. Like Teryl, he couldn't believe any of the
Lordson thelist had sold out, but if he had to pick one, it would be Onar, though he couldn't say why.
They ate the remainder of the meal in slence, each lost in thought. Toward the end of that medl, a servant
knocked and, at Tanrif's command, entered.

"Thereisayoung lady at the gate with amessage for Duke Tanrif or Lord Teryl.” The man's voice was
shaking. Clearly, he was not comfortable talking to the Duke.

"From where?’ asked Tanrif, taking another bite of stew.

"She rode from Athlana, Highness, and from the way she smells, | would say shewasted notime."
Tanrif'smind found itsway back to the conversation he'd had earlier with Teryl.

"Bring her to me, immediatdy,” said Tanrif risang.

Parth looked at the Duke, surprised at the urgency in hisvoice. Only Coula appeared relaxed. The
servant ran to do the Duke's bidding, while Tanrif, clearly agitated, paced back and forth. Parth drained
his goblet so he wouldn't have to say anything. He had afesling that he would soon need to refill it. It
wasn't long before the servant returned.

The young woman knelt before the Duke but did not wait for permission to rise before doing so. Coula
gave her adisapproving scowl, but no one else noticed the infraction. She waited for the Duke to speak
before ddlivering her message. After her encounter with the brigands, she had memorized it and burned

the paper.

"Duke Tanrif, Lord Teryl, or whoever holds the Gondylarian throne. It isjust this hour that we have
learned of alarge fleet of Dominan warships sailing toward Athlana. Congdering their numbers, thereis
little to prevent them from an easy victory. By the time you read this, our fate will aready have been
decided.

"| believe their next target will be Theremen. From there, it's straight south to Gondylar. | cannot tell you
how | grieveto think of thisfine country logt. I will buy asmuchtimeas| can with my life and the lives of
my people. Eryl, the woman who bears this message, is one of the finest warriors| know. | am certain
shewill prove useful infuture battles. Do not squander her abilities because of an accident of birth. | wish
you god speed. Though you be too late to save Athlana, there may till be time for Theremen should you
leaveimmediately.



"l remain ahumble servant to the throne ... Lord Ragorath of Athlana.”

The stunned silence lasted for severd minutes, while they absorbed the news of another falen city. When
Tanrif spoke, hisvoiceleft no room for dissenson.

"Tomorrow isthe deadlinefor the Lords to send men and supplies. Any that have not arrived by sunset
tomorrow will be heavily fined, perhaps | will even execute them when | find thetimeto do so. The
morning after, we take al we have and march.”

"Not dl we have,” Parth shook his head. “We must keep aforce here to defend Gondylar. We will take
what we can spare. Also, | do not think it wise that you go. Y ou are the Duke of High Gondylar and
belonginthe capitd. If youfdl, let it bein defense of thiscity.”

"Damnit, man,” roared Tanrif, “1 amawarrior. | will not St still while my country dissolves around me. |
will march on the Dominans, and if | go down | will take as many of them with meas| can.”

Coulanodded approval. To Tanrif's surprise, the messenger spoke.
"l beg my Lord's pardon, but | would speek if it is so alowed.”
Tanrif inclined his head.

"Y ou are theicon for the entire country to raly behind. Y our value asawarrior must certainly pae beside
your value asaleader. | understand your rage. | felt much the same way three days ago when | set out. |
too wanted to stay and defend my home. | wastold by Lord Ragorath that my city was best served by
my role as messenger. My best course of action wasto serve High Gondylar. | have no doubt you area
warrior, but you are now aruler aswell. If one of those must come first, which will it be?"

No one spoke. Very few people had ever spoken so directly to Tanrif. Parth agreed with the girl, but
that wouldn't save her head if the Duke took offense at her words. To hisrdief, the Duke smiled.

"Y ou speak wisdly. You will be useful asyour Lord has said. | will stay here and defend Gondylar,
should it become necessary. So | need someone to lead the force to Theremen.” He looked at Parth. “I
think you should stay here. Y ou know more about the Lords than anyone but Teryl. That leaves you,
Coula. Youwill lead theforce to Theremen.” Helooked at the messenger. “Y ou will accompany him.
Remember, if the battle goes badly, retreat and regroup here. | can't afford to lose dl of you.”

Coulanodded, asdid Eryl. Parth was ill standing, trying to make sense of what had happened. Findly,
he spoke.

"Tonight, we should study maps of the area, and try to come up with astrategy. Just Coula, me, Teryl
and you.” Helooked at Tanrif, who nodded.

"If I may, | am familiar with thearea,” said Eryl.

"You may join usif you fed uptoit, but before that time ... take abath and have somethingto edt ... in
that order."

"Asmy Lord wishes,” said Eryl, grinning.

The servant escorted her out. Parth noticed Coulas eyesfollow the girl until the door closed.



Chapter Ten—War

The Count of Adrianasat donein the dark. The boulder-light had long since faded, though he could il
make out the last remnant of that most unnatural sound—or perhaps hisears till rang with it. Most of the
men, exhausted from the battle, dept, but there would be no deep for him.

He heard someone approach and knew who it had to be. He remembered al too well the n's
threat. If Bone thought the Count had betrayed High Gondylar, he would accept nothing lessthan
payment in blood. The Count didn't reach for hiswesgpon. If the assassin had meant him harm, he would
have made more of an attempt at stedlth.

"Y ou have something to say?’ asked the Count.
"Almog dways."
"Thensay it."

Bone passed him and sat in the darkness. “We suffered alot of casudties. The only reason we won was
our position. The next time, wewon' be that lucky.”

"l agree.”
"So what are your plans?'
"I am surprised you il trust me after today."

Bone pursed hislips. “I saw how you fought. Had you not been who you are, we'd never have beaten
them back. So | ask again, what are your plans?’

"Unchanged. We will march to Flandor and offer support.”
"I didn't know you had a death wish."
"] don't. | can see no scenario where we can lose Flandor and win the war."

Boneremained slent for along time. If the Count hadn't been able to see him, he would have thought the
assassin had left.

"| assume you know the odds of winning a Flandor are minimal,” said the assassin.
"They arefifty-fifty."

"How do you figure?'

"Either athing happens or it doesn't. Wewin or lose."

"That'savery black and white way of looking a things."

The Count smiled. “Itisaso atruth. Every day events occur that defy the odds. Tanrif's miraculous
return from the dead defies the odds. Did you redly think we would be able to win thiswar without doing
the same?'

"No, | didn't."



"Tomorrow, we march for Flandor. | only hopeweareintime.”
"Asyou say, we either will be or won't. Fifty-fifty.”

Bone stood and walked away, leaving Kestryl done with the ghosts of the men held lost in a battle they
should never have had to fight.

* * * %

The next morning, the Count sent amessage ahead to Lord Brun of Flandor, then gathered the survivors
for the march. The descent from Hell's Garden took far longer than it should have, snce many of the men
were injured and had to move dowly. On the way, gridy remains of Gondylarian soldiersforced over the
edge during the battle, reminded them of the price they had paid only hours earlier.

The march to the city was strained. The Count said little on the way. He wouldn't lie to the survivors.
They wouldn't respect him if he did. He wouldn't put a bright face on what had happened, because it
wasn't avictory. The attack against them had done exactly what it was supposed to, and everyone knew
it.

Lord Brun, alarge man with long black hair, cleft chin and a prideful demeanor, was on hand to greet
them. He seemed surprised at the condition of the force that had come to save the city. He said nothing
while Kestryl recounted the story of betraya and the eerily-lit battle atop Hell's Garden. When thetelling
was done, Brun spoke.

"I don't mean to seem ungrateful, but | don't see how the force you've brought can much help the
outcome of a battle. Y ou are too few in number and many areinjured.”

The Count was about to answer, but Bone spoke first.

"Thisisthe Count of Adtriana. If anyone can save your city, thisisthe man. Do not be fooled by our lack
of resources. In order to best the forces of the Dominan Empire, we must beget them strategicaly, for if
we engagein awar of numberswewill certainly lose."

Brun looked thoughtful, but didn't speak right away. The Count decided to follow up the advantage Bone
hed given them.

"It ismy recommendation that you evacuate the city near the walls. Move as many people asyou can to
the center of Flandor.”

"We don't even know thisiswherethey'll attack,” said Brun. “My scouts have seen no sign of an enemy.”

Again Bone cut in. “Then where did the men who attacked us a Hell's Garden come from? If you'l take
my advice, Brun, you should consider getting some new scouts. The old ones are not working out.”

"l don't need to listen to this,” said Brun. He started to turn. The Count caught hisarm.

"Y ou do need to listen to this, because I'm not going to say it again. Either you cooperate, or I'll haveyou
locked in irons and brought before Tanrif on charges of treason. | know you don't think there is any
threat, but believe me, Flandor isin danger and you ignore that danger at grest risk, not only to your
holdings but to dl High Gondylar.”

Lord Brun face turned red, and his cheeks puffed out. He looked like hed swallowed ahog. Clearly, he
was not used to being addressed that way. Before he could respond, Bone spoke again.

"Ded with it, Lord Brun, or suffer the consequences. I'm sure more than one of the Lords would be



interested in our past business dedings.”
The Count of Astriana had never seen aman pale so fast.
"I will have the outer city evacuated, but you'd better beright.”

"Pray wearenot,” said Kestryl, shaking his head. “ Because no matter what preparations | make, the
odds of uswinning are not good."

Kesiryl waked away before the Lord could say anything to further annoy him.

* * % %

More men filed into FHlandor later that day. They had been summoned by their Lords but couldn't makeit
to Hell's Garden before the deadline. Asthey arrived, they were brought to the Count, who had the
awesome respong bility of preparing the city's defenses.

Ceramic potsfilled with oil were taken to the roofs of buildings near each of the gates. These could belit
and hurled at attackers on the ground below. Kestryl didn't like fighting with fire, particularly within the
confines of aGondylarian city, but the sheer numbers against them demanded drastic measures be taken.
A number of ambushes and traps were set. Hed have preferred open battle, but again, it couldn't be

helped.

Asdusk approached, Kestryl kept watch from the west wall. That was when the Dominans had struck
his encampment. Sometimes a Genera will repeat asuccessful maneuver. When the attack didn't come,
he returned to the task of securing the city. He was sure they didn't have long before the Dominans
struck. He waswrong.

Severd days came and went peacefully. Soon, even Kestryl began to think he had been mistaken, though
what e se Larzenth might have in mind, he couldn't imagine. He tried not to think about Lord Brun's
gloating face, and went about the business of keeping everyone ready for combat.

Each night, before he dept, he offered to Sheba a prayer that he had positioned himself correctly. He
didn't pray for victory. He would have to earn that himself.

He wondered how high the price would beif he were wrong about the Dominan generd's strategy .

* * * %

Thick forest surrounded Handor. At night, the insects were so loud nothing else could be heard. Only
during thunderstorms did they quieten. So it was on the fourth day of Kestryl'svigil. To attack awalled
city on such anight would be insanity of the highest measure.

Rain pdlted the surface of Corithim. Lightning and thunder filled the sky. The guards on the walls watched
the sky instead of the woods. When lightning struck they could have seen the foret, but they never
looked in that direction. Echoes of thunder reverberated through the surrounding hills.

Flash. A force of men moved from tree cover towards Flandor.

Flash. A number of ropestied to grapples were thrown in the air. Many fell back to the ground, only to
be recast. As each caught, silent figures climbed the walls. Above, perimeter guards paced.

Flash. Thefirst intruders climbed onto the battlements and dropped down other ropes they'd carried up,
dung over their shoulders.

Flash. More men ran to the walls from the trees.



Flandor remained unaware.

Many awall guard became aware of the danger just intimeto fall to aDominan blade. Soon the wall
swarmed with the Emperor's soldiers. The few defenders who survived tried to flee. By thetimean darm
findly sounded, the Dominans aready controlled the west gate.

* * % %

Kestryl woke at thefirst pedl of bells. He pulled lesther armor over the clothes held dept in, pausing only
to retrieve histwo short swords from their resting place by hisbed. He listened to the larm. Two bells
meant the attack came from the west. He plunged into the night, wielding asword in each hand.

There were aready Dominans on the street, though the downpour madeit hard to tell friend from foe.
Larzenth was either brilliant or insane to attack during a storm—perhaps both. Kestryl killed two enemy
soldiers before held gone five paces. Others, seeing this, moved away from him.

Therain never stopped faling. Kestryl moved from opponent to opponent asif performing asow motion
dance. Sporadic lightning added to the effect. He didn't know how long the attack would last or who
would win. After it was over, he only remembered one thing with any clarity—his battle with the
Dominan generd.

* k x %

Larzenth had been one of the first Dominans on the wall. He tore through the guards, and led the force
that took the gate. Once that gate was opened, Dominans swarmed through.

Larzenth had received detailed information about the city's defenses from the spieshed sent in
beforehand. Thus he was most surprised to find the area near the gate largely deserted. Severd of his
men ran ahead, hoping to get to Lord Brun'smansion. Thenit rained fire.

"Theroofs. Check theroofs,” he shouted, but no one heard him over the sounds of the storm—and the
screams of hismen. Naturaly, Dominan soldiers were wdl trained and could easily adapt to a street fight.
Keeping an eye on the rooftops, he ran down the street, but there were no Gondylarians to attack.

He ran deeper into the city, keeping an eye out for enemies. As he ran, he passed burning corpses,
remnants of Dominan soldiers who hadn't been careful enough. It was the kind of reception held have
planned, but it would come to naught in the end. He had too many troops, and they had already
breeched thewall, Flandor's main line of defense. He'd lose men, but that was inevitable. Inaway he
envied those men. To diein the name of the Emperor was a great honor—an honor he would never
know, for he would not fdl in the battle of Flandor nor in any battle in High Gondylar. The gods
protected him, for they saw in him some of their greatness. They would never let that be destroyed.

Larzenth heard the sounds of melee and rushed toward them. Finally, he would have a chance to swing
his blade. When he saw the fighting he screamed a Dominan war cry and joined the béttle, leaving atrall
of dead in hiswake. No opponent could stand against him for more than afew seconds, as he knew
would bethe case. Then hiseyesfdl on the Count of Astriana.

Heimmediatdy identified the Gondylarian as amaster swordsman, perhaps skillful enough to enjoy the
honor of dying by a Dominan generd's blade. He approached, even asthe warrior turned and noticed
him. A Gondylarian ran in front of him and asingle, casud cut felled him like atree. Larzenth didn't even
glance down. He only had eyesfor the Count.

When they came together, the play of blades could be heard over the rain, which had weskened to a
drizzle. Later, some said the gods had wanted to see the battle for themsel ves without interference. For
minutes Larzenth and the Count tested each other. Neither attempted anything but basic cuts and parries.



By the end of that introduction, a grudging respect started to form on both sides.

Findly, they came together in afurious ondaught, too fast to follow. After atime, both drew back to
contemplate some new srategy that might give them an advantage. Their dud took them around a corner
onto one of the main avenues, where the fighting was heavier. This made their encounter even more
dangerous for they had to guard againgt stray blades, while still concentrating on each other.

Asthey neared the market square, lightning struck. A tree burst into flames and started to fdl. Larzenth
jumped backwards. At the sound of the tree crashing down, the fighting paused briefly. Larzenth moved
around the flaming barrier but was unable to find histarget in the turmoil. He continued to search invain
until he redlized the Dominans were being beaten back. He'd been digtracted for too long. Therewasno
way the undisciplined Gondylarians could have repelled his troops—but they had.

Then heredlized it wasn't just warriors fighting. While he'd been engaged in combat, the men and women
of Handor had taken to the streets, some with nothing more than gardening implements and kitchen
knives. His soldiers had vastly outnumbered the armed forces of the enemy but they didn't outnumber
Flandor's population.

All theintelligence held gathered spoke of the disrespect the common folk held for those in charge. He
hadn't expected them to stand in defense of thelr city. It wastoo late to do anything but retresat.

Larzenth stretched his aching muscles, which brought to mind the duel held so recently fought. That such
aconquest had been denied him was dl but unbearable. He shifted his attention to the burning tree then
scanned the area one last time for any sign of his opponent.

"I'll have you, Gondylarian. Oneway, or ancther, I'll have you."

Thunder punctuated the sentence with such force that Larzenth knew the gods had heard his pledge.

* * % %

The sun, when it findly rose, shone upon agridy spectacle. The bloody streets of Flandor glistened red in
the early morning light. Most of the bodiesthat had falen during the night till lay on the ground. From the
window of hisroom, Kestryl watched the exhausted men and women of Flandor going about the horrible
business of cleaning up. Corpses had to be moved, repairs made, injuries treated. It would be along time
before the scars of battle faded.

Flandor had won the battle, but at a priceit could ill afford. His own force had been decimated and could
do little good. He would take the remaining men—those who weren't too badly injured to travel—and
head back to Gondylar where, hopefully, he would find some way to replenish hisforces. If High
Gondylar continued to win battles like this one, there would be no oneleft dive to stand against the next
invason.

Later, as he walked through the oddly quiet streets, he tried to imagine how hard it would be on the
citizens of Flandor, who had fought for their freedom and had lost friends and loved ones. Severd times
he stopped to help bind awound, or give aword of support. Then something caught his eye—acart
being loaded with bodies of the enemy. As he approached, he redized not dl of them were human. He
lifted one from the cart to study it more closely, but he knew beforehand what hewould find. Ashe
examined the body, atear did down his cheek.

Somehow, the Emperor had recruited Ethrellen warriors. Kestryl findly understood how the Dominans
had surprised them atop Hell's Garden. With Ethrellen to carry up lead rope it wouldn't have been
difficult to solve the riddle of the northern dope.



Hetried not to think about Amagaor Cyanne as he walked away. As badly as he wanted to win the
war, Kestryl didn't want to fight Ethrellen. He didn't have to wrack his brain to figure out why they had
turned on the Dukedom. Asfar back as he could remember humans treated their tree-dwelling kin
abysmadly. Some L ords hunted them down like animals.

Now it looked asif the Gondylarians would pay the price for their cruelty and shortsightedness. For if the
Ethrellen had joined forces with the Emperor, The Dukedom of High Gondylar was doomed.

* * * %

By nightfdl, every Lord had sent the men held promised, most exceeding their quota, afew just shy of it.
Tanrif had four thousand men available to march to Theremen'said. It was more than Tanrif had hoped
for.

Two questions remained unanswered—how many Dominans had landed at Athlana, and how many had
died in the battle there? Without those answers, he might well be sending four thousand men to their
desth.

Consdering the Situation, morale was high. Part of that was due to Tanrif, who was not only alegend, but
asothefirst popular leader High Gondylar had seen since his di sappearance twenty years ago. Then
there was Coula, who'd dready devel oped arapport with most of the men, askill Tanrif hadn't
suspected he possessed.

The planning session of the evening before hadn't come to much. There waslittle they could do until they
saw the Situation. There was no guarantee that they would even reach Theremen ontime.

The next morning, Tanrif addressed the gathered troops.

"l won't lieto you. Some of you will not return to Gondylar. Some of you will never see your families
again. Someof youwill die"

It was not the speech anyone expected, and al eyeswere on him.

"But if the Dominan Empire wins, you won't have ahometo return to. Everything you've spent alifetime
building will be meaningless. Under Dominan rule, your land will be confiscated, your fortunes saized,
your daughters and wives taken from you on a Dominan noble's whim. What freedom you now possess
will be gone. Dying isahorriblething, but living asadaveisworse.

"l wish | were going with you. | wanted to go. | wanted to lend my sword to the ranks of the men who
will die so bravely inthe daysto come, but I've been told | can do more good here, so here | will stay.
But | am with each and every one of you. Y ou have my blessing. Go from this place and make them pay
for what they have doneto us ... what they will do should wefail. Thisisyour chance to make history.
Let's show the Emperor what it means to be Gondylarian.”

A roar went up from the men, but Tanrif was not yet done. He held up ahand and silence ensued.

"Coulawill beleading you. Y ou could not ask for better. Follow him to victory and return to mein honor.
Return to a Gondylar free from invading Dominans. We can make this happen if we keep heart. Let us
send a message to Asoan that héll hear al theway in Ballador.”

Thistime the cheer went up and didn't stop, and when the troops | eft the city, the men and women of
Gondylar lined the streets to cheer them. Four thousand men marched to an uncertain fate, but from the
expression on their facesit wasimpossibleto tell. Tanrif, not easily humbled, felt pride for his country as
he had never felt it before. Watching them marching so confidently, it was amost possible to believe they



had a chance to win; that he wasn't sending thousands of men to an untimely desth.

He thought about the Count and what might have happened since the assault on Hell's Garden. He didn't
know whether the firgt force held assembled had survived, and here he was sending off a second. Hed
held nothing back. He'd sent every able-bodied man at his disposdl.

Now Tanrif had to amass aforce of defenders from the streets of Gondylar herself. Hopefully, when
Dominacame knocking, he would have aforce large enough to answer them.

If he didn't, High Gondylar would fal, and no one, not Coula, not Parth, not even the Count of Agtriana
would be able to save the great Dukedom from the jaws of her enemy.

* * % %

Bone and the Count of Agtrianaled what was |€eft of the troops back to Gondylar, about one quarter of
their origina number. 1t wasn't enough, but it was al they had. How they'd managed to win was
something Kestryl was never clear on. It was enough that they had.

Asthey moved toward Gondylar, Kestryl had an idea. He guided his horse closer to Bone.

"I'd like you to lead the men back to the city."

"Me?Wherewill you be?!

"I have something to take care of .

Bone tared at him.

"I know you have your suspicions, but they are unfounded. | have Gondylar's best interests at heart.”

"It'snot that. I've seen how many Dominansfell to your blade, but | don't like not knowing what's going
on."

"I understand, but it would take too long to explain. Take the troops back to Gondylar. Hopefully, I'll be
there beforeyou.”

“If not?'

"Then I'll be dead, and you'll have to fight the war without me.”

Bone shook his head. “Why are warriors dways so pig-headed?

"Because we have a clear idea of what's right and what's wrong."

"Fair enough. Only one more question.”

"y e

"When we met, you called me assassin. How did you know?"

The Count of Agtriana smiled. “Did you think you were the only one with sources?!
Without another word, he pulled on hisreins and galloped off to the east.

He rode for two hours. The road gradualy narrowed until it was nothing more than adirt track through
the forest. He continued another hour, deep into the wood. There he stopped and dismounted.



"Greetings,” he shouted.

He waited. The birds stopped singing to hear what he had to say and continued when they redlized the
sound wouldn't be repesated.

"l comein peace."

Again nothing.

"I'mdisarming.”

He removed hisweapons, laid them on the ground, and backed away.

"Please... | only wishto talk."

"Thentak."

The softly spoken words came from behind him. He turned dowly o as not to appear threatening.

It was easy to understand why Kestryl had not detected Ethrellen among the human soldiers during the
long night in Flandor. Only apair of bare, grasping feet identified the cresture before him as an Ethrellen.
Like most older males, he had afull head of solid white hair. He stood about five feet, taller than most of
hiskind.

"I would like to spesk to the council .”
The Ethrellen laughed, an odd sound, more like a parrot trying to mimic ahuman than anything else.
"What do you know about the council, human?'

"You cal it Veloracht. It conssts of seven eders, dl of equa importance. The Ve oracht speskswith one
voice"

"Y ou know much, human."
"| am called the Count of Adriana."
"Why areyou here?'

"Recently, inthe city of Flandor, Ethrellen fought aongside men. | was hoping you would know
something about it."

"I do not, but your newsistroubling. Y ou will wait."

The Ethrellen, with the great agility of his people, legpt up to one of the low branches above him and
swung into the tree. Kestryl watched as he climbed higher and higher, moving through the branches as
eadly as Kestryl walked across the ground.

He had but one chance to save High Gondylar, and it was probably the longest shot of hislife. Still, if he
didn't try, Dominawould triumph and al would be logt.

* * % %

Kestryl waited for over an hour before the Ethrellen returned.

"The Vdoracht will seeyou.”



Kestryl inclined his head. He followed the Ethrellen on the ground between the trees. Soon, he could no
longer see the path. After atime, he began to see quaint dwellings suspended in the forest canopy. He
knew they were made from a single type of wood, a parasitic tree the Ethrellen had no compunction
about cutting down. The largest of the dwellings spanned many trees.

Kestryl expected along hard climb. He was most surprised when arope ladder descended directly
before him.

"Thanks"
"Wedo not like to keep the Ve oracht waiting.”

Kestryl smiled. He should have redlized they weren't thinking of his convenience. Perhapsit would have
been different had he arrived in his origina body.

He climbed to the Ve orachtum, the open platform on which the council met. Happily, he enjoyed
heights. For many it would have been afrightening prospect.

When he arrived, six of the seven were present, seated at a semicircular table, reclining in Ethrellen chairs
made more for comfort than style. The one who'd guided him took the seventh seat. While that surprised
him, it was the el dest member of the council who drew Kestryl's attention.

"Grithlen! | had noideayou lived ill."

Severd of the otherslooked surprised, but Grithlen, the oldest Vel oracht member, did not.
"It has been along time. Y ou are much changed, Kestryl."

"Y ou know me?’

The eder chuckled. “How could | not? Though your face is beyond recognition, your soul is unchanged
but for astain that marsits beauty. The years have not been kind to you, hawk-soul.”

"Whatever | have endured, | have brought upon myself. If Shebawills| suffer, then | am happy to do so.
Itisher will | serve”

Kestryl could see sympathy in Grithlen's withered face and wondered how old he was. He had been on
the VVeloracht when Amalga had left the woods to marry Dathan. Even back then he had been old. When
the elder again spoke, Kestryl listened to the tone of his voice and heard the weaknessin it. Grithlen
would soon depart Corithim and the world would be poorer for his passing.

"Stain or no, you remain agood man. Tell uswhat you have cometo discuss.”

"I've recently come from the defense of a Gondylarian city. Ethrellen fought with the Dominans against my
people.”

"Surprisng.”

"| thought 0."

"What do you wish of us?"

"l do not wish to fight Ethrellen. | need your help. Many Ethrellen will die without it."

"They are not from my clan, and | have no sway with them. They come from Domina"



"Thereare Ethrellenin Domina?’ Thiswasthefirst Kestryl had ever heard of it.

"There are Ethrellen in many places besideswhat you cal High Gondylar. We are an old and honorable
race.

"l gpologize"

"We are not offended.”

"I had not expected to find you here, Grithlen. But now that | have, | would ask your aid.”
"How 0?7’

"I would ask your people to stand with us againgt the Dominans.”

Therewas much laughter. A femae, who had remained silent till now, spoke.

"Y ou have addightful sense of humor. What reason could we possibly haveto side with you?'
"For many years, Gondylarians have hunted your people.”

"Thisistrue."

"With Tanrif on thethrone, | can stopit.”

"How?’ asked the one who had guided him.

"Y ou have me at a disadvantage. | do not know your name.”

"I am Prdit. | felt your presence and moved to investigate. Y our power precedes you. But how will that
power benefit my people?!

"High Gondylar will Sgn atreaty with the Ethrelen. Y our land will be yoursagain. It will be taken from
whichever Lord thinks he ownsit."

"Y ou can promise methis?'

"I don't have the authority to make that promise, but | know Tanrif. He will abide by any agreement |
make, if you support our forces."

"An interesting proposition. We shdl ddliberate. Y ou will descend to the ground to await our decision.”
"l thank you for the honor of this mesting.”

"The honor of thismesting isdl the benefit you may get fromiit.”

"Thenit will haveto suffice

Kestryl bowed, and descended the ladder to the forest floor. Hed have given alot to know what they
were saying in the treetop.

* * * %

Coulaand Eryl rode side by side. For much of the day they galloped, though they dowed to rest the
horses from time to time. That their entire force was mounted would be a big advantage during their
encounter, assuming the horses werefit.



Shortly before nightfdl, they found afield big enough to accommodate their large numbers. Coula posted
sentries around the perimeter, and had each man carefor his steed before eating. In battle, a hedthy
horseis asimportant as any sword. Coula cared for his own steed asif he were amere soldier and was
pleased to see Eryl did the same.

At dinner they sat together. Coula could seethe painin Eryl's eyes. It hurt him that he had no answer for
it. When she noticed him watching, sheforced asmile.

"l hope werein timeto save Theremen.”
"Asdol."

"If we're not, then | havefailed. | should have stayed in Athlana and fought. It was my right. Othersdied
whilel live. All so that Duke Tanrif might bewarned ... but if the warning doesn't help...”

Asquickly hasit had formed, her smiled vanished.
Coulalooked at the cooking fire to avoid intruding on her pain.

"Y ou acted with honor. When you are judged, the gods will seethis. Y ou didn't run from fear. You
accepted your duty and performed to the best of your ability. No matter what happens, you did what you
had to do. That isal that matters.”

"Haveyou ever run from afight?'
"No ... and neither have you."

She smiled again, but it was a pae thing compared to what it might have been. Still it was something.
Coula grabbed her hands and held them.

"Strong hands. Warrior's hands. These hands would never run from abattle. | know this."
"All from touching my hand?Y ou are very sure of yourself warrior."
"No. | anvery sure of you."

He releasad her and returned his attention to the fire. For her sake as much as anything, their mission had
to be successful.

ok ok %
"We cannot do thisthing,” said Grithlen. “1f we do, we would be forced to face our own people.”
"Do you believe he can do what he sayshe can?” asked Prdlit.

"l know he can. Kestryl doesnot lie.”

"Then how can we turn down his offer? Arewe not tired of being hunted?"

Severa of the others nodded, but Grithlen was adamant.

"Y ou cannot purchase security with violence. Suppose the Dominans win. What then would happen to
our people?!

"Wewould have to make sure that doesn't happen.”

Grithlen smiled. “It isgood to be young. To believe you can dictate fate to the universe.”



The femae who had spoken before jumped in. “ Do you know who will win the conflict?!

Grithlen smiled. “No such conflict isever won. It isthefdlacy of war. Tell me, Prait, would you take my
life?’

"Never, Grithlen!"

"Then how can you take the life of another Ethrellen? How can you put yourself in a position where you
might haveto?'

There was along silence around the table.

"I will declinethe Gondylarian's offer,” said Pralit.
"Itistheright thing."

"1 do not know, but it is done."

Prdit stood and swung down off the edge of the platform.

Above him, savera voices continued to talk, but the decision was made. For dl that they were a council
of equds, four of the seven would never go againg Grithlen.

* k x %

Kesiryl sat on the ground, eyes closed, listening to the wind and something else. A thing he hadn't heard
inalong time. He listened to Corithim whisper her secrets. Once, long ago, he had been a part of that
world, until Dauber Uaks had wrenched him out of it.

It had taken him avery long time to get over the sense of 1oss. Once, the sky had been his. No more. All
that was | eft was aneed to soar again, and only by serving could he attain that. Thiswas hislast chance
tofly.

A footfall brought him to the present. He stood and waited. There was no way held have heard an
Ethrellen who didn't want to be heard. Pralit touched his shoulder.

"The Ve oracht has reached adecison.”

"y e

"Wewill not aid you in your war. It isnot our way."

"I had expected you to take longer to decide.”

"The Veoracht, asyou said, speakswith onevoice. | am sorry but it isnot to be."
"I honor your decision, though it may bethe end of al | have worked for."

Prit smiled. “What we achievein our lifetime livesforever, no matter what happens, for it isthe doing
that isimportant.”

"l wish | could believethat."
"Whether or not you bdlieve a statement does not affect itstruth. | wish you well, hawk-soul."

"Thank you, Pralit. May your clan grow ever wiser."



If Pralit was surprised the Gondylarian knew the proper response, he didn't show it.

* k% k %

The night passed uneventfully. The next day, Coulasent a scout on ahead. He kept the pace dow to wait
for the scout's report. At their current rate of progress, they should be at the gates of Theremen by early
afternoon.

The day waswarm, and sunny, but since agood portion of their riding was through forest trails, they
rode in some comfort, under the shade of large conifers. Shortly before noon, the scout returned,
reporting that everything was peaceful. It was al Coulaneeded to hear.

He pushed the company into agallop, glad he'd taken the time to rest the horses along the way .

They reached the city about two hours later—at the same time as the Dominans.

* * * %

The Count of Astriannarejoined Bone shortly before the troops reached Gondylar. Bone didn't ask
where held been, and the Count didn't tell him; however, it was obviousto the n that whatever
he'd been about had not worked out the way he'd hoped. Still, it was good to have him back. The Count
had been as much a part of the Flandor victory as anyone and deserved the heroes' welcome they were
going to receive.

Bone had sent amessenger ahead to the palace with the news of their victory, so he was not surprised by
the reception waiting for them when they reached the city. The Count of Astrianawas stunned.

From the gate all the way to the palace, the streets were thronged with those who wished only to get a
look at the men who'd saved Flandor. There was much singing and shouting. A few fights broke out, but
overdl it was amoment of much needed relief for both the troops and the city. If they could best Domina
with aforce that had aready taken heavy casudties, what could they do when they were at full strength?

When the procession reached the palace, the roya court was waiting.
As soon as the Count dismounted, Tanrif embraced him like an old friend.

Parth watched the heroes ride into the city, but his happiness at the message was hindered by hissurprise
at how few were | eft to fight. Still, he smiled proudly. These men had done battle, and deserved at least
thet from him,

Tanrif called afeast to honor those who had fought so bravely. The soldiers had earned it, though Parth,
Tanrif and the Count dined privately. The Duke wanted to hear the details of the battle without the
distraction of hundreds of drunken soldiers. He also needed to tell them about Athlanas fate and
Theremen's danger. Bone didn't dine with them. He'd been away for along time and had many reportsto
collect from his contacts. He'd agreed to meet with Tanrif later, after hed caught up.

The Count was dismayed a thefall of Athlana, claming that held spent sometimethere, years ago. They
discussed plansto increase their numbers, and to trap the traitor, but in the end, little had been decided.

The only firm decisions were that the Count and Parth would leave the palace, and try to build some kind
of force from those who lived in the capitd. The thought that it should have cometo thiswasterrifying,
but there was nothing to be done. The Dominan Empire had declared war, and High Gondylar would do
whatever was necessary to survive. Only time would tell whether the Dukedom's defenders could oust
theinvaders.

After dinner, Tanrif sent out messengersto inform the Lords that the next meeting of the Council was



scheduled for four days hence. There were many thingsthat till needed to be done, not the least of
which wasto find the traitor. So much depended on the encounter to the north. He could only hope
Coulawould find away to triumph.

* * * %

Couladivided hisforcesinto two groups, placing one under Eryl's command. A few men were unwilling
to beled by awoman until Coulareminded them of the pendlty for treason. His group would ride east
around the city'swall, while Eryl's group would ride west, hopefully sandwiching the Dominans between
them.

Eryl rode swiftly, often having to dow to wait for the others, bow out so she could take afew shots
before closing. She didn't know how quickly Coulawould be at the Dominan's other flank, but once the
enemy werein sight she wasn't going to wait. These were the men responsible for the destruction of her
home, and she hadn't been alowed to fight in its defense. She would make as many of them pay as she
could. Such were her thoughts when she sighted the enemy.

"By Shebas sword,” she whispered.

She hadn't expected so many, nor had she thought they would al be mounted. They must have had the
holds of the shipsfilled with horses. She managed to loose afew arrows, one of them taking down a
horse, the other a man. Then she was forced to draw her blade.

Fighting on horseback is different than fighting on the ground. Riders have to hold themsalvesin place
with their leg muscles, while striking a opponents. Those who can't hold on go down. Few survive once
dismounted. Immediately Eryl noticed that the Dominans had another advantage.

While her men had to hold themselvesin the saddle by strength, the Dominan force had some kind of
contraption they stuck their feet through, holding them in place. That device would cost High Gondylar its

victory.

Many of her horsemen were unseated during the first pass, while just about al of the Dominans stayed
mounted. The men on foot were run down by the normal tides of battle. If Coula hadn't attacked from
behind when he did, her force would have been decimated.

The Dominans were forced to split their men, and they began to lose ground. Not for long. It soon
became clear that the Dominans superior numbers and armament would triumph. Eryl screamed abattle
cry and redoubled her efforts, but the Dominan force seemed unstoppable. They had made a dent, but
not one big enough to truly hinder aDominan victory. All they could hope for was to weaken the
invaders enough to make it impossible for them to take Theremen.

When it seemed certain that Coula had no choice but to sound aretreat, the sound of a battle trumpet
blared from the north. Heads turned expectantly to see who joined the battle. Eryl charged, attacking any
Dominan within spitting distance. The new force, for the most part, was not mounted, but afew were,
and Eryl recognized their leader immediately. Lord Ragorath, somehow, had managed to preserve
enough of aforceto attack the Dominan rear.

With thearrival of Gondylarian reinforcements, the Dominansfinaly broke formeation. The battle |asted
for hours, neither side gaining aclear advantage. As night fell, both the Dominans and Gondylarians drew
back to regroup.

Ragorath wasted no time seeking out Eryl. “Well met, warrior.”

She smiled and embraced him. “I never thought to see you again.”



"Or | you. When it was obvious we couldn't win, | sounded the retrest. | thought, perhaps, we could
take our vengeance on another occasion.”

"Y ou couldn't havetimed it better.”

"I'mglad. But | don't understand what Kedl isdoing. Why didn't he send troopsto join us? Thisishiscity
we're defending, after all.”

"Most of hismen are already with us. He sent al he could spare to Gondylar, as Athlanawould have if
you ever bothered to attend Council mesetings.”

"Have you ever been to one? It's about as much fun as sex with abee hive. Therésalot of buzzing, quite
abit of singing, yet nothing is accomplished. | gave up on the Council along time ago.”

"Wdl, I'm guessing Lord Kedl doesn't have the resources to spare. What men he's kept behind helll need
for defenseif wefall."

"Eryl, if the Dominanswin here, if they breech thewall, whatever men he hasin reserve won't be enough.
We havetowin, or Theremenwill fal."

Eryl'seyeslit up. “And wewill. We will avengethefal of Athlanatogether, and the gods help any
Dominan who stands againg us.”

Coulasurveyed hisremaining troops. The damage had been done.

Not only were more than haf hisfour thousand men lying dead, but another five hundred were too
injured to fight. He did not know for certain how many Dominans were till able to fight, but he needed
to. Eryl walked beside him on hisrounds. Many had seen her fight that day, and no one, not even the
most prejudiced, would object again to following her into battle when the sun rose.

Ragorath's men added another five hundred to the forces dready under Coula's command. They would
follow Coulato battle, if that were the course he chose. Coula shuddered. So much rested on his
shoulders.

Once the rounds were done, he spoketo Eryl.
"We need to send out a scout. We need to know their strength.”
Eryl grinned. “I wasthinking that samething. | won't be gonelong."

Before he could protest, she ducked into the woods. He whispered harshly after her, but she had aready
been swallowed by the night.

* k% k %

Eryl moved quickly but quietly through the woods. Between the frogs and the crickets, it would be hard
to pick out a human moving through the underbrush, though she was as cautious as she could be without
dowing her progress.

It didn't take long for her to locate the Dominans. After climbing a hill, the cooking fires of their camp
werevisblein the distance. She started down the far Side, perspiring in the hot Gondylarian night.

As she approached, she looked for sentries. There had to be some, but she couldn't see any. She
scanned the trees and the ground but nothing moved. She couldn't hear anything over the sounds of night.



When she reached the bottom of the hill, she began crawling through the brush. Insects and small reptiles
scattered out of her way, or jumped on her. Sheignored them. She couldn't allow hersdlf to be distracted
for even amoment. It was the sound of a voice speaking alanguage that she could only guessto be
Dominan that froze her in her tracks.

Two men, approached. Low as she was, she couldn't see them, nor could shetell how far away they
were. The night was like a prison. She dared not move in case they were looking in her direction. She
hed to remind hersdlf that fighting untrained brigands was one thing, but these men were soldiers and
would be harder to kill.

She waited, the sound of voices neither advancing nor receding. Then she heard movement, and the
voices drew closer. She crouched lower in thetall grass, turned her head, and froze.

Moonlight reflected off the red-jeweled scales of afire viper. She had seen them before, though never
this close. She had been told that they were the most poisonous snakes in the world, though some said
Tanrif had once survived such abite. Fiction, no doubt. A man like Tanrif had al sorts of legends grow
around hislife. In any event, shewas not likely to survive such abite.

The voices drew yet closer. The snake regarded her through éliptical pupils. She dared not move, even if
the Dominans hadn't been there. The soldiers passed. She held her bregth. For along time the snake
watched her. Then it dithered away and disappeared into the grass.

Eryl remained motionless. Moments later she heard a scream, and what must have been acurse. She
heard the sound of a blade coming free of its scabbard and the sound of it hacking at the brush, followed
by receding footsteps accompanied by hysterica screams. She didn't move again for sometime. Though
she hated the Dominans, she felt sorry for the one that the serpent had bitten. Still, it had been a stroke of
luck.

After atime, sheresumed her advance, listening for voices and watching for serpents. She had never
been scared of snakes before but was not sure how she would react the next time she saw one. It had
been so close. Findly, she forced the encounter out of her mind and concentrated on her mission.

She was able to get close enough to the camp to see about how many men collected around each fire.
Knowing the Dominans penchant for order, they probably had exactly the same number around each.
Once on the hilltop, she would count the fires and multiply the result. It was not the most accurate way of
assessing the Dominan strength, but sheld already had as much adventure as she could handle.

It didn't take long for her to make it back to camp. She wasimmediately accosted by a much-worried
Coula

He grabbed her into a huge embrace.
"Don't you ever do that to me again.”
"Dowhat?’ she asked innocently.

"l haveamind to...”

"Towhat?'

He gtared at her for amoment then planted hislipsfirmly on hers. It was along time before he drew
back. Severa nearby soldiers made ashow of studying the stars.

Eryl grinned. “Don't you want to hear what I've learned?'



"| thought you'd never ask.

* k% k %

Coula, Eryl, and Lord Ragorath, sat on the ground, talking. From Eryl'sinformation, they estimated there
were between two and three thousand mounted Dominans left, maybe more—far too many for comfort.
They discussed the strange apparatus the Dominans used on their horses, and knew they couldn't fashion
them quickly enough to usein this bettle.

In the end, they decided to stay. Eryl couldn't bear to abandon Theremen to the fate Athlana had
suffered. Once the course was decided, they tried to deep, hoping to get some rest before the morning's
‘fedtivities.

Shortly before sunrise, they broke camp and headed once more toward Theremen. They waited for the
Dominan force to arrive. By noon, it did not ook like the Dominans would be showing.

Eryl went on another scouting mission, thistime in broad daylight, but the Dominan camp was empty, and
al the soldiers gone. Shetried to follow the tracks out of there, but it looked to her skilled eye asif the
Dominan army had scattered in every direction. She returned to Coula, who was still waiting in front of
the city. They waited dl that day and through the night, but the Dominans did not return.

Perhaps the Dominans fdt that they had aready lost too many men to risk an attack, and had started
back to their ships. It didn't matter—the city of Theremen had been saved. The next day, when they
broke camp, they would begin the trip back to Gondylar with the news of their victory.

But Eryl couldn't help wondering what fate had befdlen the Dominan invaders.

* k x %

Tanrif and Parth met in the library to discuss progress. Tanrif had hoped Bone would be there, but he
was busy training the new troops.

"We have five thousand men reedy to follow you into hell if it becomes necessary.”
"That'sfantagtic!"

"Y ou're popular. Even in the domains of the other Lords you're popular, but here in Gondylar? Y ou're
beyond reproach. It doesn't hurt that both you and the war have the support of the temples of Sheba and
lorana."

"I supposeit wouldn't. Still it'snot al that much ... five thousand men.”

"Plus the men who survived the bettle of Flandor and those who will return with Coula”
"If they return. We can't count on them."

"No, | suppose we can't."

A little over six thousand men to defend against whatever invasion force Domina could muster. Neither
man would speak of it, but both were thinking the same thing. It would take amiracle to save High
Gondylar.

* * * %

Larzenth sudied hisforces. He knew he should have headed back to Dominafor reinforcements and
new ingtructions after his defeat, but snce Flandor everything had changed. The opponent he'd spent his
life dreaming about had been there, and fate had crudlly cheated him out of the opportunity to prove



himself. He had been so closeto fulfilling his destiny, and now hewasaman lost.

Over and over in hismind, he fought the battle with the Gondylarian soldier, looking for someway to
penetrate the man's avesome defense. Battling such afoe was like drinking the éixir of the gods. It was
ecstasy beyond description. The only thing lacking in the experience wasits resolution.

He had dipped back into Flandor and, after dropping some gold, learned that the man was caled the
Count of Adtriana. It was afitting name for agreat warrior, but there could be only one true warrior. He
had aways thought the title was his, but now he wasn't sure. The only thing he was sure about was that
he would meet the Count again, and when he did, the battle would not end until one of them was dead.

Larzenth broke from his reverie. His men stood before him, awaiting his orders. If any were disgppointed
that they were not returning home, none showed it. He knew they were al asking themselves the same
guestions. What was Larzenth planning? Is he acting under orders? Is Larzenth till sane enough to lead
us?

Larzenth smiled. He wondered the same things himsdif.

* * * %

With Coulaand Eryl once again in the lead, two thousand men rode back toward the city of Gondylar. It
was more than they had hoped for, and less. It would have been better if the victory had been clear-cut.
Y et they had accomplished their objective; Theremen was safe. Even if the Dominans returned, with the
city on dert, they had little chance to takeit. But what it had cost them couldn't be explained in words.
Not asingle soldier who'd fought in that battle felt hed won avictory.

They rode a amore casua pace than they had on the way north. On the second day, in the middle of the
afternoon, the Dominan force struck.

A battle was the last thing they had been ready for, especialy in the woods. Suddenly, there were
soldiers everywhere, and surviva was the name of the game. There was no chanceto form aline, no
chanceto plan agtrategy. Coulafought like aman possessed, until the enemy ran from him on sght.
Likewise, Eryl made agood showing, taking the lives of many of their attackers. Ragorath did well in the
beginning, but soon after, received awound to his sword arm. He tried to fight anyway but went down

swinging.
Eryl tried to fight her way toward him, but the press of bodies swept them gpart. The Gondylarians and
Dominans both fought well. Images of that battle would stay in Eryl's mind for the rest of her life, but

none of them summed it up as much as the Dominan soldier lying dead on the body of the Gondylarian he
hed just dain.

Within an hour, the Dominans withdrew, but the damage had been done. There were lessthan eight
hundred soldiers|eft to return to the city. Coulalooked around at the tattered remains of hisarmy, tears
in hiseyes. The Dominans were animals. There was no Strategic sensein attacking hisforce—it had been
done for vengeance. His exclamation was something between a curse and agrowl. He ordered hismen
to abandon the bodies of those fallen. They would march to Gondylar, and Coulawould pray for their
souls for the duration. He hated that it had to be so, but what else could they do. It would take daysto
dispose of twelve-hundred corpses. Daysthey didn't have.

Eryl rode beside him, but neither said aword until they were safe within the walls of Gondylar.



Chapter Eleven—The Battle Of Gondylar

With the Dominan advance forces defeated (the invasion force that had come through Wildor was
severdy disabled, and the one that had destroyed Athlana had been virtudly eiminated), it was unlikely
the Emperor would try again any time soon. The threat wasn't over, but the immediate danger had
passed. They were lucky Asoan had only thought to test High Gondylar instead of investing his resources
inan al out war. High Gondylar couldn't have handled that under any circumstance.

Tanrif called amesting of the Council. Asusud, he entered through the back door. He didn't know what
he expected to find, but there was | ess bickering and more camaraderie than usud. Tanrif watched for a
while. The Lords were far happier than they should have been. If they thought Dominahad played itslast
card, they were bigger fools than held suspected.

Tanrif walked to the head of the table, followed by Bone and Parth. Teryl, as usud, was already seated
there. He smiled and nodded to Tanrif. Unlike most of the Lords, Teryl remained doof. He wastoo
experienced to believe that they had seen the last of the Emperor's men.

Tanrif waited a the head of the table until al conversation cameto ahalt, after which, he maintained his
slence for sometime. When he spoke, hisvoice was like thunder.

"I'm s0 happy to see you celebrating our victory over the forces of Domina.”
Histonetold even the densest of them that he was not pleased.

"Perhapsyou didn't redizeit, but in defending oursel ves againgt thistiny threat, we lost more than haf of
our forces."

He paused to let that sink in.
"But they've been defeated,” said Lord Brun.
Tanrif'sderigve laugh filled the room.

"Do you see the Emperor knegling before you in chains? What have they lost? A few men? All we have
succeeded in doing isannoying the ruler of the largest country in the world. Do you think that he's sitting
in Balador right now, crying over hislog troops? Do you think this minor inconvenience will convince
him to turn his gaze from our border? Y ou're an idiot. Asoan is old. He's going to step down soon,
passing down the rod of rulership to one of his sons, but you can bet that he wants history to record him
asthe conqueror of High Gondylar. I'm certain we will see more troops, possibly sooner than expected.
The only questions are, where will they come from, and how many will march?

Asif those words were a cue, the door to the room opened. Coulawalked in, leading a messenger.
Tanrif watched, tightlipped, while the pair crossed the room. The Lords were silent, waiting to see what
had occurred.

At the front of the room, Tanrif looked at Coulaangrily. He modulated hisvoice so that only Coulaand
perhaps Parth could hear.

"Thiscouldn't wait?'

Coula, embarrassed, shook his head.



"] do not believe s0."
"Wdl?'

Tanrif glared at the messenger so hard that the man amost fainted. Wide-eyed, he handed a piece of
paper to the Duke. Tanrif could fed theLords eyeson him as he read. When hefinished, hishand
lowered dowly, until it rested on the table.

"Perhaps, much sooner than you think,” he said, but his voice was so low only those closest to him heard
hiswords. He stood till for atime, eyes distant. When he spoke again, his voice started low until it rose
to a crescendo.

"As| was saying, the Emperor would not let us be, but the depth of his brilliance has e uded me. While
we were busy fighting what was, no doubt, a diversonary force, the rea threat crept up on us. He didn't
attack us from the north or west. He attacked from the south. Nor did he risk his own men. He has made
an aliance with the barbarians. While we sat defending our borders, hisalies, in numbers we never
suspected they possessed, swept northward. Both Caratha and Barenge have been destroyed. If we are
to preserve the Dukedom, we must send every man we can muster south to face this new threet.”

"What about Gondylar?’ asked Lord Dareth, standing up. “If we send everyone, who will protect the
aty?'

Tanrif looked thoughtful for atime. Parth leaned forward and spoke in Tanrif's ear. Tanrif nodded.
"That might work,” he said to Parth before again addressing the Lords.

"Wewill take as many civilians as we can, and give them armor and wegpons. We will have them patrol
thewdlsin large numbers. If Dominaiswaiting for usto look wesk, it will not happen. These " guards’
will work thewalls until such time as our troopsreturn.”

Dareth laughed. “It will never work. It takes three weeks to get to the border and three weeks to get
back. If there are two weeks of battles that means that we have to deceive Dominafor two months. The
Emperor isnofoal."

"True. But in order to mount an invasion, he needs afull month. Histroops could not be in Gondylar
before that. By the time he redlizes we are defensal ess, our troops will be on their way back, or defeated,
inwhich caseg, it's academic. We must break the barbarian invasion fast enough to return and defend
Gondylar against the Dominans. And | know just themanto doit.”

Tanrif regarded Coula

"Find the Count of Adriana. Tdl him, | have need of his services."

* * % %

For those in charge, the next two daysin Gondylar were awhirlwind of activity. Parth and Coulawent
out to recruit potentid civilian guards. Tanrif and the Count of Astriana planned Strategy, and tried to
bring some semblance of order to the troops. Bone rode far and wide, collecting as much information as
he could, from both hisinformants and generd gossip, the latter of which had to be examined with the
utmost care. Eryl helped by giving combat classes to the new recruits. Even though they were decoys,
they ill had to know how to wear armor and how to hold a sword. There was no time to waste.

With Parth congtantly busy, Se-gen found hersdlf with alot of freetime. She especidly enjoyed visiting
the kitchen, now that Thelanna had no authority over her. She knew her presence was an annoyance to
the mistress of the kitchens, so she spent as much time there as she could. All inal, lifewas definitely on



the upswing.

Of course, the palace wasn't the only place that had been affected by the new circumstances.
Immediately after the Council meeting, the traitor left the castle and, after making sure no one was
following, headed toward the inn where Thulrak, once again, had taken up residence. At first, he had
found the Dominan intimidating, but proximity had dulled the sensation. Even Thulrak was avare how
beholden Dominawas to the Gondylarian Lord. How much more so after he ddlivered this new report.

Thulrak was gitting at his desk when the traitor entered. He appeared to be deep in thought though, as
the report unfolded, his eyestook on a predatory gleam. The Lord barely paused, as he outlined High
Gondylar's new set of problems. When he was done, he explained Tanrif'slogic, and the nature of
Gondylar's deception. When he finished, hewaited quietly, while Thulrak considered hiswords.

Thefirst thing that occurred to the Dominan was that it was some kind of trap, which would be easy
enough to check. He would send his men out immediately to confirm the verifiable parts of the story.
Then, hewould send a message to the Emperor, giving him the Sgnd to attack in force. Evenif hedidn't
send hisreport for three or four days, the Emperor could have an army at the gates by the month's end.
He amiled at theimage of aDominan host marching through aburning Gondylar.

Finally, he broke from hisreverie.
"You will berewarded, if theinformation is accurate.”

The Lord bowed. “Y ou have my word oniit."

* * % %

While preparation for war continued, new reports began to comein. The situation in Gondylar's south
was S0 dire, Bone thought that it might be necessary to sacrifice the whole south of the country to
preserve the rest, but Tanrif would have none of it. He felt he had lost too much aready, and no amount
of argument from Bone was going to sway him.

At last, three days after the first report, the army was ready to leave. The Count wasto lead the first
group southwards, while Coulaand Eryl would wait for the Lords to send what el sethey could. There
would be no dodging now. Each of the L ords knew what would happen if High Gondylar came under
Dominan rule, and none would risk it. Consequently, the second force that left Gondylar only three days
after thefirs wasjust alarge.

Thulrak checked out the story, and even had one of his men follow the first group for two days, to make
sure that they were heading south, which they were, at abreakneck pace. Thiswas the opportunity for
which Domina had been waiting. No longer doubtful, he composed afull report to the Emperor and, with
thelast rays of the sun, watched the sangreth asit flew from sight. He could barely contain his excitement.
Theonly thing that caused him some distress was hisinability to contact Timor, or even find out what fate
had befadlen him. If hewere dive, Timor would have found away to reach him. He sincerely hoped his
friend had died without betraying his country.

Much later, after the Lord had |eft to return to the palace, Thulrak reclined on the room's only bed. It
was soft like everything esein High Gondylar. He wondered what the mattress wasfilled with. Hewould
welcome agood night's deep on hiswarrior's mat when he returned to Domina. A warrior could never
et too relaxed, at least not one who wanted to survive. The bed, like everything in Gondylar, wasakind
of trap. It wastoo easy to become complacent living in such comfort. In spite of the redlization, he closed
hiseyes.

Histask was done. He would wait to see what events hiswork had wrought. Now that the wheels were



in motion, he could do little else. It was to those thoughts that he drifted off into a deep, dreamless deep.

* k% k %

The Count of Agtrianadrove hismen hard. Each day, from just before sunrise to just about dusk they
marched, alowing little time for rest or food. Even the most seasoned warriors were exhausted by the
end of the day, but after aweek of it, the rhythm began to kick in.

Three days behind him followed Coulaand his men. If anything, the warrior drove his people even
harder. Hewould be of little use to the Count, if he didn't show up intimeto relieve hisforces, or replace
thoselost. The Count needed him. High Gondylar needed him. His duty drove him to heights he had
never dreamed he'd reach, and he dared not fail. He looked beside him. If hefailed, he could never ask
Eryl to marry him. He would not expect her to assent. He needed no more motivation than that.

Like the Count'sforces, after afew days of hard exercise, Coulas troops grew accustomed to the pace.
Therewaslittle timeto train the men or motivate them, but that was hardly necessary. They dl knew
what was at stake.

It was hard to believe, but likely true, that the future of High Gondylar rested on Coulas broad shoulders.

* * % %

The Emperor's advisors said nothing—not that it mattered. Reveding your thoughts to the Emperor after
he had dready made up his mind was agood way to end up with your head on a pike. Consequently,
when Asoan laid out his plans, his advisors agreed with every word.

It took the Emperor less than one week to assemble aforce of fifteen thousand men, amost three
thousand of them on horse. By the time the Gondylarian host returned home, assuming enough of them
survived to make adifference, the capita city Gondylar would bein Dominan hands.

* k% k %

Couladid not expect to meet any troops before entering the southernmost part of the Dukedom so when
his scouts returned and reported an oncoming army, Coula prepared his men for the worst. He divided
his men into their combat squads, and prepared them to square off to do battle. When the preparations
were completed, he knelt and prayed to Sheba, ahabit he had picked up from the Count. Overhead, the
sun stood high in the sky, an impartial witnessto thetide of events.

Nearby Eryl watched Coula, a mixture of emotions evident on her face. She would try to make the best
impression she could on the warrior. Perhaps, if she displayed enough prowess, he would consider her a
worthy bride,

By the time the army was upon them, they were ready for battle.

* k% k %

Tanrif made regular rounds of Gondylar correcting where he could the behavior of his decoys. So much
wasriding on thisfina initiative, and so much could go wrong. As he walked through the streets, the
people who recognized him drew back, but they were the minority. Most Gondylarians had never seen
the Duke.

At the west gate, the one most likely to be assaulted by Domina, he was satisfied that it looked asiif
Gondylar had afull compliment of guards. There waslittle he could do now but wait. Inthe end, he
would not be the one to decide the fate of the Dukedom. That thought weighed on him so heavily even
Ulniracould not dispel hisdark mood.

That night, ashe lay in bed, his dreams were plagued with nightmares.



* * % %

The Dominan hogt was the largest enemy force in hundreds of yearsto set foot on Gondylarian soil.
Farmers and travelerswho caught sight of them hid until the columns of armed men passed. The
Dominans marched as quickly as possible, not even taking the time to burn ahouse or loot atown.
Speed was the key to their success.

At therate they traveled, they would be a Gondylar by the time the Gondylarian army reached the
country's south border.

* k% k %

Larzenth had been leading his men around the Gondylarian countryside for sometime. He gave no
excuse for hiswanderings, though even his staunchest supporters began to doubt he had any kind of plan.
Stll, he was the commander, and Dominan soldierswere disciplined, if nothing else.

It was only by chance that he came upon the Dominan host sent by the Emperor. The commander of that
force recognized him immediately, and after ashort conversation relinquished command to aman who
was far more experienced in thefield. Larzenth, in fact, was as much alegend in Dominaas Tanrif wasin
High Gondylar. The speed with which the commander was willing to step down illustrated to al present
hisfaith in and respect for Larzenth.

Larzenth studied theinvasion force carefully, asking many questions of the officers and squad leaders. His
luck had held. It would be he who brought High Gondylar to its knees, not another. And when that was
done, hewould have time to search out the Count of Astrianaand findly put him to thetest. Larzenth
was not certain which of the goa's drove him harder, but it didn't matter. With the Gondylarian army a
month to the south, taking Gondylar would be no harder than daying a penned beast for dinner.

Asherode, he smiled, looking around the countryside. It would be a fine addition to the Emperor's
domain.

When thewalls of Gondylar findly cameinto view, Larzenth called ahdt. For along time he stared & the
city, unable to reconcile the powerful structure with such apoor excuse for acountry. Then again,
Gondylar had been built hundreds of years ago. The people who'd constructed that fifty-foot high,
ten-foot thick barrier werelost to history, aong with most of the Great Kingdom. High Gondylar, the
only part of the Kingdom that had survived the wars, was a shadow of what she had once been.

Larzenth congdered camping where they'd stopped and marching on the city the next morning, but
regjected the ideaimmediately. It would be better to camp at the city's west gate, giving Tanrif achanceto
think about surrendering—not that he had much choice. If Larzenth could procure a surrender and
present the Emperor with the city intact, it would be quite an achievement.

The Dominan army reached the walls of Gondylar two hours before sunset. The guards on the wall were
clearly unprepared to deal with such alarge force. Most stood, gaping. When Larzenth called up to
them, in heavily accented Gondylarian, it took him severd triesto find the man in charge. Eventudly, he
grew frustrated and asked that someone fetch the Duke. This seemed to be dl they needed to hear.
Therewasaflurry of activity, and when it was done, not one guard was visible atop the great walls of
Gondylar.

Larzenth sighed. How could Tanrif have possibly thought that men such as these would fool them? He sat
and stared at the wal. Soon Duke Tanrif would appear, and from the exchange that followed, the future
of Gondylar would be decided.

* * % %

Bone sat in thelibrary, talking with Tanrif. He didn't bring up the campaign to the south, or the war. Bone



realized Tanrif was close to the edge and didn't want to put any more pressure on him. For dl histaent,
the Duke was gtill very young. He had little experience with leadership, and providence had thrown himin
at the deep end. So far, held handled the situation admirably, but everyone had their breaking point.

Since the troops had | eft, things had been quiet in Gondylar, though each day the tension grew. When
one of the guards from the west gate entered the room, Bone knew the news would not be good. The
guard bowed low. For atime Tanrif said nothing. When he finally spoke, his voice was hoarse with fear.

"What news do you bring me?
The guard shifted from foot to foot.
"Thereisalarge Dominan army at the West Gate, your Highness. They wish to spesk with you.”

Tanrif didn't say aword. He rose and walked out the door. Concerned, Bone followed. The Duke
wa ked through the palace corridors, looking more than alittle lost. Bone had expected him to go to the
gtables, but instead he lft the palace through the main entrance.

Bone didn't think it was agood ideafor the Duke to be wandering the streets without a bodyguard but
said nothing. In Parth's absence, Bone made the Duke's safety his responsibility. He needn't have
worried. Most people still didn't recognize the Duke, and those who did loved him.

Bone remained afew paces back al the way to the west gate. There, the Duke paused before the guard
tower and looked up to the sky asif praying. Then he entered the tower and climbed the staircase to the
top. Bone was behind him the whole way.

Once atop the wall, Tanrif looked out at the army that had come to take his city. It was afar larger force
than Bone had anticipated. The Dominans had built anumber of largefires, which considering how hot it
was, they didn't need. Tanrif waited for the leader of the Dominan army to addresshim. He didn't have
long to wait.

"Duke Tanrif. We know that you are virtualy defensdess. Thereisno need for usto destroy your city.
Open the gates and your people will live."

To Bonessurprise, Tanrif smiled back at the man.
"What isyour name, outlander?’

Many of the guards on thewall gasped. The term outlander was what Gondylarians called foreigners. It
was considered ill mannered. Tanrif's father had once been so named, and even now, Tanrif was called
the outlander Duke by some, though in his case it was aterm of affection. The implication seemed lost on
the Dominan.

"l am cdled Larzenth. | lead thisarmy.”
"Isthat what you cal it?sthis supposed to intimidate me?"

Bone raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Perhaps Tanrif had a death wish. If that were the case, it
would not bode well for the Dukedom.

Larzenth smiled. “Come now. Thisisgoing to get you nowhere. | know where your army is, and | know
that the men you have here could not clear abattlefield if it were populated with naught but sheep. Itis
over. Theonly question is, will you surrender, or will you suffer asolid defeet at the hands of the
Emperor's best.”



"l do not know how things are done in Domina, but | will need timeto confer with my Council of Lords.
If I could give you my answer on the morrow, would that be satisfactory?”

Larzenth laughed. “Very wel. | will give you that much time. Throughout the night we will keep thesefires
burning. Each time you think you have options, you can come and despair a our numbers. | am sure that
in the hoursto come you will seethe futility of your postion.”

Tanrif walked away from thewadll, asif in adream. Hed bought them sometime, but to what end? Bone
followed him back to the castle. He didn't speak. There was nothing to say. Tanrif had to know he had
no choice but to surrender.

Later that night, Tanrif surprised Bone by returning to the wall. Bone accompanied him again. Tanrif
hadn't said aword since held spoken to Larzenth. Now he stood atop the wall, looking out over the
besieging army. Bone followed his gaze. The mass of soldiers stretched asfar asthe eye could see—a
truly remarkable force. Tanrif stood for along time and watched in silence.

Bone would have prayed, but there were no gods he was on speaking terms with at the moment.

* * * %

The Dominan soldier glared at thefire. He did not see why such abeacon had been necessary, nor did
he understand why he needed to keep watch. It was clear there would be no attack, or it would have
happened before now. Still, an order was an order, so he stared into the empty night, waiting to be
relieved.

Perhaps, if he had thought there was danger, he would have been more dert. Asit was, he was quite
surprised when afigure rose out of thetal grass and dit histhroat. When the attack came, there was no
oneto warn the Dominans. A strike force rose out of the grass to the south, and the Dominans, unready
for battle, begantofall.

Larzenth ran to the area, trying to figure out what was going on. He did not know who the attackers
were, until he saw afamiliar figure sanding in their midst—the Count of Adiriana

Screaming rage, he drew his blade and charged into the attack. Severa times he paused his advance to
dispatch an opponent. When he looked up again, the man had vanished. Again he screamed, thistimein
frugtration. His sword swirled around him, cutting down men asif they were wheset, but the one man he
wanted had vanished into the night.

Only later did helearn that soon after he ran south to deal with the assault, another large force hit them
from the north. This new threat, coming asit did on the hedls of the first surprise, further confused the
Dominan hogt. Coulawas among them, swinging his great sword with a proficiency none of the
opposition could match. Many brave soldiersfdl that night a the hands of the large Gondylarian.

The Emperor's army found itsalf sandwiched between two large, completely unexpected forces. With
attackers on both flanks, they had trouble forming a cohesive defense. The mounted troops had no time
to get to their horses. Men died in numberstoo great for any bard to accurately portray. It might have
gone ether way, both sides equally matched, until athird force, not as large as the other two, but well
rested, hit the Dominan host from the rear, trapping them againgt the walls of the city that they had come
to conquer.

Atop thewadlls, Tanrif watched grimly, waiting to see which sdewould prevail. Thelargefires provided
enough illumination to clearly seethetides of the bettle, though it wasn't dways possibleto tell which sde
was which. Tanrif glanced at Bone, and smiled at the astonishment on the n'sface.



The crimson-stained grass gave increasing evidence to the numbersthat fell that night. Only toward the
end of the battle could Tanrif pick out individuas from the melee. He could clearly make out Coulaand
Eryl. Then he spied the Count, fighting with asword in each hand. No Dominan who came within range
was spared. He moved like agod among men, hisfeet barely touching the ground. As Tanrif watched, a
anking feding began to grow in his tomach. He knew that style. He fought that way himself. The only
other person who could wield two swords with such dexterity was the Bladesman. He watched more
closdly until he could no longer believe any other explanation. He did not know how it had been done,
but somehow, Kestryl had changed his appearance.

Obvioudy, Kestryl had seen the threet to High Gondylar and, knowing that Tanrif would never trust him,
somehow took on the role of the Count of Astriana. The plan that had led to tonight's battle had been his
idea. But what would Kestryl do after the threat had passed? Tanrif shuddered at the range of

possibilities

He turned his attention back to the battle. Larzenth, he noticed, was as proficient with a blade as anyone
he had ever seen. Perhaps, if Kestryl and Larzenth came together, the Dominan commander could solve
his problem for him. If only he could be sure that the Dominan could actudly triumph. Spellbound he
watched as the number of soldiers dwindled, leaving dive only afew of the best.

* k k %

Kestryl moved through the corpses, eyes everywhere. Twice he had seen the Dominan commander, and
twice they had been pulled apart. Now, with so many dead, it was not likely to happen again. He heard
the shout off to hisleft. Before he turned he knew what he would see.

Acrossthe eerily illuminated landscape, strewn with corpses and covered with blood, the Dominan
commander approached. Kestryl watched, preparing to fight thislast climactic battle. It seemed odd to
the Bladesman that after fate had delayed the match twice, it would finaly relent and he would get to
meet his opponent. He was exhausted from the days of marching and the night's exertion, but the threat
to High Gondylar was over, and whatever came of this match made no difference. Even hisanger at
Tanrif seemed controllable now that the Dukedom was safe.

Then, for thethird time, Kestryl was robbed of his destiny. While he watched, out of nowhere, Coula
appeared, jumping before the Dominan. Larzenth took a quick swipe at the newcomer, determined that
thistime, hewould finaly face the Count of Agtriana.

To hissurprise, the Gondylarian dodged under his swipe and came up insde his guard, flinging him over
backwards asif he were achild'stoy. Larzenth rolled and came up on his feet. He advanced on his new
opponent, performing aseries of cuts and thrusts that would have left most men bleeding and broken.

The large warrior parried the attack, and responded with one of his own, no less devastating. Larzenth
blocked but gave ground to do so. Suddenly, he felt the fatigue of the long battle.

For atime, the two circled warily, while the Count watched, clearly understanding the difference between
adud and abattle. The battle had ended, and only this contest was left. Coula attempted afew thrusts,
but dways found his blade deflected. Not since he fought Tanrif had he faced so worthy an opponent.

Larzenth dug in and, after faking a swipe, turned it into athrust from the opposite sde. Coularedized
he'd been had too late, and the end of Larzenth's blade entered his shoulder. Coulayelled, though
whether the sound was born of defiance or pain, Kestryl could not tell.

A number of survivors gathered around the spectacle, though al followed Kestryl's example and did not
interfere. Again Larzenth performed the same maneuver, but from the other sde. Coula, though he
recognized the attack, did not do so fast enough, and the Dominan's blade cut him, thistime on his sword



arm. Larzenth smiled as blood ran down his opponent's bicep, and dripped from his elbow. Coulas eyes
sported afeverish gleam. Larzenth had seen that look before. It was almost over.

Stll, Coulasresilience surprised him, as he fought off the shock, and charged forward performing a
series of maneuversthat should have been long beyond him. Once again, Larzenth was forced to retrest.

Both men were aware that as Coulalost blood, the Dominan gained the advantage. Larzenth did not wish
it said that he waited until his opponent had bled to death. Once again, he performed the maneuver that
had twice before cut hisfoe. Thistime hewent for the heart.

At the last minute, Coula beat the incoming blade aside and extended into athrust. It would have been a
contest to tell which of the men was more shocked as his curved blade entered Larzenth's sscomach.
Coulagrunted as he drove his sword through the Dominan's body up to the hilt. Even ashe did so, hefell
to one knee.

Larzenth, feding the end was near, made onefind attack. To his credit, his blade struck true, sinking
deep into the Side of the larger warrior. For amoment they stayed thus, asif supported on each other's
blades. They fell over asone.

A scream rose from the crowd, and Eryl ran to them, faling to her kneesby Coulas side. Kestryl
approached and guided her gently to her feet. Her eyeswere wide with fear. He knelt beside Coulaand
placed his ear to the man's chest. Expectant eyes watched until he looked up and nodded.

"Helives” said Kestryl, loudly, so that al could hear. Then, he turned to Eryl, and added, “We can only
pray it remans so."

Eryl looked again at the only man she knew she could ever love and in her desperation, she did pray.
Around her, men moved to clean up the remains of battle.

The day was won. High Gondylar had been saved.



Chapter Twelve—Aftermath

Tanrif watched until Coulafél, then made hisway back to the palace, Bone followed, though he didn't
say anything. Tanrif knew the nwas trying to work out what had happened. That wasfine by him.
He needed the time to think.

He had to figure out someway to rid himself of the Count without making anyone suspicious. It wouldn't
be easy. When Kestryl once again entered the city, it would be with ahost of men who had followed him
into combat. The Count of Astriana had saved High Gondylar.

Once insde the throne room, Bone broke the long night's silence.
"Y ou knew they would be there. How?"
Before Tanrif could speak, asmiling Parth entered and answered the question.

"It was the Count'sidea. We didn't know who the traitor was, so we brought everyone together who
could have been, and fed them atdl tale. There never was a barbarian invasion. Our forces marched off
south for two weeks then returned.”

Parth chuckled, not noticing that Tanrif didn't share his mirth.

"There's something | don't understand,” said the Duke. “ The last force that appeared ... that wasn't part
of the plan. Who were they?"

"I havenoidea,” replied Parth, not at al bothered by the event. “ The important thing iswere free. Asoan
will think twice before sending forces againgt usagain.”

Parth stopped talking when he noticed the expression on Tanrif's face. For an uncomfortable moment, no
one said anything. Then Tanrif Sghed and sat down on the throne.

"It should be over by now. Find the Count, and bring him here."
Parth bowed and | eft without spesking. Tanrif said nothing.
"All right,” said Bone, after Parth l€ft. “1 don't have aclue. Why aren't you ecstatic?”

"The Count of Adtrianais Kestryl, the ex-bladesman of High Gondylar. When we parted it was not on
the best of terms.”

Tanrif paused, waiting for Bone to understand the meaning of those words.
"You bdieve hemeansyou ill?!

Tanrif nodded. “I don't think hewill do anything immediately, but once things have stabilized, hé'sgoing
to try to takeme out.”

Bone sghed. Heliked the Count, but that wouldn't stop him from protecting his best interests.
"I think it istimeto formulate astrategy,” he said.

Tanrif nodded. “I couldn't agree more.”

* * % %



Kestryl knelt on the blood-stained grass offering a prayer to Sheba, for the souls of those who had died
and another for the well-being of the hundreds, if not thousands, who were maimed. Many who hadn't
died in the fighting would die soon of infection. It would be along time before the Battle of Gondylar had
cameditslag victim.

He remained on his knees until he sensed someone watching. He was most surprised to find Pralit
gtanding before him.

"| thought the Vel oracht had voted not to support our troops.”

“Itdid."

"But you're here."

"Y es, the Ve oracht spesks with one voice, but sometimes that voice changes.”
Kestryl bowed his head. “May Shebaguide your soul, Grithlen.”

"l am not certain Sheba has anything to do with the souls of Ethrellen, but I'm sure he would have
appreciated the sentiment.”

"What happened?’

"Not long after you left, Grithlen took ill. I was with him when he crossed the grest divide. We spoke
about ... things. | told him | would honor hiswishesin this matter. He told me the wishes of the dead
should not influence the living. That the only way | could respect him wasto follow my conscience.”

"| gppreciate what you have done.”

"Make no mistake, hawk-soul. | did not do thisfor you, or for High Gondylar. | did thisfor the freedom
and security of my people.”

"l understand.”
"I will go now. Wewill speak more when you are rested.”
"Bewdl, Prdit. I'll seeyou in Gondylar."

"Yes youwill."

* * % %

The victory feast was one that would not soon be forgotten. Even as the blood dried on the grass around
the west gate of Gondylar, a hundred men and women, consisting of squad leaders, Lords and their
ladies, Tanrif and his personal staff celebrated. For once, soldiers and Lords dined together at the same
table, and not asingle Lord objected.

There was only onetopic of conversation and it lasted for many hours. Most of the war storiestold that
night ended with the Dominansfleeing like rabbits. Eryl wasthe center of much attention, the only femde
soldier most of them had ever seen.

"Y ou should have seen the expression on Coulasface,” she was saying, face red from too much drink.
“He thought we were about to engage a Dominan force. He amost had a coronary when hefound out it
was the Count's men coming back.”

She laughed so hard she started to choke. The few who knew her best, understood and did not joinin.



Since the battle, Coula had not regained consciousness, though Eryl stubbornly ingsted that he would.
That'swhy she drank too much, and laughed too loud. She would continue to drink until she passed out,
for the servants walked abouit refilling goblets as soon as they were empty .

The Count also told histae, though there waslittle humor in his version. Thelast bettle between Coula
and Larzenth held each person breathless. Kestryl had no doubt many songs would be written abot it,
and that with each telling Coula's prowess would increase, but he couldn't deny the warrior deserved it.

Kestryl had visted Coulaearlier in the day, but the man showed no sign of reviving—abitter end to
sweet victory. Then there was the situation with Tanrif. He had told Dauber Uaks that he would help the
Duke until High Gondylar was out of danger, but in truth, now that Tanrif was beginning to pull things
together, what could he do? Taking out Tanrif at this point would probably be as detrimentd as before
the battle. Y et he only had to think of Cyanne, and the old rage returned asif he had just learned of the
betrayd yesterday. He took another pull of aefrom his goblet. He pushed the thought from his mind.
Tomorrow would be time enough to decide what he would do.

Se-gen wasthere dso, but not as aservant. She sat at the table beside Parth, laughing and sighing with
the others, as shelistened to the tales of war. If it bothered her that at one time she had been aiding the
enemy, shedid not show it.

Ulnirasat a Tanrif'sleft, their relationship no longer asecret. Mogt of the Lords thought the relationship
was part of some brilliant strategic move, either on the part of the Duke, or Lord Vaere, but in truth
Tanrif liked her. Frequently during the celebration, he would turn and whisper something in her ear, and
shewould throw her head back and laugh. M ost who observed those exchanges did not think it would
be long before the Duke announced their betrothd. Many of the Lords, particularly those with eigible
daughters, made disparaging remarks about the girl's lineage or her suitability to such arole, but those
around them, especially those without digible daughters, laughed dl the harder and turned their attentions
back to thefestivities.

Bonesat at Ulniras|eft. If he was angry that the woman usurped he usua position, he did not show it.
However, unlike the others, he wasn't paying attention to the stories. He had heard most of them,
anyway. He was busy examining the Lords, trying to figure out which of them wasthetraitor. Thet it was
one of the Lords, he had no doubt, in spite of Teryl's opinion. He was missing avita piece of information.
Otherwise, there was no reason for any Lord to betray Tanrif.

Parth sat on Tanrif'sright, and it was only by chance that he mentioned the House of Saren. At the sound
of that name, Bone sat bolt upright. It had been there all long. Who wasthe Lord of the House of
Saren? He scanned the Lords until his eyes settled on Dareth. He reached past Ulnirato tap Tanrif.

The Duke, eyes bleary from both deeplessness and acohoal, looked at him.
"Weneed totak,” said Bone.

"Don't tel mewe have aproblem. I'm rdaxing for the first time in months. Tell methisis something that
canwat."

"Yes, Highness. It can wait”
"Good. Have some more wine."
Tanrif turned away and didn't look in Bone's direction again.

During the course of the celebration, Bone would occasionaly look over at Dareth, and on more than



one of those occasions he found the man glaring in his direction, though he looked away whenever Bone
sought him out. Bone had found the traitor.

* * * %

The next day, Bone sought Tanrif in his chambers. The Duke was still adeep when he pounded on the
door, but he kept pounding until there was an answer. When Tanrif, red-eyed, finally came to the door,
he flashed a scathing look to the two guards standing at either sde. One of them shrugged, the other
looked more uncomfortable, but neither had tried to stop Bone, given hisreputation and the look of
intengity on hisface. It wasthat look that convinced Tanrif to allow the trespass and open the door. Bone
walked in and closed it quickly.

"l know who thetraitor is."

Tanrif looked at him, waiting for an explanation. He did not attempt to disguise his exhaustion. He had
been up late, and Ulnirahad kept him up later ill.

"It is Dareth of the House of Saren."
Tanrif turned the idea over. “Why? What reason would he have for betraying High Gondylar?'

Bone looked uncomfortable. “His vendetta was againgt you, not High Gondylar, though | am afraiditis
my doing.”

Tanrif said nothing.

"Shortly before we met, | was working freglance, and business had been good. Thelast job | did wasto
take out the Lord of the House of Saren. Traydon was arecluse. He saw no one. He barely ever
emerged from hisroom. | infiltrated the house as a servant and worked there long enough to be trusted to
bring the Lord hismeal. He ate a blade for lunch that day. No doubt his son recognized me and thought |
must have been working for you.”

Tanrif sat down heavily on achair.

"A misunderstanding. A hell-sent misunderstanding.” He looked at Bone. “Not aword of thisto anyone,
you understand. This could be astroke of fortune."

Confused, Bone nodded.

"Whereishe now?'

"He left the paace last night. He must have redlized | was on to him.”
"Prepare a couple of horses. We will ride to the House of Saren.”
Bone bowed low. “By your command.”

Heleft the room, relieved Tanrif had not blamed him for not thinking of it sooner.

* k x %

Four dayslater, Dareth sat in the study of the manor house, angry and bitter. He had betrayed his
country, and gtill Tanrif sat on the throne. If only he hadn't been drinking last night, Bone would have
never caught him staring. His secret was out, and it would not be long before the Duke arrived. He
opened hishand and looked at the bottle before him. His father had shown it to him once and told him of
thelethal nature of its contents. He opened it and spilled ahandful of rough pills onto hispam. They



didn't look like much. Brownish, roughly oval, they resembled amedicine his grandmother used to make.
One swadlow and the pain would be over.

He didn't know how long it would take to die. He hoped it would be soon. Perhaps, if he were lucky, he
would be gone before Tanrif arrived to remind him of what afailure he was. No matter what, his
exposure would certainly cost him hisland and hislife. Why wait for othersto take it when he could do
30 himsdlf, agood dedl |ess painfully? With that thought, he swallowed the pills.

He could amost fed them sitting in his ssomach. He knew it was hisimagination, but it didn't matter. He
could fed himsdlf dying alittle a atime. Not that he deserved better. He had betrayed his country.

The sound of hooves seemed odd, coming through the haze of hisemotiond state, but he knew who it
would be. Hewould at least confront Tanrif before he joined hisfather. The thought gave him no
comfort. Lord Traydon would not approve of the way he had handled things.

He heard someone enter the house, probably Tanrif and Bone. They threw open doors as they went. For
amoment, he was confused by their easy entrance until he remembered sending away the servantsin afit
of depression. Bone knew the house; it would not be long before they found him. He willed the pillsto
work faster. It would be so much easier if he were dead when they arrived. Clumsly, he pulled achair to
the middle of theroom and sat in it, staring at the door. The sounds from the hallway seemed distorted.

After aperiod of time he couldn't guess, the door opened and Bone entered.

"In here, Highness™

The sound of boots running echoed strangely in his mind. Funny, he had never heard that echo before.
Tanrif strode into theroom, firein hiseyes. “I did not order your father's execution, Dareth.”

Dareth would have stood but hadn't the strength. Think. He had to be lying.

"Bone only started working with me after that. Y our father's execution was paid for by Jeren. He hired
Boneto murder your father. Bone was just doing hisjob.”

A look of horror spread over Dareth's face. He had not only betrayed his country, he had done soin
error.

"Assuch, | do not believe | can blame you for your actions. | have decided to give you afull pardon. No
one &l'se need know."

Dareth tried to stand but fell to one kneeinstead. Tanrif thought he was knedling in appreciation until he
keded over. Bone and Tanrif moved forward together, so that both could hear Dareth's last words.

"I am sorry. | have taken gorathweed. It isno lessthan | deserve. Good-bye, M'lord.”
Though he didn't dieimmediately, he spoke no more.

Bone and Tanrif waited until Lord Dareth breathed no more and | eft him there. They didn't speak much
on the four-day ride back to Gondylar.

* k% k %

Parth moved down the corridor toward the kitchen. Bothering Thelanna had been aregular habit that he
was going to resume. He enjoyed it too much not to. When he reached the kitchen, the elderly mistress
was ydling at someone. Many of the servants thought her cruel, but Parth knew better. Whatever was



prepared in the kitchens was areflection on her ability. When a noble was served and the food was not
up to his expectations, it was Thelannawho took the blame, when in truth it was probably not her fault.
Still, shewas responsible; hence the sternness with which she ran her domain.

When Parth entered she walked to him, smiling over tired eyes.

"You didn't have to go and stedl my Se-gen. She was one of the best | had. Not that | didn't know it was
coming."

Parth looked surprised. “How did you know it was coming?'

Certainly he had done nothing to call attention to their relationship, and he was certain Se-gen would
never havetold.

"Come on, Bladesman. | am no foal. | was aware of the relationship even before you sent for her. |
would think that after sending a servant to fetch her, you would expect everyone to know. Servantslive
for gossp, you know."

Parth looked even more surprised. “I never sent for her. We only met late at night, in my rooms.
Occasionally, | visited the market with her, but that wasit."

Thelannasmiled. “Y ou're getting old, Bladesman. What about the day that you sent Orwyn for her?'

Shelooked at Parth's face for sign of remembrance, but it never arrived. What she saw instead was
puzzlement, followed by understanding and resolve.

"Whenwasthat?’ he asked. “It ssemsto have dipped my mind."
"A couple of days before they found him dead,” replied Thelanna.

Parth thanked her and left the kitchen. Se-gen had some questions to answer.

* * * %

Se-gen was donein hisrooms when he caught up with her. She started to gpproach then saw the
expression on hisface. She sat down and stared submissively up a him.

God, but she's good at that.

By gtting, she had made hersdlf look smaller and more vulnerable. She gazed a him with those large eyes
that were ready to tear &t amoment's notice. Thistime hewouldn't allow himsalf to be manipulated.

"Y ou want to tell me about it?"

Hisvoice was hard, and she knew that it would be difficult to talk her way out of wherever it wasthat
shefound hersdlf.

"About what?" she asked, cautioudy.
"The day that Orwyn came to the kitchen and summoned you. What happened?’

Se-gen started to cry. “Y ou're not going to report me, are you? | had to kill him. He was going to kill
m"

Parth grabbed her and pulled her to a standing position.



"Sopit! Tel me. From the beginning.”
Se-gen fought for composure. If it were an act, she was certainly good &t it.

"Well, you know, | worked in the kitchens, which iswhere Orwyn spent most of histime. | didn't believe
he was the fool he pretended to be, but | didn't think anything of it. It wasn't my business.

"I knew about hisexcursons a night, but since it was the guard who let him out, | thought he might be
working for you or Bone. | never thought he was a spy. It wasn't until the guard waskilled thet | redlized
thetruth, but | wastoo scared to say anything. | thought he would find out and kill me. Somehow, he

found out anyway.

"After | heard about Captain Andres, | knew | could wait no longer. | was going to tell you, | sweer it.
When he came and summoned me into your presence, | thought | would have the opportunity, but he
took meto that store room and started to pick the lock. I knew then he was onto me."

She paused to catch her bresth. Parth thought she might cry again, but shefought it off.

"While he worked on the lock, | managed to grab hold of his knife, and somehow, managed to kill him; |
gtill don't know how. After that, | hid the body in the room, and fled back to the kitchen, pretending | had
actually seen you. | was scared, Parth. | thought that they would hang me for murder or throw meina

dungeon.”
Parth smiled, gently. “Y ou know | would never dlow that.”

Se-gen shook her head. “Would you have believed me, if | told you that | wasn't involved with the man?
Later, | thought if the body was discovered, the search would be called off and | would be safe. | didn't
want to kill him. | was so scared of what you'd do to me when you found out.”

She burgt into tears again, and Parth embraced her.
"It's okay. We can keep thisour little secret.”

He continued to hold her and stroke her hair until she stopped crying. Then, sheraised her lipsto his, and
they kissed. She moved againgt him urgently, and al thoughts of her transgression were forgotten.

After dl, sheredly hadn't done anything wrong.

* k% k %

After held returned from the House of Saren, Tanrif ordered aday of prayer for the souls of those
departed. It was asolemn occasion, during which little was said or done at the palace.

At sunset, after afull day of reflection, Tanrif and his party, including Bone, the Count of Astrianaand
severa guards, walked from the palace to the Temple of Sheba, not only to pray for the dead, but to
thank the Goddessfor victory.

The temple was large and beautiful, surrounded by carved stone wolf heads that watched the night for
enemies. Tanrif entered first and checked his sword, followed by the Count, then Bone. Each of the six
guards checked their weapons as they entered.

Pythiana, the High Priestess, led the service. Since most of the prayers were in ancient Gondylarian,
Tanrif couldn't understand them. He looked around at the faces of the others. Introspective faces. Sad
faces. Soon, it would be over, and life a the paace could return to normal.



At the end of the ceremony, they were asked to rise to receive Pythianas blessing. Tanrif stood. The
High Priestess moved toward him, the dightest of smiles on her agelessface. In one swift movement, he
lifted his cloak and pulled a short sword from benegth it. At thissignd, the palace guards did the same.
Bone wasthelagt to join them.

Kestryl looked around him. “So, itisto belikethis, isit?

Pythianadrew hersdf up to her full height. “What outrage isthis? Thisisahouse of worship. Weagpons
may not be brought here."

Tanrif raised ahand asif that might mallify her.

"Y our holiness, | know thisis not alowed, but sometimes, the good of the nation must comefirst. And |
am the good of the nation.”

With one quick movement, he ran Pythianathrough. He turned his attention to the Count.
"A pity. You should never have come here. Y ou should never have cometo Gondylar at al.”

"I should havekilled you when | had the chance. Thisisnot over. Shebawill never forgive what you did
here today.”

Tanrif clucked histongue. “What | did here? What you did here. Bone, you saw him go insane and kill
the priestess. Just imagine, thetraitor has been right under our noses dl aong.” Tanrif produced a et of
shackles from benegth his cloak. He tossed it to one of the guards.

"Confinehim."

Kestryl offered no resistance while aguard placed the metd cuffs around hiswrists, and asimilar pair
around hisankles. The chains that connected those cuffs would sufficiently restrict his movement to make
escapeimpossible. Still, attempting to fight against such odds would have been pointless. Even he could
not take eight armed men without aweapon. Certainly not if one of them he had trained himself.

"Much better,” said Tanrif, when the guard stepped back. “Now, | could execute you, but I'm not going
to. Partly to show how magnanimous | am, but mostly so that you can contemplate for the rest of your
miserable life, what it isyou did wrong. | am going to lock you in the deepest darkest cell the palace has
to offer. There, consgned to darkness, you can waste away the remainder of your meaninglesslife, while
| rule High Gondylar as| was destined to.” He paused and walked toward the Count, stopping just a
foot before him. “ By the way, Cyanne wasn't even that good."

With asnarl, Kestryl legpt forward, ignoring the shackles that confined him. Tanrif stepped back, and the
Bladesman crashed to the hard stone floor. Tanrif nodded, and the beating began. Bone joined the Duke,
while the guards repeatedly hit the Count with their fists and the flats of their blades. The beating
continued long after he had lost consciousness.

"Takehim,” sad Tanrif.

He walked from the temple, Bone beside him, followed by agroup of soldiers, holding between them the
ladt of the threats againg him. Tanrif smiled in thefailing light.

It was good to be Duke in High Gondylar.



Epilogue—What Comes After

The day after the Count of Astrianawas locked in the dungeons of Gondylar, Coula came out of hislong
unconsciousness. Eryl had not given up hope and so was present when it happened.

Coulawas not told about the Count until he was much better. When hefinally heard about his
incarceration, he grieved much but could not deny that aman who killed a priestess of Sheba deserved
no less.

Coulagrew stronger by the day, but it was many weeks before he was up and around. Even then, he
didn't start practicing with his blade right away. Eryl would not heer of it.

The two were married later that year, and they moved out of Gondylar, back to the city Athlana, which
was in the process of being rebuilt. Tanrif gave them control of the new city and funneled some extragold
toward its congtruction. The people of New Athlanareceived the gift with much gratitude, but Tanrif had
other motivationsfor hisactions. It was srategicaly and economicaly important for him to rebuild the
port. If New Athlana had more traffic, he could tax them more, and he needed to have eyestoward the
seaif Dominainvaded again. In al, theinvestment wasworth it.

Parth never believed the story about the Count's treachery, but there was nothing he could do abot it.
Atfirg, he visted Kestryl in the dungeons, sneaking him food or distractions, but on each trip Kestryl
seemed |ess and |ess sane. Parth went more infrequently astime went on until he stopped going
atogether. He could no longer bear to look at the man who'd saved them all. He felt guilty but wasa
redist. Perhapstrying to keep Kestryl sanewas, initsownway, as crud as hisimprisonment.

Parth remained faithful to Se-gen, and she continued to live in hisrooms. No one, not even Parth ever
suspected that she had murdered Piraand Captain Andres.

Bone expanded hisintelligence network and, with the help of Tanrif and Parth, managed to repair what
had been wrong with Gondylar's defenses before beginning to work on the defenses of the Dukedom as
awhole. When he was done, it would be much harder, if not impossible, for Dominato take High
Gondylar. He even strengthened the defenses of the south, lest the barbarians get any ideas, but it turned
out to be unnecessary. The barbarian clans couldn't stay at peace with each other long enough to unite.

Thulrak returned to Dominaand was executed for faillure. Hisfamily's reputation and status fell after that,
and many generations would pass before they became powerful again. Asoan stepped down in favor of
his son Onar, and retired to acastle in the countryside. He lived many long years, but never again raised
ahand againgt High Gondylar.

Across The Midress, lifein the Shop of Demendil continued. Lylearaised three children now, and was
happy that Cyanne's had been agirl. She didn't think that she could take another boy. Cyanne was
amazing, the smartest child Lylea had ever seen. She and Agar continued to live and love together, and
the Shop of Demendil maintained its reputation.

Only twice ayear did she become depressed—each fall, when shelit acandle in memory of Demendil,
and each spring when she did so for Cyanne.

She never did find out what had happened to the Bladesman, though she often wondered. But months
turned to years and eventudly al thought of Gondylarian politics were forgotten.

Deep under the paace at Gondylar, Kestryl paced his cdll. It was twelve steps by nine. He had followed



the route so many times, he was able to walk it with his eyes closed. He dept on the floor, shunning the
bed of straw in one corner of the room, and relieved himsdlf in asmall hole made for that purpose.

In the dark, he did not know how much time had passed. The only things that sustained him were hisrage
againg Tanrif and hisanger a himself. How could he have been taken so easily? Why had he listened to
Dauber Uaks and not killed Tanrif when he had the chance? How could this have happened to him?

In the beginning, Parth used to visit him, but he hadn't comein along time, and there was nothing to
digract him from histhoughts. Sometimes, he would have long conversations with himself, which he knew
wasasign of insanity, but he didn't care. Who would mind if helost his sanity down here? Sometimes he
thought he'd be better off dead, but if he were, he would never get a chance to exact revenge on Tanrif.

Hisrevenge depended on his condition. At first, he exercised often, but then the fevers started, probably
caused by drinking dirty water. During the months or years of hisimprisonment, he became sick often,
though after each bout with illness, he dways resumed exercising. Eventually, after aperiod of time he
couldn't measure, the fevers came less frequently, and one day, perhaps years later, he no longer suffered
from them.

Hetried to imagine what he must have looked like. Did his new body show the signs of wear common to
other prisoners? Dauber had told him he wouldn't grow abeard. Did that mean his gppearance was
unchangeable? He fingered the indentation of the mark |eft by Sheba's teeth. That, at least, would remain
until hissinswere purged. Pythiana had told him so.

The thought brought with it rage and grief, his sole companionsin the darkness. Tanrif had raped Cyanne
then killed Pythiana. What he'd done to the Bladesman didn't matter at al, but his other crimes demanded
vengeance. A vengeance it seemed Kestryl would never taste.

Each day blended into the next until he no longer remembered what the outside world looked like. He
did not want to die without seeing the sun once more, but he didn't think he had achoice. Thisiswhere
hislifewould end, later if not sooner.

Astime passed, he thought about suicide more and more often, though he couldn't bring himself to doit.
Only if he somehow learned that Tanrif had died would he be able to take his meaninglesslife. Until then,
hewould live and dream.

And far above him, in the paace, life went on.

Here ends Book Two of the Chronicles of High Gondylar. The story concludes with lorana's
Ransom.
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