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"Mommy, why do | have no friends?’ asked Cyanne.

Amagasighed. Thiswas not thefirst time she had heard the question. Y ou have friends. Kestryl isyour
friend. Penthor isyour friend.”

The child shook her head, black hair falling into her eyes. "Notthosekind of friends. | mean other
children. Don' they like me?"

"I'm certain they would, if they were dlowed to meet you, but that's just not possible.” Amalga stopped
speaking before she went too far. Indeed, how much could afive year old understand?

"Why aren't they?' perssted the child.

"Because there are people who might want to hurt you and that cannot be alowed.” "Why would people
want to hurt me?’

Cyanne stopped and looked at her mother, violet eyes wide.

Because people are fools. Because you are not entirely of human descent and the Gondylarian
nobility hates you for it. Because no one wants to see an Ethrell half-breed on the throne.

"Therearealot of peoplein thisworld that are bad. They like to see other people hurt.”
IIWI,.M?I
"l wish | knew."

Amalgaheld out her hand and Cyanne took it. They continued down the pal ace corridor toward the
courtyard.

"When | grow up, | hope | won't be bad.” Cyanne's expression was so grave, the Duchess had to stiflea
amile

"I'm sure you won't be."

"How do you know?"

"You'retoo specia,” said the Duchess.

"Arewe going to the gardens?’

"Why do you aways ask so many questions?’

Cyanne giggled. "Because I'm achild and that's my job. That's what father says.”
"Oh doeshe?!

"Mmm-hmm. Are we going to the gardens?

"es"

"Good. That's my favorite place in the whole wide world.”

Cyanne pulled her hand from her mother's and began to skip ahead. Amagawatched, ddighting in her
daughter's happiness. If only she could be like this dways.



Enjoy it now, my child. Even under the best circumstancesthe life of the Gondylarian heir isnot an easy
one. How much harder will it be for you?

Not for thefirst time, Amaga considered the Gondylarian reaction to Ethrellen. That both shared a
common ancestry waswell known among educated people of both races, evidenced by the fact they
could interbreed. In fact, wereit not for her violet eyes, Cyanne would be indistinguishable from a human.

Y et the Gondylarians hated Cyanne even more, if possible, than they hated their own Duchess. Could it
be by looking human, Cyanne proved Ethrellen were more closgly related to them than most
Gondylarianswould like to admit?

Cyanne'svoice, raised in song, brought Amalga back to the moment. Ahead, an arch of sunlight marked
the courtyard entrance. She moved more quickly, well avare Cyanne didn't need much time to work
hersdf into mischief. She paused momentarily beneath the arch, eyeing the garden paths for some sign of
thegirl.

She was till looking when aman dressed as a priest emerged from behind awide-boled tree. Cyanne
chose that moment to stand. Sheld been knedling behind arose bush. Even from where she stood,
Amalga could see madnessin the stranger's eyes. She ran forward, but knew she wastoo far to interfere.
"Cyannel Run!"

Cyanne looked up, then around. She started toward her mother, but there was no way she could outrun
an adult. Sunlight glinted off the dagger in the man'sright hand. Amaga screamed. Cyanne sumbled, then
fell, causng the first swipeto pass over her. Amagadtill wasn't close enough to stop him, but she could
clearly make out hiswords.

"Devil-Child!”

The n dove. Amalgareached him only amoment too late. She grabbed histunic and attempted to
pull him up. Only then did she notice the two knives protruding from the man's back.

She dragged him to the side, bent to help Cyanne up and held her until the girl's sobbing began to ease.
From nowhere, the Bladesman appeared and moved between the body of the would-be assassin and the
roya family. He advanced, kicked the dagger away from the man and checked to make certain he was
dead. Only then did he turn to the Duchess.

He bowed briefly. "M'lady, are either of you hurt?'

"Cyanne skinned her knees, an injury hardly worthy of comment.”

The Bladesman looked to the sky. "Praise to Sheba. We were lucky.”

"Too lucky. How isit you happened to be in a position to cometo our aid?"

"| endeavor to dways bein that position.”

"Y ou've been told before your presence would not be required in the courtyard.”

"The safety of theroyd family ismy responghbility. Y ou didn't want meto interfere with your time with
Cyanne. That isunderstandable. A mother and daughter should havetime done. Still, it wouldn't do to
leave you unguarded. I've been keeping watch from adistance. If this hadn't happened, you'd never have
known | wasthere."

"You dothisevery day?'



"If I an unavailable, | arrange for one of the guardsto replace me.”
III %II

At firgt, Kestryl had accompanied them on their daily stroll, but as Cyanne got older, Amagahad inssted
on private time. She'd assured Kestryl the courtyard was safe, in pite of his protests. When it became
clear shewould not change her mind, the Bladesman had backed down and never brought up the subject
again. Wereit not for his devotion, her selfishness might have cost Cyanne her life.

"Y ou have donewdl, my friend. | waswrong to have questioned your judgment.”

The Bladesman bowed his head. "Y ou are the Duchess. | have disobeyed your command and will accept
whatever penance you demand.”

"You just saved my daughter'slife. | do not require penance.”
"Asyouwish."

Amagasighed, exasperated. The man was insufferable. She took Cyanne's hand and guided her from the
garden. She would later learn Kestryl had been unable to identify the mad priest. The news did not
surprise her.

She was certain of only onething. Thiswould not be the last attempt on her daughter'slife.

The throne room was dl but empty. Usually there were more than a dozen people present, but on this
bleak night there were only three; the Bladesman, Amaga and Dathan, the Duke of High Gondylar.
Amalgaand her husband sat upon twin thrones of gray stone. Kestryl knelt before them.

The throne room had never been afestive place, al gray stone and battle tapestries, but that night it
contained an unnamed tension, in no way lessened by the silence. Findly, the Duke deigned to spesk.

"We have given the matter much thought, Bladesman, and have come to adecison. The palaceistoo
dangerous a place for our daughter. We were lucky today, but luck has away of turning. Cyanne cannot
say here. Her wdlfareis of the utmost importance to us. We are placing her into your custody.

"Take her far from here, Bladesman. Find a place where Ethrellen are treated as equals. A place where
shecanliveand grow old.”

The Bladesman raised his head. "Then how will she learn the ways of Gondylarian nobility?"

The Duke raised an eyebrow, but it was Amagawho answered. " Sheis never to return. Penthor is heir
to the throne of High Gondylar."

The Bladesman was stunned. Never had an heir been sdlected in such amanner. The nobility would not
gtand for it.

"Y ou don't need to do this. We can increase paace security. We can watch Cyanne more closely. We
can take extra stepsto protect her. Sheisthe har."”

Amalgashook her head. "No, my friend, sheisheir no longer. | will not have my daughter growing up as
aprisoner, unableto enjoy life. And as much as you may believe you can protect her, | say itis
impossible. Y ou know how Gondylarians fed about her mixed ancestry. Can you guarantee methe total
loydty of every servant in the paace? Every guard? Can you say with authority every soul inthiscastleis
completdy immune to outside corruption?”



She paused, waiting for her words to penetrate, giving him time to understand. When he didn't reply, she
continued.

"I thought not.”

Dathan leaned forward. "Thiswas not an easily reached decision, | can assure you. | don't know we will
ever be ableto live with our decision any better than we can tonight, but thereisno other way. Even if
you could protect her, when she gained the throne, what Gondylarian noble would not strike out at her?
How long would it be before a crossbow bolt, fired from one of the towers or awindow, found its mark?
I'm sorry Kestryl. Y ou'll never know how sorry | am, but there is nothing for it, but to act accordingly
and bear the pain gracefully. The knowledge | am doing the right thing for the blood of my blood must
auffice”

The Bladesman stood rigidly, every nervein hisbody rebelling againgt the grim decision. Y et the Duke
and Duchess were correct. Cyanne could have no life here. He closed his mind to the pain, as he knew
he must. Dathan and Amagawould haveto suffer for him.

“I will not fail you."

Dathan nodded, satisfied. "Y ou are to leave tonight. Take whatever you need, but bring my daughter to
safety. | don't care how far you haveto travel or where your journey takes you. Cyanne must be safe.”

The Bladesman raised his head and regarded the Duke. He did not want to leave High Gondylar for any
length of time, but honor gave him no dternative. The Duke and Duchess were sending their only child
away, never to see her again. Dathan hid the pain admirably, but the Bladesman knew him well enough to
seeit. Amalgasanguish wasmorevisble,

"Y our will be done. I shdl not return until Cyanneis safe from harm. Y ou have my word."

If Dathan had a response, he never got the chance to speak it. The door to the throne room opened.
Cyanne waked infirgt, followed a moment later by Penthor. She ran forward.

"Hi, Kestryl. Penthor says you're taking me on atrip. | don't go on many trips.”

Kestryl looked back toward the throne. Amalga turned her head, unable to ook at her daughter. Dathan
stood and walked down the steps to stand beside her.

"I want you to listen to Kestryl. Y ou're to be on your best behavior.”

Cyanne nodded solemnly. "Why aren't you coming? Or Mommy?"

"Because, slly girl, we have a country to run. Y ou know how hard your mother and | work, don't you?"
"Uh-huh. Penthor says that some people work too hard and some people don't work hard enough.”
"That'strue. But it's getting late and you haveto go."

Amagarose dowly and joined the four asthey made their way across the chamber. No one spoke until
they stood in acluster by the door. Only Cyanne seemed oblivious to the mood.

Finally, Dathan broke the uncomfortable sllence. "It istime.”
He kndlt and hugged his daughter. "Good-bye, Cyanne. | loveyou.”
He embraced her briefly and pulled away, turning his head so she wouldn't see histears.



Amalga stepped closer and hugged her. ™Y ou take good care of Uncle Kestryl. Y ou know how foolish
men can be."

She clasped the girl tightly, until Dathan placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. Then shetook a step
backward and looked upon her daughter for the last time.

"I loveyou, my little Duchess"
"l love you too, Mommy. I'll see you soon, okay?"
Amalga, not daring to speak, nodded.

The Bladesman took her hand and led the girl from the throne room. Cyanne waved before the pair
turned down the corridor leading to the servant's entrance.

Penthor waited until she was out of sight before easing the doors closed. He didn't look at the Duke and
Duchess. He couldn't bear to see the pain in their eyes. Both had had to make many hard decisions
during the course of their lives, but none could compare with this. What made matters worse; neither
would ever know if they had made the right choice.

Dathan turned to the new heir. " Sound the Horn of Tenithior."
Penthor was surprised. "But that's only for holidays.”

"Or when someone dies," corrected the Duke. " Sound the Horn, then make the announcement. Cyanne
isdead. Let us give no one reason to suspect otherwise.”

Penthor walked to the far wall of the throne room and removed the ancient instrument from the brackets
that held it in place. Dathan and Amalgareturned to their thrones, each battling their own demons.
Neither reacted to the mellow sound borne into the night, filling the chamber with its own brand of
despair. Penthor sounded the instrument three times, as was the custom, then returned it to itsresting
place.

He departed, leaving the rulers of High Gondylar done with their sorrow.

Chapter One- The Storm

It was as perfect aday as Kestryl could remember. A ddlightful breeze tempered the ever-present
Gondylarian hest. Not asingle cloud marred the sky, and Duke Dathan, accompanied by Amalga, was
on hisway to mend afeud with one of his greatest detractors.

The message had come earlier in the week and the Duke had responded immediately. He would be
honored to travel to the House of Therak and meet with its Lord. He agreed with al his heart thetimeto
make peace had long since passed and eagerly awaited the chance to set thingsright.

The thought of treachery was far from the Bladesman's mind. The house of Therak was respectable and
Lord Uryth, aman of hisword. With safe passage guaranteed and the chance to strengthen his aready
powerful position, Dathan was dl but ecstatic. Amalga, sensing his mood, was likewise happy. Only
Kestryl was unaffected by the combination of climate and tidings.

Not that Kestryl wasn't pleased to see the royal couple happy. In thefifteen years since Cyanne's
departure, he had not seen it often enough. Even Amalga's naturaly bright spirit had never fully



recovered. Also, the problems of the Gondylarian throne were myriad and continud. In the intervening
years, there had been little enough to celebrate. Today was different.

Dathan and Amagatalked and laughed, giving no thought to possible peril, nor should they haveto.
Keeping theroya family safe was the Bladesman's responsibility. While the Duke and Duchess rode
ahead, Kestryl held back, congtantly scanning the hills, asif at any moment an attack would present itself.
It was not that he suspected foul play, but rather he had no expectations at all. Thus hewasthefirst to
notice the change.

It was hard to pinpoint exactly when it began. It was asif the air itsdf had grown heavier, like an autumn
night before astorm. Only moments after the thought reached his consciousness, thefirst clouds
appeared. Before it registered something inexplicable was occurring, the clouds, black with thunder,
pushed toward them. By the time Dathan saw it and turned to comment, the first raindrops were aready
fdling.

The wind began to keen, an eerie sound on amorning that was suddenly very different. Thunder, sudden
astherest of the change, filled the sky and the volume of the wind increased.

"Turn back!" shouted the Bladesman. He wasn't certain they could hear him. Briefly helooked for the
outriders, the hidden guards he'd brought along to protect theroyd family. Therewere six in dl, though at
the moment he could only see two of them. Already aware of the disturbance, they had spread o,
searching the surrounding countryside for possible threats. He had no idea where the others might be.

Kestryl turned his attention to Amalga. She was trying to talk to Dathan and even though they were
separated by only a span of feet, the Duke could not hear her. She leaned forward in the specially made
Ethrellen saddle. Her feet, which she used as hands, gripped the crossbar, while shetried to use her
upper handsto control her mount. Kestryl galloped forward and took the reins from her, certain Dathan
was capable of riding in these conditions.

Thunder again, louder than before, then the sky split open. A finger of lightning, fast and furious, parted
the ground to their |eft.

Kestryl turned toward Gondylar, leading Amalgas horse. A quick glance verified Dathan was dready
moving in that direction.

Wind and rain obscured vision. Lightning struck too close and too often. The ride seemed to last forever
until, vegue in the distance, dmost invisible through the wall of water, Gondylar cameinto view.

Likeagiant mirageit loomed, the only stillnessin aturbulent landscape. Within the boundaries of those
great wallslay the promise of safety. The storm, asif sensing the game was amost logt, redoubled its
effortsin asudden fury of lightning. Thunder punctuated each golden stresk with such strength, the hills
shook from the force. Undaunted, the three riders, wet, weary and fearful, continued onward.

It dmost seemed possible they would makeit. The very sight of their destination filled them with hope,
until Dathan's stallion went down, sending aspray of mud into the air. Kestryl looked back just intimeto
seethe Duke, like the trained warrior he was, roll from under hisfadling steed. A moment later, hewas
vertica again, though the stallion did not fare aswell. Dathan caled out, hisvoice only barely audible
above the howling wind and rain.

"Bladesman, my horse'sleg is broken. Get the Duchessto safety. I'll follow on foot.”

Asif those words were a burden shed, he relaxed his stance. Dathan, the warrior Duke--even through a
storm of this magnitude, you could sense his power. It seemed even the gods could not bear to strike him



down...for amoment. Then lightning struck, but there was no thunder.

Amalga, after asecond of silent shock, threw back her head and screamed a curse to the heavens, which
wasal but lost above the din of the storm. Kestryl turned his mount and trotted forward, but there was
nothing to be done. Already the ashes that had been the Duke were scattering in the wind.

Heturned to look at Amalgawho, horror stricken, stared at the place where her husband had stood.
Auburn hair, darker from the wet, pushed across her face by the gale, dl but blinding her. Therain came
down with aforce that might have knocked her from her saddle, if she hadn't been able to hold on with
both feet and hands.

Kestryl rode forward, again grabbing her reins. Thistime she sopped him. Dumbly she stared at the
ground asif by waiting, Dathan might again be there. Kestryl leaned toward her, hisvoice hoarse with
emotion,

"My Lady. Wemugt ride. It isnot safe here.”

She opened her mouth asif to protest, but instead nodded and allowed him to take her reins. As her
mount came around, she turned in her saddle, continuing to stare at the place where Dathan last stood
until it was lost to the distance.

"Open the gates! Open the blasted gates!”

Guards moved to do the Bladesman's bidding. He still held the reins of the Duchess horse withina
clenchedfig.

Amagadumped in the saddle asif she had no lifeleft in her. He dismounted and walked to her horse.
She dropped to the ground, then stood motionless until heled her off. The portcullis seemed to movein
dow motion. Already the storm was subsiding. He waited until the great gate wasjust high enough for the
Duchessto enter without bending, then ducked under it and led her inside.

Penthor was dready hurrying across the entrance hallway to meet them. "What happened? Where's
Dathen?'

Kestryl shook hishead dowly.
"In the name of Mitra, man, wheré'sthe Duke?'

It was Amagawho answered. "Where he belongs...with the gods. With the spirits of the great Dukes
who ruled before him."

Penthor knew then the truth of things, but could not accept it. "How? How did it happen?”
"He was taken by the storm," said Kestryl. "Magical assassination.”

Penthor shook his head. "But who...?"

"l don't know. But I'm going to find out and blood will flow."

Penthor walked to Amagaand put hisarm around her. "Come, M'lady. L et us get you to your
chambers. Kestryl, | will meet you at your roomsto discussthisfurther.” "1 will comewith you." He had
suffered the loss of the Duke and was not about to leave the Duchess side.

Silence dominated the walk through the palace corridors. Many a curious eye turned to watch the grim
procession, but no one spoke. Amalgawalked listlesdy, guided by Penthor. His periodic glances at the



Bladesman werefilled with concern, but it was clear they would not speak again until the Duchesswas
out of earshot.

When the door to her chambers opened, severd servants jumped to their feet. Immediately sensing
something awry, they crowded around the Duchess, who barely acknowledged their attentions. Penthor
watched only for afew moments before speaking.

"If you need anything, anything &t al, please send for me. | will handle everything for thetimebeing. Try
and get somerest. | know it will be difficult, but the days to come are going to be hard enough without
having to ded with exhaugtion. | will return later to check on you."

He waited a moment for the Duchess to acknowledge hiswords. When she didn't, he motioned to
Kestryl and the two retired.

"What in the name of the gods happened?'

"The storm came from nowhere and caught us unawares. | tried to lead them back. Sheba knows | tried.
The Duke's horse went down and when he rose again, alightning bolt descended from the sky. There
was nothing left to bring back.”

Grief suffused the heir'sface. "A sword can not stop astorm, Bladesman. | am sure you did your best.”
"Then my best was not good enough.”

Penthor wanted to reach out, but did not. Instead he turned and motioned for Kestryl to follow. He
couldn't imagine what the Bladesman wasfedling, but it didn't matter. In the daysto come, they would
both have much to do. Their first priority would be to consolidate the Duchess position.

"We must make the trangtion swiftly. | will send messengersto Dathan's strongest dlies. Wewill need all
the support we can muster when the news breaks. | hate to say it, but Amalga, on the throne by hersdlf,
isinavery dangerous pogtion.”

"No harm will cometo her."

"I know you believe you can protect her and yet | wonder how safe she will be, even herein the palace,
once news of Dathan's deeth isreveaed.”

"What areyou saying?'
"I think it would bein her best interest to remarry as soon as possible.”
"Areyou mad? Did you not see her pain with your own eyes?"

Penthor stopped and turned. "Yes, | saw it. She's devastated. So am |, but High Gondylar will not run
itsalf. | can handle most of what needsto be handled, but | am not the Duke."

"You arethe hair."

"That istrue. But without a Gondylarian on the throne, or at least a human, we cannot guarantee
Amalgas safety. | don't like it any more than you, but what choices have we? Even Dathan's staunchest
dlieswill not St in support of Amagawere she atempt to rule done.”

"She neaedstime.”

"Timeisaluxury shecanill afford.”



The Bladesman opened his mouth to answer, but closed it again. As much as he hated to admit it,
Penthor was correct. Without another word, he left the heir to the Gondylarian throne and turned toward
his quarters.

He would spend many long hours praying to Sheba before he retired.

"l need regt, nothing more. | will befine" Amagashooed the last of the servants from her bedchamber.
"Il seeyou dl inthemorning."

Their rluctance was a pa pable thing, but they obeyed their mistressin spite of whatever misgivingsthey
may have individudly held. Amagawaited until the door was shut before dlowing her eyestofill with
tears. She cried slently, knowing they would be listening for the dightest excuse to intrude upon her grief.

She walked to the bed and threw herself on it. Dathan was not there; would never be there again. She
could almost see him, smirking, hands behind his head, looking up at the ceiling as he spoke of whatever
intrigue currently possessed him. His brilliant mind dwaysworked faster than hismouth, so his
conversation was sometimes difficult to follow, but not for Amaga More than one member of the Court
had noticed the Duke and Duchess seemed to think as one. It was that sharing she would miss most of
al.

High Gondylar had lost a Duke, but she had lost much more. From the corner of the room, his nearly
finished portrait stared at her. She wanted to turn from it, but could not. In afit of rage, shethrew it over,
easdl and dll. Itsvery presence mocked the holein her heart. Then she froze, wondering if the servants
had heard. She did not want anyone to see her thisway. At length, when the door didn't open, shelifted
the portrait but turned it toward the wall. It was too soon to look onit.

Eventually, she lay on the bed and cried until she dept. An hour later, she was awakened by afit of
coughing that plagued her deep for the rest of the night.

Penthor stared at the five scrolls before him. He was waiting for the ink to dry before rolling and placing
them into their containers. They would be sedled, of course, with the official Gondylarian sedl. They
would be delivered by the fastest horses he could find. The messengers would only have aday's head
start before others would be sent to less supportive noble houses. Because there was no body, there
would be no funerd. He wondered how many of the Lordswould believe Dathan was ill dive
somewhere. He wondered if their old dlieswould remain loyal in light of recent events. Amaga, whether
sheliked it or not, would have to either marry or give up the throne. If shetried to rule High Gondylar
aone, shewould pay dearly for it.

If she did step down, that would leave him heir. As much as he had prepared for the eventudity, he never
truly wanted the job. Penthor couldn't see himself asaruler. He had to find away to keep Amagaon the
throne. Thetrick would be to do so without endangering her, while still maintaining the tentative peace
that had only recently settled over the Dukedom.

Gondylarian politics were so hopeessy twisted, it was almost impossible to prepare for every possible
scenario, yet a Duke had to do just that. And Penthor had learned from the best. Like any strategy game,
the loser was the first to make the fatal mistake. Penthor read and reread each | etter, while considering
various possibilities. He wondered if any of the Lords might consider taking an Ethrell wifeif it meant
gtting on the throne.

He could not marry her himsdlf, of course. There would be too many whispersif that happened. He even
congdered briefly marrying her off to Kestryl. That would solve an entire host of problems. Amaga
would ill rule, since the Bladesman would aways defer to her. Most nobleswould think twice or even
three times before attempting an nation. And awell known, popular Gondylarian, alegend, would



be sitting on the throne.

There was only one problem with the plan. The Bladesman had no desireto rule, which is part of what
made him such a perfect servant. Penthor did not ook forward to discussing these ideaswith Amaga so
soon after Dathan's degth.

Unfortunately, there was nothing for it. As soon as he made sure the messages were on their way, he
would return to her chambers. It would be hard on her in the months to come, but such was the lot of
nobility.

Penthor would do whatever he could to ease that burden, but had no doubt the Duchess would haveto
bear the brunt of it on her own.

The next morning, Kestryl was already dressed and on hisway out when Penthor arrived at his door.
The Bladesman had already crested aplan of attack for the day. Hisfirst order of priority, after checking
on the Duchess, wasto try to figure out amotive for Dathan's nation. Without at least that, there
would belittle chance of finding the Dukeskiller.

Very few mages had the power to summon such aviolent storm. Men of such power tended to be a oof
and gpart from world poalitics, and the council of mages made certain it remained that way. Surely any of
the twelve on the council had the power to create such astorm, but it isunlikely any of them would risk
theire of his peers. Who did that leave?

Had Dathan offended a powerful mage? Had he ordered any recent executions or was something more
snister afoot? Kestryl had no idea, but knew he needed to find out.

"Good morning, Bladesman. Did you degp wdl?!

"Aswadl as can be expected. You didn't deep at dl, | suppose.”

"Therewasno timefor it. | will try to lie down for abit when things have calmed down.”
"Y ou sent your missves?'

"Indeed | have. Thereis nothing to do, but wait. It shouldn't be long.”

The Bladesman |eft the room and Penthor fell into step beside him. Both noticed the gpproaching guard
at the same moment.

"Sir, thereisaservant from Castle Therak with amessage for Duke Dathan."”

"That wasfast," said Kestryl.

"It should be interesting to see what it says, Snce my message won't reach him until a least tomorrow.”
"Indeed."

"Send the messenger to the throne room immediately.”

"Yes, M'lord." The guard turned and walked away.

"What about Amalga?' asked Kestryl.

"I have no intention of letting her see anything that might cause her more grief. If it'simportant, we can
awayshbring it to her attention.”



"Perhaps we should ask her firgt."

"The Duchess will have plenty to handlein the daysto come. Let'stry to ease her burdens as much aswe

Kestryl nodded. Though he was uncomfortable with the Situation, he would defer to Penthor for thetime
being.

It wasn't long before they entered the throne room. The messenger arrived a short time later. Penthor and
the Bladesman both stood before the throne. The messenger, barely more than a boy, was dressed in the
livery of The House of Therak. His hands were empty. It was Penthor who spoke.

"Y ou have amessage?’

The boy nodded.

"Let'shearit."

"The messageisfor the Duke, Sir."

"I am, a the moment, the acting Duke."

Penthor walked to the messenger and whispered asingle word into his ear. In theory, such keyswere
known only to the Duke and Duchess, but Penthor was privy to al Dathan's secrets. At once, the boy
sraightened and his eyes grew hard. When he next spoke his voice was much degper and far more
agitated. Both men immediately recognized it asthe voice of Lord Uryth.

"Dathan, have you lost what's left of your mind? | have no intention of yielding my position. Y ou know
damned well how | fed about your marriage and your choice of successor, not to mention the hundreds
of intangible differences between our respective philosophies.

"Do you redlly believe Penthor, acommon peasant by birth, isworthy of stting on the throne of the
greatest country in the world? What would your father say? Y ou amost make me embarrassed to be a
Gondylarian.

"I sent you no message. | have no ideawhat game you're playing, but | warn you, the House of Therak is
not interested. Leave us out of your intrigues or pay the consequences.”

Asthelast word left his mouth, the messenger's shoulders sagged. Once again, he was only aboy.
Penthor and the Bladesman exchanged troubled glances. They listened to the message twice more before
Penthor spoke the word to eraseit. He sent the messenger back with a vague response, explaining the
Duke was indisposed and would reply as soon ashewas able.

Kestryl waited until the messenger |eft the throne room before speaking.

"How much do you plan to tell the Duchess?"
"I'll have to see how she'sfedling before | makethat decision.”

"That would seem the wisest course of action. Shall we check on her now?!
Penthor started toward the door. "L ord Uryth had some strong words for the Duke.”
"Indeed.”

"I've never actudly asked you, but perhapsit istime. What do you think of the Duke's choice of heir?"



"l do not question the will or wisdom of the throne."
"Nor am | asking you to. | wasjust wondering how you felt about it."

Kestryl paused for along timein order to phrase his response. "1 believe Dathan made the best choice
avalableto him at thetime."

Penthor looked at the Bladesman thoughtfully, but spoke no more on the subject.

Amalgawas dready awake when the Bladesman and Penthor arrived at her rooms. She did not spesk
much, though she was aware of their growing concern. She smply could not release the images of
Dathan'slast moments. In time, she knew, they would fade, but that did not help her now.

Penthor prattled on about nonsense. Occasiondly, she would start to cough and he would pause and
wait for her to catch her breath. By the third time, he moved to her, but it was the Bladesman who

spoke.
"l believeit istimeto fetch theroyd physician.”

"Nonsense. | wasout intherain. | developed achill, nothing more."

Kestryl looked to Penthor for support and the heir was more than happy to provideit.

"I'm afraid | mustingst, M'lady. With the Duke gone, we must take al precautionsto guard your hedlth.”
"l am the Duchessand you will do as| say."

Kestryl dropped his head. "Of course, M'lady."

Penthor grew angry. "I'm sorry, but | will not havethis. | do not like the way you look and | will not take
no for an answer. Y ou are responsible for High Gondylar and frankly, what you want doesn't make any
more difference than what | want. Kestryl, fetch Fern.”

The Bladesman turned from Amalgato Penthor and back again. He agreed with Penthor, but could not
disobey adirect order from the Duchess. Amagawatched, part of her curious asto how hewould
respond. She could read thetension in hisface; seeit in his posture. After only afew seconds, she
nodded.

She watched the Bladesman leave before turning to Penthor. "What eseis on your mind?'
"Milagy?"

"Come now. I'm sure you have moreto tell me."

Penthor bit hislip.

"l am the Duchess. | have a Dukedom to run and can't do so if you're going to withhold information from
r],E.ll

"Y ou never ceaseto amaze me, M'lady."
"Don't change the subject.”
Penthor sighed. "We received amessage from Castle Therak."

"Let meguess. Lord Uryth never invited us.”



"How did you know?'

"The storm...it isnt hisstyle. Uryth isfar too honorable to resort to that type of trickery.”

"But theinvitation was delivered in hisown voice."

"Penthor, any mage capable of summoning such astorm, is cgpable of faking that kind of message.”
Penthor shook hishead. "Of course. | don't know why | didn't seethat.”

"Because you haven't dept and you have other things on your mind. What else did Lord Uryth haveto
say, or have | dready heard it al before?"

"You'vedready heard it, M'lady.”

She walked to the window and looked out. Below, apair of guards patrolled the courtyard. "1 will see
the physician, but | will not rest. | cannot. | have a Dukedom to run.”

A coughing fit took her and did not release her for many minutes.

Chapter Two - The Hidden Enemy

The Bladesman studied Fern carefully. The physician did not often vidt his spartan quarters. "'I'm sorry,
but there's nothing more | can do.”

For two weeks, Kestryl had watched Amaga's condition deteriorate in spite of Fern's attentions. At firgt,
the cough was a nuisance, but it grew worse as the days passed. The fever and chills started aweek after
Dathan's death. By the time the physician had confined Amalgato bed, she was too week to refuse him.

"What are you saying?' asked the Bladesman

"I do not believe the Duchesswill survive much longer.”
"There must be some curefor thisallment.”

"l wishit weretrue, my friend."

"Have you told Penthor?"

"Yes, but | didn't haveto. He knew dready.”

" gea

Kestryl rose and paced. He did not meet the physician's eyes. The pain was hisaoneto bear. Hisfailure.
He had not been able to save Dathan and now the Duchess was dipping away aswell. And Kestryl was
gill no closer to finding the responsible party. The investigation had turned up nothing. Hed tried to
attack the problem from every angle. Hed consulted dozens of people. Even those who did not support
Dathan had been more than happy to cooperate. Could one of the Lords have been behind it? Toward
what end? Could Amalga have been the redl target of the storm? If so, how could he protect her, should
the mage try again? These were the questions that kept him busy, day after day.

He wasthankful for the digtraction, for night took itstoll on him. Each time he closed his eyes, images of
Dathan's death filled hismind. And on the rare occasions he was able to find deep, his dreams continued



the assault, allowing no reprieve. He deserved no less.

The Dukeswdll-being had been his responsbility and he had failed. Each time he rdlived those find
moments, hetried with al hismight to find aflaw in his actions. Something he could have doneto dter the
outcome. Y et each reiteration led to the same unacceptable, inevitable conclusion. If there had been any
way to changeit, he would never know. If only he could somehow stop looking.

Findly, Kestryl turned to face the physician. "There must be away to save her. | can not bear to lose
them both."

Fern shook his head. "The Duchess illnessis beyond my ability. Go to her, Kestryl. Say farewell while
timeremans.”

Without another word, he turned and |eft, sensing the Bladesman's need for solitude.

Amaga, wisps of auburn hair suck to her sweaty, too paeface, tried in vain to pull hersdf into astting
position. She did not know how long she had been there. She did know she was not always entirely
lucd.

She remembered both too much and not enough. Dathan was dead. The very thought loomed in her
mind, so strong it blocked out dmost everything else. It wasimpossiblefor her to understand how it
could have happened. And as much as she needed him, High Gondylar needed him even more.

Almogt single-handedly, Dathan had carved a unified country from ahandful of Lords, who would rather
be at each other'sthroats. The only flaw in his power base had been Amalgaslineage.

The Ethrellen were her people, and they were agood people. It was the human's shortsightedness, their
inability to ded with anything different that prevented them from honestly eva uating the Ethrellen. No
human could concelve acivilized culture without crime, without internd strife, without money.

If the Ethrellen were arrogant, who could blame them? No Ethrell was [ eft to starve, nor would onelive
well at the expense of his brother. There was no war, no murder, no theft. Her people had the right to
fed superior.

Before sheld met Dathan, Amaga had assumed al humans were dike. He had broken her of that
misconception. Since that time, she had met many others who were of ahigher cdiber than thetypica,
sword-dinging Gondylarian barbarian. She loved Dathan from the moment they met, as much for his
handsome countenance asfor hiswit and charm. Amalga could not stand the thought of so greet aman
married to a human woman. Hedeservedan Ethrdll wife.

Of course, her very presence might have been the reason for his nation. At the thought, her eyes
began to fill, but she shook hersdlf. Think. She had to think. Dathan was dead and there would betimeto
mourn him, but not now. The only thing she could afford to think about was the future of High Gondylar.

Inaway, it was good she was dying. None of the Lords would take her serioudy and she did not wish to
live without Dathan by her Sde.

"Soon my love, | will bewith you.”

She shivered, surprised not only that she had spoken aoud, but also at the weaknessin her voice. She
was not long for thisworld.

Penthor would take the throne. There was no one € se and more importantly, he was Dathan's choice.
Shewouldn't changethat if she could. Penthor was animmensdly intelligent individud, well versedin



Gondylarian custom and history. A thoughtful man, both diplomatic and cautious. On the other hand, he
was not nearly as strong as Dathan. Within afew years, he would be overpowered by the strength of the
Gondylarian nobility and High Gondylar would backdide into the same Stuation they werein before
Dathan took the throne.

She smiled. When had she become so concerned over the fate of the Gondylarian people? Again, there
was Dathan, hisvery presencein her life having changed her. She now saw the Gondylarians as errant
children, rather than the mongters she had first thought them. Her people had no reason to love humansin
generd and Gondylariansin particular.

Amagadid not haveto strain to pull up memories of incidents that showed the depths to which man
could sink. Not long ago, soldiers rode through the woods hunting Ethrellen on sight. Times had changed,
but how long would those changes endure once Penthor's influence began to weaken? How long before
lesscivilized heads prevailed?

She thought long and hard on the matter. It would certainly happen. Even if Penthor did not yield to the
Lords, one of them would find away to take hislife. The Ethrellen needed Dathan on the throne. She
drained to St again. After severad minutes, she gave up and, with grest effort, rolled onto her sde.
Absently, she scratched her chin with her left foot. Everything hurt. She wondered how much time she
hed | eft.

She fdt her eyes closing, was amost adeep, when the idea struck her. She turned on her back and,
without redlizing it, struggled into aSitting position. She needed to spesk with the Bladesman. Shefought
the pull of deep, excitement growing in her, in spite of the pain. She could amost see Dathan smiling
through the vell that separated the land of the living from the world beyond.

"Soon my love. | just have onefina matter to handle and | will join you."
Finally, Amalga, the Duchess of High Gondylar, surrendered to tears.

Penthor paced the roof, trying to collect histhoughts. In only afortnight, hisentire redity had been
atered. While he knew he had been Dathan's choice as successor, he had expected the Duketo livea
long, hedlthy life. How much time had the gods given him on Corithim? Forty-four years. Before long,
Penthor would be that old.

So much rested on his shoulders. Even though he was not yet Duke, Amagasillness|eft her unableto
make decisons. Thelast two weeks had given Penthor a chance to taste the future. To be on the throne
of thethird largest country in the world. He thought back, trying to recall each ruler who preceded him.
What right did he have to think of those people and himsdlf in the same circle? What kind of ruler would
he make? How would history remember Penthor, Duke of High Gondylar?

Angrily, Penthor closed out the thought. To think such while Amalga il lived, bordered on treason. And
to be truthful, he was not looking forward to her death. He loved both her and Dathan more than he
would ever admit and knew he could not begin tofill their shoes. He couldn't even try. It may well turn
out that choosing him as successor was Dathan's biggest mistake, worse even than marrying an Ethrell.

Penthor looked at the sky, surprised to find the light retreating. He sighed. So much to do. Soon, whether
he wished it or not, he would be crowned. He pictured Dathan and Amalga, sitting Side by side on their
thrones.

"Mitra, let me do them justice. Help merulewisgly in your name.”

Hewalked toward the stairs but instead of descending, sat on the top step and hung his head. He'd never



fdt moredonein hislife

The physician'swarning did not prepare Kestryl for the redity of the Situation, though he visited the
Duchess every day. Perhaps he was only now alowing himsdlf to see her as shewas. Amagawas but a
dim reflection of the vibrant, intelligent woman held come to know. He had no choice but to finaly accept
the truth.

Sheturned to look at him. It took more than aminute for her to focus. When recognition finaly lit her
eyes, he went to her, falling on one knee beside the bed. He reached out to stroke her cheek.

She smiled weskly. "My Bladesman. | am happy you are come.”

Hetried to keep concern from hisface, but the sound of her voice gave ample reason to worry. He
smiled, though he could not entirely mask the hopelessnessin his eyes--not from her.

"Do not be sad, my friend. Things are asthey are. Embrace them." Her eyes were filled with compassion.
"Soon | will join Dathan and we will dance the eternd until time itself ends, but for now you and | have
much to discuss™

Kestryl fought down his pain. She was the Duchess and he would obey her until the last breath Ieft her
body.

"I need you to serve me onefina time. Thetask isnot easy, nor an | certainitispossible, but | know if
anyone can accomplishit, itisyou.”

"My Lady, | will not fail you."

"I know. Y ou never have." She continued before he could protest. " Go forth now. Wait not for my desath.
Find my daughter, Kestryl. Sheistherightful heir.”

"Y ou mean for me to oppose Penthor then?"

"No. Penthor will take the throne. That was Dathan's wish and | would have it no other way. But you are
bound to the blood, not the throne. If you cannot find Cyanne or if sheisdead, return here and serve
Penthor as you would have me. If you find her, tell her what happened. Tell her dl you know of Dathan
and mysdlf. Protect and obey her. Sheisthelast of Dathan's blood.”

Kestryl nodded, not trusting himself to speak. It was al he could do to hold back tears. He could take
any man in single combat, but this dying woman was tearing him apart and there was no defense he could
find.

"I will digtract Penthor for aslong as| am able. | do not doubt his loyalty, but | have little doubt he would
want you hereto assist in the trangtion. Trust no one. Tell no one. Leave and make haste.”

With that dismissal, Kestryl rose to his feet and bowed. "It is an honor to have served you."
A amilelit Amalgaseyes. "My Kesiryl. Always so formd.”

She brokeinto afit of coughing that lasted so long, he thought she might die. He waited patiently until it
was done. At length, the Duchessfound her voice.

"Find Penthor. Tdl him | have need of him."

Ashewaked from the bed, Kestryl faintly heard the last words he would ever hear his Duchess spesak.



" Shebawatch over you."
Kestryl continued out the door without looking back.

On the streets of Gondylar, people moved about through the humid night air. Darkness was the cue for
Gondylariansto come out and play. And play in Gondylar was rough.

Thetaverns, dready crowded, would stay open for most of the night. In dim corners, business dedls,
both legitimate and those of ashadier nature, were finaized. Courtesans advertised their profession, each
more scantily clad than the next. In apit in atavern, two naked men with daggers fought for their lives,
while those watching bet on the outcome. Drugs were bought and sold. Thieves moved through the
crowds looking for an easy target.

Not one of them knew the future of their country was being decided. Most knew about Dathan's degth,
but not of the Duchess illness, |et alone her imminent passing. None suspected Penthor would soon be
stting on the throne. Had they known, most wouldn't care. Life was hard enough without becoming
involved in the affairs of nobles. Likeliving near ahive, most were content to et the bees have their

honey.

While many streetsin Gondylar were brightly lit with hanging lanterns, some, like the narrow passage that
had come to be known as Stalkers Court, were not illuminated at al. Few came here after dark and
those who did, trod cautioudly.

From the shadows, featurel ess faces watched the passage of a man, handsomely attired in leather armor,
leading adark horse. Most weren't even curious. Life had taught them what happened to those who
asked questions. A few wereinterested in spite of themsalves, for seldom did anyone of meansvigt this
area. The more violent denizens of Stalkers Court considered whether or not to try and avail themselves
of the man's horse. But asecond look at the way he carried himsalf, discouraged even the bravest thief.

There was about him asense of something inexplicably out of place. The stdlion nickered gently and the
man, without turning, reached back a hand to soothe him.

" Soon, Shadow, we will be on our way. Gentle now."

He moved like aman with a purpose and perhaps on that particular night, he had more purpose than heldd
ever had before. For Kestryl, the Bladesman of High Gondylar, it was the beginning of along journey.
And who knew what might become of the land that had borne him during his absence.

Hewhispered a prayer to Sheba and moved more quickly. He wanted to be as far from the city as
possible by daybreak.

Penthor sat on the bed beside Amalga. He had no doubt she was rambling, but she was still Duchess and
hewould listen, even if she spoke dl night. He knew al of what she said anyway, but if she could derive
some small comfort in her last moments by telling him again, he saw no harm iniit. Severa times her voice
dropped s0 low he had to lean close to hear. Sometimes her words made no sense, but then she would
pause and when she continued, she was lucid. Occasiondly she would bresk into horriblefits of coughing
that lasted for many minutes, but after recovering, would continue.

Amaga spoke for hour upon hour into the night. She spoke of the Lords and the danger they represented
to the peace of the Dukedom, of tresties and laws, of the common man and their relationship to the
Ethrellen. And suddenly, there were no more words, just aglazed look and an open mouth.

"Pagel" screamed Penthor. "Fetch Fern. Quickly!"



He thought back, trying in vain to remember the last words of the Duchess of High Gondylar.

It did not take Fern long to pronounce the Duchess dead. It took him even lesstime to swear fedlty to
Penthor. If the new Duke felt uncomfortable about this occurring over the fill warm body of Amaga, he
didn't show it. At any other time, he might have said something, but there was too much to be doneto be
concerned about etiquette.

He needed to arrange afunera. Theroyal will would have to be opened. He had to be crowned and,
whileall that was going on, he had to figure out where each of the Lords stood in the new scheme of
things. Who could he count on? Who would betray him?

He sent apage to Kestryl's quarters with the news. He had the proper people avakened to start funera
preparations. Burid in Gondylar, even for a petty lordling, was an ordeal. How much more so for the
Duchess hersdf?

He had to arrange for music, flowers and entertainment. The clergy needed to be informed and
represented. The chamberlain had to be notified, aswell asdl of the Lords. Time would haveto be
given. If the funera were held before aLord showed, it would be atransgression of etiquette beyond
forgiveness. And Penthor didn't need any new enemies.

The page returned, informing him the Bladesman had not answered the knock at hisdoor. It was quite
late and Penthor was surprised, but not overly so. He sent half adozen pages out to search.

As each reported in, he became increasingly convinced the Bladesman had not stayed on at al. He sent
to the stables and, as he'd guessed, Shadow was not there. Penthor sighed. Tonight, he had no timeto
worry about such things, but the idea Kestryl might not lend his support did not St easy with him. He
could not afford to worry about that. There were more immediate matters that required attention. It was
amost daybreak and he gill had much to do.

He sat on ahorse on ahill, overlooking the walled city, Gondylar. Dark clouds hovered nearby, asif a
premonition of doom. The air was cold and dry. There was no wind. No sound or movement of any
kind. It was asif the great city was suspended in time, caught between moment and moment.

Though the lack of movement was characteristic of Gondylar this soon after dawn, to Kestryl it seemed
there was something ominous about it. He took one last [ook at the city, murmured one fina farewell to
his Duchess and reined his horse north. Behind him, the city was beginning to awaken.

There was no reason for the Bladesman to believe anyone besides Amaga, and possibly Penthor, knew
of hisflight from the city. Certainly he had taken great care to makeit so. It would have come asquite a
surprise that other eyes were watching. Eyesthat had been following the events at the Gondylarian
Palace since before Dathan's desth.

A hundred miles south and west of Gondylar lay avast underground cavern complex known asthe
Darkdom of Vykon. Its existence was known by few, and believed by only asmall percentage of them,
largely because that was the way the Dark One wanted it.

Higtorically, there was nothing specia about the caves. They had formed like many similar Sructures,
over time and under pressure, by the forces that shape the world. Only within the last century could one
say anything of significance had occurred there, for it was about that long ago the Dark One of Vykon
firgt found them.

It isanyone's guesswhat drew him therein the first place, but it was exactly the type of location for which
he'd been searching. Already a powerful mage, he needed a secluded areato continue his research.



Somewhere away from the curious and the jedlous. It is said, by those who claim to know, that at the
time he was gill sane. Certainly, if he were, it was a condition that had long since passed.

Insanity among the more powerful magesis not entiredly uncommon. Thereis something about the mind of
asorcerer that isalittle off to start, perhaps the very thing that allows them to control the powers upon
which they draw.

Anditisnot terribly rare for an adept to overestimate his skill and draw on power beyond his ability to
control. It hasresulted in the death of more than one mage, who might one day have been grest.

Y et in rare cases, apractitioner might draw too much power and still live. Perhapsthat wasthe way it
had been with the Dark One, for at some point his brilliant mind ceased to function along what most
would call conventiona pathways. Power, in al itsforms, became an obsession. His experiments
continued into areas most mages would never consider, each new success prope ling him farther down
the path of insanity. The Dark One of Vykon soon cameto redlize his power was usdess. Control of
arcaneforces no longer satisfied him. He needed flesh. He required subjects. He longed to be
worshipped as agod. Desire became obsession. Only the blood and swest of living beings would suffice.

He scoured the Gondylarian countryside for people with magica abilities and took them, forcibly when
necessary, back to the cavernsto train. He procured mercenaries to protect what he now saw as his
borders. Heruled hisrealm with fear. None in that vast underground could stand against him. Those most
powerful, he kept most fearful. They became his dite. Scarhawas one of these.

Tolook at her, you would not think her awoman of power. She was athin, short woman, who might
have been handsome were it not for the dark circles under her brown eyes or the haunted look in them.
Her shoulder-length hair, once brown, was dmost completely gray, though no wrinkle marred her face,
making it difficult to determine her age. Her lipswerethin, her nose smdl. She moved asif through a
dream, and if her mind was not al it had once been, her particular talent had flourished. She was a seer
of no small skill and served the Dark One of Vykon with dl her heart and soul.

Scarhaheld aspecia placein the Darkdom, for she had borne the Dark Oné's only son, the heir to his

throne. She hadn't seen the boy for more than two decades, and even while he was growing hadn't had

much contact with him. She often wondered what had become of her son, but was too frightened of her
master to ask.

She even wondered, from timeto time, if the Dark One had killed him. If so, she was certain he had his
reasons, for he loved his son above dl dse. Sill, he did have atemper and there was no telling how far
held go if helogt it. Perhapsit was better if she never learned her son'sfate.

She watched as he paced, the Dark One of Vykon. It had been the only name she'd ever known him by.
If hed ever had another, held likely forgotten it himself.

Behind him the chamber loomed so large, much of it waslogt to darkness. Nearby, on astone dais
darker than the deepest night, sat athrone made of wood so dark asto be amost black. The sides of
that seat teemed with serpents carved so ornately, to stare long enough gave the image of writhing to the
etched denizens of its surface. Y et, as awesome asit was, it was the base upon which it rested that drew
the eyes of those who found themsalvesin that room, though whether they stared at it or turned away
depended on their individua courage.

Therein lay one of the sources of Vykon's power. The briefest touch of the cursed rock would sted a
man's soul, adding its strength to the Dark Oné's adready powerful life force. Even Scarhawas not
immuneto theterror it induced and could not ook directly at it for any length of time.



Scarhareturned her gaze to the large piece of quartz before her. To mogt, it wasjust anatura minera
deposit I&ft in place when the room was constructed, but to those so gifted, it wasatool of farsight; the
ability to see distant events as they occurred.

Scarha cleared her mind and gazed into the crystal until the patterns of light trapped benegth itswhitish
surface began to shift. Images approached and grew clear, asif emerging from the depths of a murky
pool. She said nothing. The Dark One made no noise, so as not to distract her. So peaceful was her
expression, she might have been deeping. When she finaly spoke, her voice was devoid of emotion, asif
she were not conscious of where she was or with whom she conversed.

"Amagas soul has vacated her body. Funera arrangements have been made. Penthor rulesin High
Gondylar.”

The grim smile on the Dark One'sface was entirely lost on the psychic. "Excdlent.” Scarhalapsed again
into slence. A short whilelater, her entire body tensed. "The Bladesman did not wait for Amalgas
passng. Heleft Gondylar in pain, asif part of him had died.”

The Dark Oneraised his bushy eyebrows and scowled. "Perhaps he had not the strength to wait for the

Even asthe words sounded, he knew them to be untrue. The Bladesman was aman of duty. He would
not leave his Duchess unless he had been so ordered.

"To where does heride?’

"North. First to acave, then to The Mistress and then to Stratus.”
"And what does he seek?'

"The heir to the Gondylarian throne.”

"Dathan'slineisdead. It died with his daughter fifteen years ago.”
"Cyannelives gill and the Bladesman seeks her.”

"I wonder if hewill find her?"

"I can not seethefuture. Only what isand what was."

The Dark One frowned. He was well aware of Scarha's limitations and had spoken aloud without
expectation of receiving an answer. He didn't need her to tel him the future.

He would take steps to make certain the Bladesman would never locate the heir to the Gondylarian
throne.

Kestryl pushed his steed as hard as he could. Around him, trees stretched almost to the sky, though the
shade did little to dispel the heat. He stopped only when it grew too dark to continue. His sparse med
conssted of what he could gather from the surrounding countryside. It was not the first time he had lived
thisway. Though he preferred some mest in his diet, he wouldn't waste precious time hunting.

Shortly before darknessfell, he located a clearing. He rubbed down, fed and watered Shadow, before
searching the areafor the berries and nuts he knew he would find thistime of year. Some of those berries
were sour, but as they matched his mood, he ate them anyway. When he was not moving, time passed
too dowly, but he could not afford to risk his steed by riding at night.



Unable to deep, he paced the clearing, occasionally glancing south toward the city he had left behind.
That Penthor now ruled the Dukedom he had no doubt and again wondered if it weren't for the best.

Heturned his gaze northward, though he could see nothing through the wall of trees. He till had
hundreds of leaguesto travel to reach a seacalled The Mistress, so named for the number of women
who had logt their husbandsto her. Across her dark waterslay The Skyshore Realm. Once there, he had
to find awoman he'd left when she was but a child. Would she go by the same name? What would she
look like? If he couldn't find her, how long should he wait before returning to serve Penthor?

And then he knew. He would search for aslong as he lived, unless he found evidence of her passing.
Only when he kndlt a the foot of her grave and prayed to Shebato see her soul safely acrossthe divide,
would he return to Gondylar and serve the new Duke.

Kestryl looked up at the stars. He knelt and dropped his heed. " Sheba, if sheliveslet mefind her, and
serve her better than | did her parents.”

He stayed on one knee long into the night, eyes moist with tears. Later, he dept for afew hours before
continuing on hisway.

The Dark One gazed at the crystd asif by staring hard enough, he too might be able to unrave its
mysteries.

"l must know more. The cave. What isin the cave?'

Scarha stared at the crystal, until the ever-present linesin her forehead deepened. At last she spoke,
aware of the inadequacy of her answer.

"ltisempty.”

The Dark One turned and walked away, thinking furiously. When he turned back, his voice was hard.
"Why would Kestryl go out of hisway to visit an empty cave?'

"l cannot see.”

The Dark One took a step toward her, studying her face with the same fervor he had used on the stone
itself. He could seethe strain in her eyesand fed it in her soul.

"It isof no consequence. Do you think you could locate this cave?!
The psychic nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

Satidfied, the Dark One of Vykon smiled. "Now then. Tell mewherel can find the rightful heir to the
throne of High Gondylar.”

Penthor, unable to deep, returned to the palace roof and gazed north. Not a man used to anger, hewas
surprised to find himsdlf pacing. Perhapsit isthe way with rulers. Dathan had once assured him the
throne would change him. He could only hope it would be for the better.

How strange that Kestryl did not wait for Amaga's death. Penthor knew the Bladesman would have
stood vigil dl night, unless something more important called him. And what could be more important than
the death of the Duchess?

The search for her daughter. 1t had to be. And Amalga hersalf must have sent him. He thought back to
the long night of rambling he had endured. Had the Duchess been trying to buy Kestryl timeto get away?



He amost laughed, it was so ridiculous. What did she think he would have done to stop him? Whatcould
he have done?

The palace guard was as loyd to the Bladesman as to Penthor and certainly he could not have persuaded
the Bladesman to ignore Amalga's last request. Damn them both, | needed him here,

Penthor turned east to watch thefirst rays of light top the city's grest wall.

"Good-bye, Kestryl, and god speed. May you find the object of your search. Somehow, | will makeit
without your aid."

He shook his head as he made hisway back to the stairs, then forced the Bladesman from hismind. He
would concentrate on circumstances he could do something about.

Asthe countryside became familiar, the Bladesman quickened his pace. Though he had not been thisway
in over twenty years, little had changed.

Kestryl gazed around him, taking in the ralling hills and more distant mountains. Mountains that had once,
long ago, been hishome. Hefdt athrill at the very thought of being reunited with his mentor and good
friend, Dauber Uaks. Why had he let so many years go by without once visiting? Was hislife so busy, he
could ignore the only father he remembered?

A moment of fear passed through him. Would the great mage be angry? Would Dauber Uaks embrace
him openly after so much time? For that matter, why had there been no news of him?

Kestryl shook his head. There was no point concerning himself with questions that would be answered
soon enough. He kicked Shadow into atrot. Sensing his excitement, the stallion whickered.

Asthe landscape flew by, it became even more familiar. When hewasfinaly forced to stop for the night,
he knew precisdly where he was. By tomorrow he would reach the home of Dauber Uaks. He only
hoped the mage could help him locate the young Duchess.

Asthe moon rose over the Darkdom of Vykon, eight mounted men in black armor took to the night. To
look at them wasto be certain of their nature. Each and every onewas akiller.

Had you eyesin that barren landscape, you would have seen three men at arms, followed by five
warriors of adifferent nature. The three wore looks of desperation, asif their very lives depended upon
the success of their mission. Each waslost in his own thoughts, as they contemplated the nature of their
target. They wereto find and kill Kestryl, the Bladesman of High Gondylar.

Had he made hisway straight to the north shore, they would have never been able to catch him, but he
had detoured and that was his error. If they pushed their mounts hard, they would have enough time to
intercept him. Not that they were anxiousto do so. Each had heard tales of the Bladesman's exploits. Y et
fear of the Dark One propelled them to risk the assault. The Bladesman, skilled as he was, was but a
man. The same could scarcely be said of the Dark One.

The second group of riders were not mercenaries. That they were even human might be debated, though
at first glance they appeared so, until you looked into their eyes. Soulless, dark eyes, amost unseeing, set
in expressionless faces that were alittle too pale and alittle too gaunt. Faces of men who seldom spoke
and never ate. Not the Dark One's dlite, like his mercenaries, but darker servants from some forgotten
hell. Rarely were such creatures caled into existence and only at times of great need.

Their misson was smple. They would search for the heir to the Gondylarian throne. With theinformation
given them by Scarha, they should have no trouble finding her before the Bladesman could. Still, finding



her would be the hard part. Once that was done, it would be no problem &t al to kill her.

Afterwards, they could do as they wished with the corpse.

Chapter Three- Departure

Kestryl didn't wait for dawn to resume his journey, though he opted to walk his mount, rather than ride,
No senseinrisking injury this closeto his destination. He stopped only briefly at anearby stream to dlow
Shadow adrink before turning toward the mountains. As soon asit was light enough, he mounted and
kicked himinto agalop.

Heleaned forward in the saddle, exhilarated by the early morning breeze. Later in the day it would be
too hot to fed that way no matter how fast he rode. It took him the best part of the day to reach the path
into the mountains. Shortly before nightfal, he was forced to tie Shadow to atree and continue on foot.
He was not far now, but the beast could not follow where he was going.

Heran likeaman well rested, in spite of the number of hours held been in the saddle. After ashort time,
he turned from the path and approached the base of acliff. It would have been difficult for anyone but an
expert climber, yet Kestryl scaled the rocky surface asif he were walking aflight of Sairs.

The hand and foot holds were exactly where they had aways been and the way cameto him asif held
madethisclimb every day of hislife. Within minutes, he was pulling himself onto aledge forty feet above
the ground. The cave entrance before him was al but invisble from below. Dauber Uaksliked his

privacy.

Kestryl stood at the entrance drinking it in. He knew once he entered and turned the corner, the natural
stone structure would give way to awd|-furnished suite of caverns. Contained therein were the mage's
living quarters, aswell as other chambers where he would work, sometimes for days, on some new spell
or magicd dixir.

Kestryl walked dowly through the entrance cavern. When he made the turn he stopped, first puzzled,
then darmed.

He moved from chamber to chamber, but there was no trace of Dauber Uaks, or any of his possessions.
By thetime hefinished hisinvestigation, the sun had set. He would spend the night and in the morning
continue hisjourney.

It was atroubled Bladesman who lay down to deep on the hard stone floor of the entrance cave. The
greatest mage in High Gondylar had left his home and without him, Kestryl's chances of finding Cyanne
were diminished.

He spent arestless night dreaming of the past held lost and the future he might never find.

The Dark One of Vykon sat on the snake throne. Beyond the doors of the chamber, two of his servants
stood guard with instructions that he not be disturbed. He had much to consider.

A little over two weeks ago, he had sent a message to Duke Dathan at the Gondylarian pal ace that
would draw him away from his center of power. The summoned storm had adequately done its job.
Dathan had been removed. Without him, it would not have been long before Amalgawas replaced. Not
even Dathan's closest allieswould have tolerated an Ethrell as sole sovereign. That she had died wasan
added bonus.



Penthor had taken the throne as planned. Even if Penthor were able to keep the Lords at bay, a
guestionable happenstance a best, he till wasin afar weaker position than had been Dathan. If Penthor
kept the throne, Vykon would pick aLord, corrupt him (ah, there were so many unscrupulous Lords)
and back him. With the Dark One behind him and Penthor on the throne, there could be no doubt about
the outcome.

Unfortunately, it would have to wait. First there was the matter of the Bladesman and the heir to the
Gondylarian throne. The three men he had sent out should be able to take Kestryl, but if they couldn't, it
was of little matter. By the time he reached her, the heir to the Gondylarian throne would be dead.

Once shewas gone, it wouldn't matter what Kestryl did. Penthor would never welcome him back. He
would wander Corithim alost soul; awarrior without a cause; for Dathan's line would be no more.

There was dtill the matter of the cave, but that wasn't urgent. In time, the Dark One would understand
why Kestryl had stopped there--or he wouldn't. It didn't matter.

The only thing that did, was that the last of Dathan's line would soon be dead.

Kestryl stretched, trying to work the kinks from muscles that had been working too hard. He was not
used to spending this much timein the saddle and hisbody felt it. In the two days since hed left the
empty cave of Dauber Uaks, hed done much thinking.

He had littleto go on. Cyanne, if she dill lived, would be twenty years old. Her eyes, once violet, might
gtill be so and her hair was probably still black. She had been left in The Skyshore Realm with aloyal
Gondylarian servant and enough money to support her for the remainder of both their lives. For al he
knew, the two il lived in Stratus where held |eft them, but it was not certain. Much could happenin
fifteen years.

Histhoughts turned to Dauber Uaks and what his absence might mean. He could picture the mage
clearly, asif they'd only just parted company.

Upon seeing thetall dark-haired Gondylarian for the first time, most people would have thought him to be
awarior or perhaps asoldier of fortune. Nor would they be far off, for Dauber Uaks was as at home
with ablade aswith aspell.

It was he who taught the Bladesman how to use asword, though over the intervening years, Kestryl had
mastered new techniques that brought him to the place he was now. Even so, Dauber was not aman he
would choose as an enemy, magic notwithstanding.

High Gondylar was everything to the mage and Kestryl could think of no circumstance that would drive
him from the Dukedom. He could only assume either Dauber Uaks had passed on, an event he seriously
doubted, or he had found ancther placeto live, better suited to his purposes than the caves that had
served him for so long.

Shadow dowed as he crested the top of a hill. Kestryl took the opportunity to twist in the saddle, trying
again to loosen the knot of musclesin hisback. In the distance, below and behind him, he could just
make out three riders. He had seen them earlier and was not at all happy to see them again. He knew
there was no possibility the three riders on dark horses could have anything to do with him, yet the feding
inthe pit of hisstomach said otherwise.

Helooked at the sun and again back at the riders. If he dowed and remained in the vicinity, they would
catch him before nightfall. Kestryl dismounted and began to wak Shadow toward the treesin the
distance. There he would wait and make his stand. He would know who followed him--and why.



Littlewould stand out at the Port of Athlana. As High Gondylar's mgjor northern port, Athlanawas acity
of contrast, especialy on the docks. Every color imaginable could be seen, particularly in the sails of the
vessels and the attire of the seafolk. In stark contrast were the navy vessels with their gray sailsand
brown-uniformed crews. The shopslining the pier sported awnings of different colors, asif alaw had
been passed that none could be used twice. Proprietors of those stores dressed in whatever fashion they
chose, asdiverse asthe nature of the wares they sold. Here soldiers mingled with dancers, and common
man and noble walked side by side.

Y et when the Hellspawn arrived, dark warriorsin dark armor, conversations cameto a halt. People
stopped to either stare or turn away. It was hard to say what separated these newcomers from others
who walked the docks, but there was no arguing something did. The warriors paid no mind to the
reaction, but instead waked the length of the pier consdering the boats.

There were anumber of shipsfor hire, aswould be at any port. Asthey approached, captains and sailors
busied themselves, slently mouthing prayersthe grim warriorswould passthem by. And for atime, that
happened. Only when they approached the end of the pier, did the leader turn and cross a gangplank.

On deck, amiddle aged gray-bearded merchant, clad in baggy blue-green trousers and a matching shirt,
swalowed. Wide-eyed, he stared at the armored men. In neighboring vessdls, sghs of relief were audible
and mogt turned their atention away from the hapless merchant, certain trouble was afoot.

"l wish to hireyour vessdl." The words were emotionless, dmost soulless; the voi ce deep and unpleasant.
At first, the merchant wastoo fearful to speak. At last, hefound hisvoice.

"Actudly, the ship needs repairs and won't be ready to sail for sometime." The merchant squeezed out
the sentence so quickly, there was no time for hisvoiceto quaver.

The dark warrior's hand gripped the merchant's arm with inhuman strength. More pressure might have
snapped the bone.

"l said, | would hirethis ship. Y ou will leave tomorrow." With those words, he released the merchant and
pulled a pouch from hisbelt. Hetossed it. "This should help motivate you."

The merchant caught it. The pouch was heavy with gold. Even before he opened it, he knew. More gold
than he could make in adecade.

"Whereisit that you wish to go?'
"Stratus. The Skyshore Realm.”

The merchant gasped. Many who attempted the rather hazardous four-month journey never returned.
Theweight of the gold in his hand pulled againgt hisfear. Fear of four months aseawith such men. An
opportunity that came but once in alifetime. The merchant nodded once.

"Very well, passagefor five. Can leave first thing in the morning. Just show up tomorrow and well be off.
Have some last minute businessto close, but I'm certain | can doit dl tonight.”

"Good, because until we sail, you will not stray from our sight.”

The merchant felt hislegs go weak. It was so much money, but four months trapped with these men
might well be more than any man could stand. Again the pull of the pouch in his hand caught his attention.
He could retire after thistrip. HEd probably need to.



"Very wel. Well st off straight away. Will there be anything specid you require?’
"Only haste. We have pressing business across The Mistress and would hate to be late.”
The smilethat gppeared on those too thin, too pale lips did nothing to reassure the merchant.

With the sun dmost ready to sink behind the mountains, Raffa kicked his mount into a gallop. He wanted
to gain as much ground as he could. Tomorrow, they would overtake him.

Behind, he could hear the sound of the others as they too urged their steedsto greater haste. Not that he
was anxious to face the Bladesman, but the aternative, failing the Dark One, was far worse.

He knew the others had smilar thoughts. They had discussed it the previous night, when they'd stopped
to rest for aperiod of timefar lessthan they or their mounts needed. Raffa shook off the thought and
continued riding, until he felt he could go no further. He dismounted and waited for the others. It wasn't
long beforethethree sat inacircle.

"l don't likethis, Raffa”" The man who spoke was the thinnest and tallest of the three, though hisdight
build was mideading. Few could maich Larn'swiry strength.

The man cdled Raffa shrugged. The unofficia leader of this expedition, if for no other reason than he was
the most experienced, Raffalooked like amercenary. Large, muscular, with jet black hair and abeard to
matich, finaly showing the beginnings of gray. Only hiseyes hinted a hisage. The years had beenkind to

him. Another year or two and he would be too old for this sort of thing.

"Look, | know the tales that are told and the songs that are sung, but facts are facts. When | wasachild,
stories of Kestryl of High Gondylar were already circulating. He hasto be at least sixty, perhaps older.
Once he was the greatest swordsman in the Dukedom, but | think at this point any one of us could put
him away. Don't et your thoughts run away from you. Control your fear."

Juleswas the youngest of the three. He chuckled as he regarded the others through atangle of red curls.
He was clean-shaven.

"Kill theelderly, | dwayssay." Helooked at thetall man. "What's the matter, Larn?Y ou worried about
being run through by alittle old man." The smile on hislipsdid nothing to detract from themdicein his

eyes.
Larn shrugged. "Some people are too young to fear, some are too stupid.”

Julesleaned forward, but never uttered his sharp retort. Before he could speak, Larn pitched forward
onto his stomach. For astunned second Jules sat speechless, until he noticed the knife protruding from
the tall man's back. Helegpt to hisfest.

Raffa, dready standing, had been quicker. He drew hisweapon and turned to face the intruder. Kestryl
burgt from the woods. From the first swipe, Raffaknew he was no match for the Bladesman. He fdt sted
pierce hisarmor and enter his body before Jules could cross the short distance between them. He fought
to raise his blade to buy enough time for the red-haired n to attack, but histired body would not
respond. His knees buckled. Hislast thought as he sank the rest of the way to the ground was how odd
the blade felt asit did from his body.

Kestryl turned toward Jules, brown eyes boring into the younger man's blue ones. Neither moved. Jules
evaluated hisbest strategy. The Bladesman waited to see what the young redhead would do. It seemed
amogt slly--the two of them close enough to go for each other, but choosing instead to stand like statues
and wait for the other to move. Jules nerve brokefirst. He turned and fled.



After witnessing the meleg, Julesdidn't think he could take the Bladesman, but thought he might be fast
enough to outrun him. He tore into the woods, dodging trees and jumping roots. He dared not turn to
look.

Just when he was beginning to believe himsdlf safe, ahand grabbed hisunkempt hair. Hefelt himsalf jerk
backwards, pain shooting through his neck. He turned his head. Behind him, holding his hair, stood the
Bladesman. Another yank and Jules fdll hard to the ground. He opened and closed hisright hand,
wondering what had happened to the sword that had been there. Strange, he didn't remember dropping
it. He felt aknee pressinto the small of hisback. A moment later, cold sted touched histhroat. The game
wasover.

Many thoughts passed through the young man's mind, but even then, the thought of dying did not occur to
him. He'd been in too many scrapes too many timesto believe it could finaly happen. Therehad to bea
way out. The only thing of which he was certain, he would not betray the Dark One. Even desth could
not shield him from Vykon's vengeance.

Hefdt himsaf gasping, eyeswide. His head, indeed his entire body, was wracked with pain. He heard
words, but had trouble understanding them. His vision blurred, then cameinto focus. Hetried to
concentrate.

"Who sent you? How did you find me?"
The questions arrived asif called from adistance. He was in shock.

"What?' he asked. He had to think. The image of the Dark One entered his mind and suddenly, it wasall
Clear.

"Who sent you?' The Bladesman's voice was as cold asthe stedl at the mercenary'sthroat. The edgeinit
told Jules, he didn't have much time. "Who do you work for?

Jules felt consciousness dipping, but fought to get out the words. The questions echoed in his mind.Who
sent you? Don't betray Vykon. Jules found hisvoice and spoke, though the effort pained him.

"1t was Penthor. Penthor sent me."

He amost smiled, would have if the pain had been less, but the hand holding his hair jerked his head
back sharply. "What were your orders? What were they?'

Bardly conscious, hereplied. "To kill you before you reached the Duchess.”

Kestryl released aroar of pure rage. His blade cut acrossthe n's neck. Julestried to scream, but
the blood in histhroat muffled the sound. Kesiryl continued to hold him until his struggles stopped.
Penthor had sent them. Penthor the traitor.

The Bladesman looked down and redlized he still grasped the hapless assassin's hair. Herdleased it and
watched asthe body fell therest of the way to the ground. Before he redlized what he was doing, he
raised his sword and brought it down. The first blow cleanly severed the head. Each successive blow
severed alimb, but it was not Jules the Bladesman struck, but Penthor. Again, ascream of rage built
within.

"Penthoooor!"

He started away, only returning and taking the n's head as an afterthought.



It was almost dark when the Ethrell woman arrived at the rock wall. If Scarha's description of the place
had not been perfect, sheld never have found it. Though she had no clue as to what she was searching
for, she knew she had better find something. The Dark One had been certain some clue would exist
explaining why the Bladesman had stopped there. And returning to Vykon without at least some idea of
what that was, could provefatal.

It would have been smarter to wait until the next morning to scaethewal, but fear of the Dark One
made her desperate. It took almost half an hour to make her way to the top. Severa times she dmost
dipped, and more than once remained frozen for minutes, searching for an irregularity she could use. She
was certain most humanswould have falen areedy.

By the time she pulled her aching, breathless body onto the ledge, the light had dwindled to the point
where she could not progress without lighting her lantern.

She searched the caves, working her way deeper and deeper into the side of the mountain. As she
moved through each chamber, she sllently prayed she might find something to appease her master. When
shefinished checking the last one, she camped, aware if she didn't find anything the next day, shewould
pay for her falure. She spent the night tormented by nightmares.

The next morning, on her way out, she found what she waslooking for. In the entrance cavern, hidden
behind apile of stones, lay an ordinary metal gauntlet.

It was s0 old and battered she might have I €ft it there, except for the powerful emanations of magic
surrounding it. Not daring to touch so powerful an object, she carefully pulled asack over it and placed it
in her pack. Shewould bring it back to Vykon and present it to the Dark One. Silently, she prayed to the
godsit would satisfy him. She could not afford the consequencesif it didn'.

Captain Andres of the Roya Gondylarian Navy sat donein his cabin. Most men would have found the
accommodations lacking, but he was quite fond of them. The room was just too small and the bed just
too hard, but they were the standard accouterments of alife at sea, and for that life, Captain Andres
would ded with the discomfit.

Andres had loved the seafor aslong as he could remember. Even as achild, he had been fascinated by
the waves [apping the shore and the distant sails, filled by seaward breezes. Hed always loved boats and
everything to do with them, but never imagined he'd be the captain of alarge warship like the Sea
Serpent. He looked around his quarters at the rather eclectic nature of the souvenirs he'd acquired on his
journeys. A necklace purchased in the Idands of Dawn, made from the teeth of some aguatic anima,
hung on anail above alamp of the type used by Borderlandian miners. Nearby on thetablewasa
dagger, itslong thin curved blade expertly etched by the people of the northern wastes. A claw of what
he had been told was a dragon, but more likely belonged to some large falcon, rested beside it. Ashis
eyesfel on each piece, herecdled the place it had been found or the shop where he'd purchased it. He
often did so when the Sea Serpent was docked.

They werein for repairs and restocking, the last ssorm they weethered having taken itstoll on both the
ship and his men. Unlike most of his crew, Andres seldom took shore leave. In fact, hedidn't careif he
ever set foot on shore again.

Hisreview of artifactswasinterrupted by aknock. Without looking, he spoke. "Enter.” A singleword. A
command. He was the captain.

The door swung inward and asailor stood outside. One of the new recruits. Curlin was his name or
something like that. Andresturned his attention back to his artifacts.



"Yes what isit?'
Curlin cleared histhroat, clearly uncomfortable. "Weve caught a sowaway Sr."

Andres turned to study the sailor and stroked his chin. Stowaways on navy vessels were almost unheard
of, except for the occasiond youth looking for adventure.

"Whoishe?'

"Hewon't say, Sir. Though he did ask for you by name and demanded to be taken to you. We weren't
red fond of hisattitude and said as much.”

No typical sowaway for sure. "And?’

"Hesad hedidn't givearat's asswhat we liked and we could either come and get you or held flay us
dive"

When the Captain didn't respond, Curlin continued. "Well Captain, there were four of usand just one of
him..."

"What happened?

"W, there was something hard about him, something | couldn't quite place and mayhap don't want to.
Hewasn't bluffing. Wedll looked at each other, then | cameto get you."

Andres rose and grabbed his sword belt, buckling it on as he entered the passageway. This didn't sound
like avillage boy looking for excitement. He quickened his pace, dmost happy for the diversion.

Hefollowed Curlin to the deck. Theintruder leaned casualy againgt therailing, taking in the other boats,
arrogantly ignoring the three armed men behind him. From where he stood, Andres could only seethe
back of his head, but from his stance and the quality of the blade that hung on his belt, he could tell the
man wasawarrior.

"You didnt think to disarm him?"

"Likel said, Sir. There was something about him..."

Disgusted, Andrestook another step toward the intruder. At that moment, the man turned his head.
"Request permission to come aboard, Captain Andres.”

Andres grinned and legped forward. He embraced the intruder to the astonishment of those watching.
"Y ou are dways welcome, dear friend.”

Thetwo retreated below, leaving four confused sailors on deck.

A short time later, after Andres had poured them both a glass of red wine, the Bladesman told the tale
that began with the death of the Duke and ended with his discovery of Penthor's treachery. Throughout,
Andressat quietly.

"And s0," concluded thewarrior, "I need your ship.”

"And you shdl have her, of course. We still need to finish repairs and reprovision. At least another week,
possibly two."



"Good enough. One last item. Y our crew knows I'm aboard, but not who | am. Let'skeep it that way, a
least until we're out to sea. | can't take any chance of Penthor finding me."

"I can't beieveit. Penthor of al people. I'm not doubting your word, of course, but he was such good
friendswith Dathan. Are you certain they were hismen?

"Y ou heard the story. Even if the assassn waslying, and | pray to Shebait's so, who e se knew?Who
could have predicted my movements or reached me so quickly?!

Andres nodded, hisgut telling him part of the story was missing, but histrust in the Bladesman's judgment
overriding it. "Perhapsit's true what they say about power. Perhaps al those yearsin Dathan's shadow

changed him."
"That iswhy | want no part of it."

"Y et you protect it. | will never understand you, Kestryl. Y ou are one of my oldest and dearest friends,
but you areapuzzle | fear | shal never solve.”

The Bladesman smiled gently. " Someone has to rule. Someone hasto stand up to the Dominans and the
southern hoards. And Dathan was asfair aman as1'd ever met. Who elseto sit on the throne? | just
hope we can find Cyanne and get back here, before Penthor really digsin.”

"That'salot to count on. It's two months to get to the Sunset Ides and another two to get to Stratus. And
we gtill haveto find Cyanne and get back. A lot can hagppen in that span of time.”

"I know. That'swhat I'm afraid of. What about heading straight north. It'sfar more direct. Might take
hdf thetime."

"It'sfar too dangerous. Y ou'll do High Gondylar no good, lying at the bottom of The Mistress.”
"I've heard stories of course, but know not the truth of them. Isit redly not worth the risk?’

"I will not take my ship directly north. | don't know what you've heard, but | will say this. Very few ships
have accomplished that crossing and I'm not going to gamble my command and my crew that I'm going
to beoneof them.”

"| yield to your knowledge of the sea. I'd be afool not to."
Kestryl downed the rest of hiswine and leaned back in the chair. There was nothing to do now, but wait.

Penthor sat in the throne room when the guard came to inform him amessenger had arrived. So much to
do. Solittletime.

"Who'sit from?'
"The Bladesman,” replied the guard.
"Let'shaveit.”

The messenger entered with asmall wooden crate and a scroll. Penthor accepted it. He ignored a dozen
curious eyes as he unrolled the scroll and read.

Penthor,

| am returning something that belongsto you. | am certain when you seeit, you will recognizeit. | must



leave High Gondylar for now, but will return. Enjoy your power whileit lagts.

There can be no excuse for what you have done and | will show no mercy. All | can offer isaprayer to
Shebafor your soul. Believe mewhen | tell you, High Gondylar will endurein spite of your efforts. Y ou
shall pay for your treachery in blood.

Kestryl

Penthor read the missive three times before looking in the crate. His surprise a the nature of the note was
nothing, compared to his astonishment at the contents of the box. Inside, lay the severed head of a
red-haired man. His face was aready rotting and the odor was enough to sicken the new Duke. The
head was mounted on a dagger heimmediately recognized as one of the Bladesman's. There could be no
question of the note's authenticity. The Bladesman's wegponswere al one of akind. Hisonly problem
was, he didn't know to whom the head belonged.

He reread the note again, looking for some clue. According to Kestryl, he should recogni ze the man, but
he did not. Even under ideal conditions, it could be hard to identify a corpse, but after aweek or more of

decay ...

Kestryl must have known that when he sent it. Who was the man and why should Penthor have known
him? Of what did Kestryl think him guilty? It was obvious to Penthor there was another player inthe
game, but who?

Or had the Bladesman, suffering the guilt and pain of the desth of his patrons, gone insane? That
possibility could not be discounted. In spite of his disgust, he forced himsdlf to look back into the box.
He studied the face, until the nausea became too grest, then findly turned from it. He was certain hed
never seen the man who'd once owned that head. Why did Kestryl think he had?

Penthor interrogated the messenger, but al he learned from the conversation was the man had been paid
generoudy by awarrior who fit the Bladesman's description.

Penthor had the dagger removed and the head buried. After examining the blade closdly, he was certain it
was the genuine article, which meant that Kestryl, for whatever reason, had decided to stand againgt him.
A formidable adversary indeed.

He thought long and hard, consdering various options. Hewould dig in and fortify his position as quickly
aspossible. He had no grudge against the Bladesman, but would not leave High Gondylar leaderless, nor
would he give up the throne without afight. Dathan had placed him there and Penthor had no intention of
betraying that trust.

By the time he returned, the Bladesman would need an army to make good his threst.

The Bladesman stood on deck, gazing back at the coastline. He had made it thisfar, but ill had along
way to go. Thetrip across The Mistress would take four months, barring unforeseen catastrophe. Then
he would haveto locate agirl...no, awoman he hadn't seen in fifteen years.,

What would she be like? Would she be able to fill Dathan's shoes? Would she want to return? So many
guestions that might never be answered. All Kestryl knew was there could be little doubt that Penthor
was responsible for Dathan's degth, aswell as Amagas.

"I'll return, Penthor, with or without the Duchess. Then you will pay. For everything.”

He stayed on deck, long after the Gondylarian shoreline faded from view.



Chapter Four - Stratus

It was amorning like any other. Outside, people going about their daily business formed afamiliar chorus
that could amost be ignored, except for the occasional raised voice that brought it back into focus.

Upon awakening, Tanrif opened his eyes, immediatdy swung hislegs over the side of the bed and
pushed himself into an upright position. Within a second of reaching consciousness, he was standing. The
room cameinto sharp relief amoment later. He didn't dwaysrise o, but did more often of late. Perhaps
he had been dreaming. He could amost remember. He stood dert, ears straining past the norma sounds
to pick out anything unusud, but there was nothing. No reason for his sudden awakening.

He poured water from the plain clay pitcher on his bed table into the matching basin, splashed the tepid
liquid on hisface and dressed quickly. He took a step toward the door, stopped and thought a moment.
He walked back across the room and retrieved his sword. Even sheathed, there was no mistaking the
quality of the piece. Too long to be a short sword, yet not long enough to be considered afull sword,
Tanrif's wegpon could be used in tight places. Its double-sided blade was straight, perhaps three inches
across a itswidest. The pommel, metal wrapped in leather, molded perfectly to his hand. It was agood
sword, as much apart of him as hisright arm. He regarded it briefly before strapping it on, then turned
and |eft the room.

Downgairs, hisfather was in the kitchen preparing breskfagt. It didn't matter what time Tanrif rose,
Varon Imgard was dways up first.

"Good morning to you. | thought you were going to deep dl day.”
Tanrif grinned. "Not everyone riseswith the sun, old man."

Hisfather smiled and turned to look a him. He frowned momentarily when he saw the weapon, but
recovered his spirits quickly.

"Thought you might haveto kill your own breskfast?"

Tanrif smiled uncomfortably and shrugged. He was not certain why he'd brought the blade. Not knowing
disturbed him.

His discomfort was not lost on Varon. ™Y our restlessness grows every day. | think the time has come.”
Tanrif's eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. Hisfather continued.

"Weve spoken about this before. Y our destiny does not lie here, any more than mine did at your age. It's
only amatter of time. And | can't teach you anymore. Y ou aready know most of what | do. Only
experience can take you to the next level "

Varon was referring to the sword. It wasthe first thing Tanrif had studied, before hed even learned to
read.

Memories of those early lessonswould stay with him for the rest of hislife, aswould the image of his
father, too tall and too thin, moving with aspeed that belied hisage. Varon Imgard was an arms madter,
which consdering his mercenary background was no great surprise.

"Y ou need to hone your skills, Tanrif. Y ou can't do that here. | can see no reason to delay it. Y ou will
leavetoday.”



"Today?I'm not ready!"

"If everyone waited until they were ready, nothing would ever get done. Civilization was built by people
who weren't ready, but they were ready enough. You'reready enough.”

Tanrif tried one more time, though he knew from the set of hisfather's eyes no apped would be
accepted. "Thetiming'sal wrong. | should leave at the end of the summer, when it's cooler. Who wants
to travel through this heat?'

"I've spent agood ded of timein High Gondylar, wherethe heat isfar lessforgiving. No, today it is.
Youll leaveright after breskfast.” Varon's voice, while kind, was firm, and Tanrif knew therewould be
no winning thisargument.

Breskfast was eaten in silence that morning. He couldn't even remember what he'd had, but shortly after,
Tanrif found himself on one of hisfather's finest horses, riding east toward the great port city Stratus.

The road was typica. There was nothing to set it gpart from dozens of other plain dirt tracks that
connected one town to another. This particular road was little used, as these days few made the trip from
Ularon to Stratus and even fewer traveled in the opposite direction. It was Smply atrail worninto the
ground as horses and carts moved aong it.

The scenery from the road wasjust as memorable. Smdl shrubs lined the plain in either direction, broken
only by an occasiona stunted tree. From the ground at odd intervas, sprung knee-deep grass more
brown than green, providing cover to many types of insects and birds. This explained the constant
buzzing and chirping that never quite faded. And it was hot, which consdering the near proximity of
summer, was not much to comment on.

For long periods of time nothing stirred, except the ever-present flies and the occasiond bird that
attempted to make asnack of them. Then, in the mid afternoon, the sound of hooves shattered the
relative dillness

The approaching rider was abit of an anomaly, though &t first glance you might be hard pressed to tell
why. Perhaps the beautiful chestnut mare looked too fine to carry such ayoung rider. Perhaps the boy
adtride her was dressed too plainly to be carrying a sword of such obvious quality. Or maybe the look of
intengity on that young face might have tickled one's curiosity. It isenough to say that for some reason, on
that almost too hot day, the rider and his steed were out of place.

He paced the horse professionally, galloping for atime then dowing to awak asif hed worked with
such creatures dl hislife, which in fact he had. Once or twice he dismounted and |ooked to the sides of
the road as some creature caught his attention. He moved confidently, his strut expertly compensating for
the weight of hissword, atrait usualy found in the most experienced soldiers. There was about him an
unnaturd gtillness seldom seen among men. Most men will pace or fidget nervoudy or shift their weight
about just standing. He was like arock in the desert, unmovable until he chose to move himsdlf.

Hisfeatures were sharp, hislong brown hair unkempt and his eyes as green as the sea and maybe that
deep. Perhapsit was there the mystery originated, for it ishard to picture anyone so young possessing a
gaze s0 powerful. Despite his demeanor, he could not have been far past seventeen.

He turned to his mount and spoke in avoice that was kind, yet strong. " Soon night will come, Fireball.
Thenyou can rest.”

The horse snorted and pressed her nose into the young man's back. This brought asmileto hisface.



"l know you'retired, but soam I. | didn't expect to be heretoday either.”

He scratched the horse's head and even stopped for afew minutesto let her browse on the brownish
grassthat now came al the way to the road. He looked at the sun and redized it was later than he
thought. He would soon have to camp. He was hotter and less comfortable than he would admit, but that
waslife. It was hot for everyone.

Tanrif considered riding further, but the thought of another hour mounted did not apped to him. He
looked around again and decided he would deep herefor the night. He took hold of Firebal'sreinsand
crossed the grassy field. After ashort search, he found atree with low enough branchesto tie her.

Once certain she was secure, he began to stretch. At length, he drew his blade and dashed the air before
himinasingle, fluid motion. He sheathed the sword and repeated the action, before moving on to other
more challenging moves.

Sweat poured down hisface, but heignored it. The exercise was necessary, especialy after aday inthe
saddle. He continued, garting with the basics and gradudly shifting to more complex combinations. His
movements were efficient, effortless, dmost graceful. By the time he began to wind down the sun had
dready sat. Tanrif continued, easing into the more basic moves again before surrendering to fatigue.

Findly, breathing heavily, he lowered himself to the grass. Perhgps hed lie down for a bit before eating.
Jugt afew moments. He eased himsdlf backwards, until he waslying flat. Above him, through the fading
light, he could barely make out the gnarled branches of the tree. Gradudly his breathing dowed, until it
fdl into the gentle rhythm of deep.

It was laughter that drew him back. He opened his eyes and almost immediately found his way to
his feet. He reached for his blade, but it was not there. The laughter faded.

Hewasin acorridor of gray stone, both sides of which ended in a stout wooden door. It was cooler than
it had been. For that at least, he was thankful.

He had been riding, had made camp and must have fallen adeep. This must be adream. Hetried to will
himself awake, to no avall.

He shrugged and walked to one of the doors. He placed his hand on the brass handle, pulled downward,
pushed inward. The room beyond was of the same stone asthe corridor. Insde, seemingly carved of the
same rock, two thrones stood on a platform. Tapestries depicting battles hung on the far wall, the only
one he could see clearly. To the right, some sort of musical instrument apparently held a place of honor.

At firgt, he thought he was done, then movement caught his eye. He strained to see and for atime did
not.

Gradudly he became aware of ghost people, vague reflections of redity moving about. If he
concentrated, he could see individua features, but recognized no one, until asingle figure walked toward
the throne. There was something familiar about the ghost; perhaps the way it moved. Tanrif stared asthe
figure climbed the three steps and turned. It paused before sitting.

Before he could see more, the door dammed shut and he was tossed backwards. He advanced again
and tried to push it open, but the door was now locked. Tanrif turned and crossed the corridor quickly to
the opposite door. He grabbed the handle and swung it open.

The room beyond was brilliant white and lay claim to asingle object; athrone so inlaid with jewels, it was
amogt painful to regard. He shielded his eyes againg the intensity. Again laughter rose like athousand



tinkling bells, thistime from the direction of the throne. He could dmost make out afigure sitting there,
yet the harder hetried to focus, the less certain he became there was anyone at al. A woman'svoice, far
away, yet dl around him, spoke above the sound of laughter.

"You aremine, Tanrif. You aremine."

Tanrif backed away and the door dammed shut. He continued to retrest, until he sumbled into a pit that
had not been there before. He screamed as hefell, while wisps of visions passed by too rapidly for him
to glean more than fleeting impressions. Hewas, he knew, looking at hisfuture. Hetried to dow his
descent, to capture some hint of what was to come, but could not. The laughter followed him into the pit
and stayed with him, until he awoke.

Tanrif opened his eyes and could hear the echo of laughter, until ashort timelater, when it faded
completely. He sat up, disoriented. Nearby, Fireball snorted.

Above him the night was clear. Thousands of starslit the heavens. Tanrif sighed, Stretched and got to his
fedt.

He ambled to his pack and opened it, clumsly rummaging through its contents until he located ahunk of
cheese. He ate a bit, trying in vain to remember the odd dream. Eventually, he gave up. Hefinished
eating, took aswig from hiswater skin and lay back down. It was many hours before he dept.

By thetime Tanrif rose the next morning, the day was aready too hot. Cursing, he took adrink of water
and splashed some on hisface. He paused only to eat a portion of dried fruit before mounting and riding.

Fireball was happy to be moving and at first, he had trouble keeping her back. He had to let her run for a
while just to calm her. Firebal, like her rider, enjoyed a good workout. Here the trees dotting the
grasdand were larger and somewhat closer together.

Tanrif rode straight through the morning and well into the afternoon, when ahead, he noticed an
irregularity on the horizon. Though it looked like arocky outcropping from this great distance, Tanrif
knew hisgod wasin sght. Hisfatigue vanished. He kicked Firebdl into agalop. The mare, sensing his
excitement, flew down the road. It wouldn't be long before they reached the west gate of Stratus.

In the middle of The Migtress, on amerchant vessdl called Wind, Hillel stood on deck. The shipwasa
month out of Athlana, perhaps aquarter of the way to their destination. During that time, the five strange
passengers did not eat or speek, at least not in front of his crew. His people were unnerved by the fact
and said as much. The last thing Hillel needed was a nervous crew. Scared men made mistakes.

The merchant approached the leader, the one who had hired the ship. In fact, the men looked so similar it
was hard to tell them apart. But the leader's sword was of adifferent type than his men, thus Hillel was
ableto place him. The warrior stood on deck, looking north asif he couldn't wait to reach their
dedtination. The captain cleared histhroat.

Without turning, the warrior spoke. His voice was as cold as the captain remembered it to be.
"Yes, Captain. You wish to speak?’

"My crew is...apprehendive. Y our men scare them.”

"y

"l mean, you don't eat or deep, you talk with no one. We don't know anything about you, not even why
you want to go to Stratus."



The Hellspawn turned toward the captain. Thelook in his eyes was one the sailor would not soon forget.
"Weare going to nate the Duchess of High Gondylar.”

Hillel drew back and turned away, unable to meet the warrior'sintense gaze. Everyone knew the
Duchess had dready died. Messengersrode into Athlanathe day before they'd set sail. The man was
ether joking or insane. Hillel redlized the strange warrior was still staring.

"All right, forget it. | wasjust trying to make conversation.” The merchant turned and walked away
without waiting for areply.

The Dark One of Vykon owned an extensive library. Shelf after shelf of books, many unique, lined the
walls. Huge stone columns had been erected to support the high vaulted celling as, over time, his
collection grew. Severa sturdy tableslined one of the walls, filled with the books used most often by the
Dark One.

It was here the Dark One retreated, when he needed to think. Now was one of those times.

He had spent so much time following, and subtly manipulating, the Gondylarian politica situation, he had
ignored until now, the gauntlet. The ancient relic had been bothering him sinceit had found itsway to
Vykon. The gauntlet's powerful emanations were indeed so strong, even he dared not try it without first
discovering its purpose. He remembered seeing areferenceto it in some arcane text, but couldn't
remember which.

For three days, he remained sequestered in the library. Three days and no sign of the eusive reference.
He was dmost ready to give up, when arough drawing in one of his oldest tomes caught hiseye. He
studied it, then regarded the gauntlet. He returned his gaze to the book and read the passage under the
illustration. There could be no mistake. Through some bizarre twist of fate, one of the most powerful
magica rdicsinthe higtory of Corithim had comeinto his possesson. Helifted it from the table and
hestated only briefly before pulling it over hisright hand.

Ages ago, the great wizards had possessed sorcery far more powerful than even his most powerful
enchantments. Many of their abilities had long since faded from the world. One had now returned.

He closed his eyes and concentrated. A moment later, he was on histhrone. Those present in the
chamber were startled by his sudden appearance. The Dark On€e's eyes blazed. The ancient art of
teleportation was his.

The ability was not without risk. Materiaizing ingde atree or table would kill aman ingtantly--even one
as powerful asthe Dark One. His concentration had to be absolute. Still, with this particular ancient
power reborn, hewould beinvincible.

Already abuzz of conversation arose in the dark corners of the chamber. Word of his new power would
spread quickly, giving his subjects yet another reason to fear him. His smile was bleak in the darkness.

With the Gauntlet of Teleportation in his possesson, nothing could stand in hisway.

Tanrif walked the crowded avenue, leading Fireball by her reins. He had stopped to concedl his pouch
before entering the city. There would be many thieves about, looking only for an opportunity.

Having made thetrip before, Tanrif knew what to expect. Westgate was much as he remembered. It had
amogt theair of acarniva, but without so many entertainers. Therewere afew. A juggler and some
acrobats performed between dozens of open-air stdls. Proprietors noisily hawked their wares. The
smellswere of meat roasting on spits, human swest, acohol and others not as easily identified. Nearby, a



dog tied to a post barked a passing strangers. Tanrif tightened his grip on Fireball's rein and walked past
it.

Westgate was not the main market in Stratus. The merchandise offered here was neither high quaity nor
inexpensive. Two groups of people patronized the stdls.

Thefirst were those leaving the city, who had forgotten some necessity, yet didn't have timeto return to
the market proper. Thelatter, and far more numerous group, were travelers from smaller villages and
towns. Awed by the great walls and vast crowds, their purse strings would loosen and they would
impulsvely buy from the first merchants they encountered. Only later, after visiting the town square,
would they redlize their error. Few people patronized Westgate a second time.

Tanrif good for abit, taking it dl in. Though held been here before, thiswas the first time without his
father. The strangeness of it sat his heart racing asthe freedom al but overwhelmed him.

He passed atable salling incense, leather goods and afew chegp daggers. Behind him, ahalf dozen
prostitutes, none particularly attractive, searched the crowd for their mark. Hisfather had once told him
to never trust aWestgate prostitute. As he watched, one met his gaze. He turned away quickly and led
Firebal deeper into Westgate.

To hisleft, aflash of movement caught his eye. Heturned in time to see ayoung child dressed in rags,
running through the crowd holding an apple. Behind him, amiddle-aged merchant chased the boy
hafheartedly, caling after him to stop. The child, faster and more agile, easly eluded his pursuer. The
merchant called one last time, then cursed. He looked at Tanrif gpologeticaly.

"Ruddy little thieves. Make it so hard to do business.
"I hope Sir, you need never go hungry, before the next time you curse a child for stealing food.”

The man glared, but turned away without replying. Tanrif shook his head. Theworld wasfull of such
people.

Tanrif continued until he left Westgate. The streets were quieter, though he could still hear the muffled
commotion from behind. He dowed his pace when he realized he had no ideawhere he was going. He
thought back to previous vigts. After afew moments of indecision, he turned south and moved toward
the sea. He knew of anearby stable his father used each time he came to town. He would board Fireball,
while hefigured out hisnext move.

By the time the noise of Westgate had faded, Stratus |ooked much different. There were shops here and
there, but of a more permanent nature, some standing a one, others connected in strips. These merchants
catered to residents, unlike the market, which was geared toward travelers. In this section Tanrif found
the stable.

Boarding his mount was not inexpensive, but VVaron would never trust a place that was less than excellent
and Tanrif felt Fireball deserved the best. He took what he needed from the saddlebags and made his
way to the docks.

Tanrif did not think the seawas far and the hint of sdt in theair confirmed hismemory. As he continued
forward, the shops were replaced by warehouses, low class|odgings and an occasiond tavern. A short
time later the buildings ended and the rather extensve pier cameinto view. Tanrif knew it ran for many
miles, though this was the only section he could remember visiting.

The docks were aflurry of activity that, if anything, were even more chaotic than Westgate. Workers



loaded and unloaded ships, while sailors worked on repairs or prepared to either make landfal or set out
to sea. Spanning the horizon, The Migtress stretched out behind the docks; an enticement to some, a
caution to others.

Tanrif walked aong the pier enjoying the view, when avoice, dightly hoarse, and very deep, called out.
"Y ou there. Want to lend ahand? Therésamed in it for you and aplaceto deep.”

Surprised, Tanrif turned. Rapidly approaching was a stout man with uncombed brown hair, around red
face, and the kind of plain brown tunic favored by many longshoremen.

Tanrif smiled a him. "What makes you think I'm looking for work?'

"Wl you are, aren't you? First place most of 'em comeis 'ere to the docks. Fresh from ‘ome, with only
what was given 'em by their families. Look lost, most of ‘em do. Not you though. So what d'ya say?
Sundown'sjustanip away and I'm sure you're hungry.”

Tanrif hadn't thought about it, but it wastrue. It would certainly be better to save the gold he had than to
sguander it, at least until he had someidea of what he wanted to do.

"I'm game. What do | haveto do?"

The man smiled, revealing amouth full of stained teeth. "Name's Dan. | run these piers. Nothing ‘appens
‘ere, without me knowledge or permission. The King's Ransom.”

"Pardon?'
"The ship, the King's Ransom. Just jump up there and the boysl| show yawhat to do."

Tanrif turned, following the direction of Daln's outstretched finger. When he turned back, the dockmaster
was dready hurrying away.

By thetime the sun dunk over the horizon, Tanrif was exhausted. He had never worked so hard nor been
sotired in hisentirelife. Afterwards he followed the othersto alarge, half empty warehouse. Many of the
men he'd worked with that day, and others held never seen, sat around in small groups, talking. Tanrif
chose aplace abit gpart from the others. He didn't have long to wait before dinner was served.

The promised med turned out to be athick, almost tasteless porridge. A week earlier, Tanrif would have
cdled it barely edible, but after the last two days, it seemed afeast. Tanrif barely looked up, until he had
scraped his wooden bowl clean. While one of the men collected the bowls, Tanrif leaned back againgt a
crate and listened to a conversation that had started nearby.

Further away, asmall group of men, more rowdy than the rest, spoke and laughed loudly. More than
once, one of them turned to look at Tanrif and after atime, one approached.

He was massve and moved with the confidence of aman in hisown home. Thosein his path scrambled
out of theway, asif they would be crushed if they stayed. Tanrif forced himsdf to relax as he watched
the stranger approach. The man stopped just five feet away. He spoke loudly enough for everyoneto
hear. Apparently Tanrif wasto be the night's entertainment.

"I'm called Hammer." Thelook in hiseyesand dight dur of hiswords led Tanrif to believe held been
drinking

Tanrif looked up at the larger man and met his eyes, but did not speak.



"I'm talking to you, boy. Y ou lose your tongue?"
"My tongue worksjust fine, thank you.”
"What's your name?"

"Tanvif."

Thelarge man took another step forward and leaned over asif to get a better look. "That'samighty fine
blade you havethere. Let metry it out.”

"I don't think so. Look, Hammer. | have no problem with you and I've given you no reason to have a
problem with me. Why not just et me be and we can keep this peaceful .”

Thelook in Hammer's eyestold Tanrif hed made amistake. To add fuel to the flame, avoice called out
from one of the others, "Hetalkslike aman, Hammer." Thisenraged the bully even further.

"Listen to me, you piece of trall shit. I'm the law here. Now give me your sword.”
Tanrif, ill crouched againgt the crate, rose dowly.
IINO.II

A few gasped. Hammer growled and made afist. From his stance, Tanrif knew he could take him. The
man swung. Had that punch connected, it might have caused grave damage, but Tanrif ducked unde it.
Momentum carried the larger man around and Tanrif's foot shot out, kicking Hammer just behind the
knee, causing him to fal in the opposite direction. There were more gasps thistime and they were louder.
Tanrif sood his ground, waiting to see what the big man would do next. After thefirst attack, hefelt he
hed little to fear.

Hammer rose painfully and turned to face Tanrif again. " That wasn't smart, boy. I'vekilled people for
less”

"Wedl mug die sometime.”

Hammer growled again and moved in. Unlike hisfirg attack, this punch came straight at Tanrif. The
young warrior blocked it and returned three short hard jabs to Hammer's exposed face. The large man
grunted and backed off.

Hammer wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of hisleft hand. He drew adagger and
approached again.

"That wasthe last mistake you'll ever make."

Severd of the others, even those who had found it entertaining to this point, looked like they thought it
had gone too far, but none were willing to intervene and risk Hammer'swrath. All eyeswereriveted to
the spectacle.

Tanrif amogt drew his blade, but decided againgt it. There wasn't redlly enough room to swing it and he
didn't fed he needed it against so unskilled an opponent, no matter how massive. He waited until the
larger man was standing before him.

They regarded each other, then Tanrif moved. Those closest were amazed at the young warrior's speed
and agility. He ducked insde Hammer's guard and grabbed hisarm, at the same time lashing out with his
foot. The sound of Hammer's dagger striking the floor wasthe first hint to those watching that heldd lost it,



but shortly after, asthe large man again went down, asharp crack broke the stunned silence. Tanrif
backed away. Hammer lay on his side, right hand bent at an impossible angle. He pressed hisface
againg thefloor, trying in vain to hide histears.

"| tried to warn you, but you wouldn't listen.” He raised his voice to addressthe rest of the men. "I don't
want trouble. However, | can handleit should it come my way. Anyone else want to try me?”

Tanrif had moved away from the crates behind him so he could draw hisblade if it became necessary,
but no one took up the challenge. Several men dropped their heads.

"Good. By theway, I'm alight deeper. Don't think that you'll catch me then either. Now, | need some

ar.

Tanrif strode from the warehouse. He walked confidently, until he turned the corner, where he sagged
againg the building. He closed hiseyes and let out along sigh. While held been trained for such
occasions, thiswasthefirg timein hislife hed beenin real danger. It took him amaost an hour to find his
cam. Hereturned to the warehouse later. In the back, men dept on dirty straw palets. Many, he
noticed, were empty.

Tanrif took one, but couldn't deep. All night long he waited for the sound of approaching footsteps, but
hisworries were unfounded. Never again did any of them test his ability. The next day, Hammer was
gone and Tanrif never saw him again.

Lord Zdaran sat proudly on the back of afine gelding. Behind him followed his Hound Master, severd
guards and anumber of servants, carrying alarge degoran cat, legs bound around along pole. Zelaran
had hunted the large felines before, but never had brought home so impressive a specimen. From the
parapet atop his castle, awave of noise was born, the sound of people cheering. The clamor continued
until he had ridden under the portcullis and into the entrance yard.

He dismounted and bowed to the small gathering of lesser nobles waiting to greet him, severa of whom
wereladies. Each time heleft, more and more of the gentler sex were waiting for him to return. Soon, he
would haveto pick oneto marry. However, until that time, he would have his fun with the oneswho
weren't quite suitable.

Zdaran's seneschal approached and fell in step beside him. "Welcome home, M'lord.”
"Hello, Orly. Any news?'
"A messenger awaits you in the throne room.”

"Well, let him. | need a proper bath and anap, first. He waited thislong, helll wait another couple of
hours™

"Y ou might want to reconsider, M'lord. This messenger isfrom Gondylar.”

"Penthor? What could he possibly want from me?' Zelaran sighed. "Wdll, | suppose | shouldn't keep the
Dukewaiting."

He changed direction at the next intersection, his man following astep behind as protocol demanded.
When he entered the throne room, he found amessenger in thelivery of the House of Gondylar waiting
amidst the usua crowd of servants and minor nobles. As he crossed the room, the senescha announced
hisarrivd.

"M'lordsand ladies. Lord Zdlaran of the House of Freyrath.”



Everyone stood and bowed, but Zelaran ignored them. He was most anxious to see what the Duke had
to say.

When he reached the throne, he turned and sat. Only then did Orly speak. "Messenger from the House
of Gondylar, step forward.”

The messenger approached the throne and bowed deeply. Orly stepped forward, accepted the leather
case from his hand, opened it and proffered its contentsto his Lord. Zelaran drew a breath before taking
the scroll. He unrolled it and read.

Lord Zdaran

| have thought long and hard before sending this missive. Since the death of the Duchess Amalga, | have
gpent much time thinking.

Asyou are no doubt aware, my succession was most unusud. In fact, | may well be the first person not
born to one of the Gondylarian noble houses to ascend to the throne. Still, | am Duke of High Gondylar
and with that title comes respongbility.

| have been working hard to make certain | fulfill my rolein amanner that would do proud the memory of
Duke Dathan and yet, thereis one matter | have not yet addressed.

The Duke of High Gondylar must have allies. While | haveruled as best | can, | have done
precious little to strengthen my position against those who would stand against me.

Traditiondly, the house of Freyrath has supported the throne. Of the three greatest noble houses, yours
was Dathan's staunchest supporter. | well understand that | am not Dathan and as such, have lessto offer
for your support. After much consideration, | believe | have come upon an adequate arrangement.

In return for your support and adlegiance, | would make you this offer. | will take asmy bride anoble
woman from the House of Freyrath, so that the heir to the Gondylarian throne will be one of your own. |
will havethusfulfilled my obligation to provide an heir, for who could object to achild of Freyrath Sitting
on thethronewhen | findly step down?

| understand thisis highly irregular, but so isthe Situation. | have not contacted your competitors yet and
will not, until 1 have your answer. For Dathan's sake, | owe you at least that.

| anxioudy await your response.

Penthor
Duke of High Gondylar .

Zdaran lowered the note and stared into space. Penthor was brilliant. Thiswas an offer he could not
refuse. Penthor had to know he would only alow one of his own offspring to marry into the house of
Gondylar. That meant he would have to marry and sire adaughter. Once that daughter was old enough
to wed, she would marry Penthor, but that would be many years down the road.

In effect, Penthor had set up a Stuation where his own unusua position would directly affect the House of



Freyrath, even though it would be many long years before Zelaran might benefit from the reationship. He
could not afford to decline the offer. Any of his competitors would jump at the opportunity. Zelaran
looked at the messenger.

"Return to Duke Penthor and tell him to expect my answer within the week."

He might have no choice, but he didn't want to seem eager. Nor would it be easy for him to select a
bride. Indeed there were SO many young, beautiful women in his court, he would have ahard time
choosing one. Not that once he was married, it would stop him from having fun with the others.

He glanced around the chamber. Nobles watched surreptitioudy, wondering at the news from Gondylar.
Wéll, let them wonder. He stood, studioudly ignored those around him and strode from the room. Orly
fdl into step behind him.

"Good news, M'lord?’

"Youll find out. Right now, get some servantsto draw me abath and lay out fresh clothes. I'll want to
change before dinner.”

Hewaved Orly away, well aware the man was as curious about the message as anyone. He smiled ashe
climbed the sairstoward his chamber. It wasimportant to remind servants of their role. Orly was
important to the smooth operation of his castle and because of that was entitled to specid privileges, but
knowledge of state matterswas not one of them. He could wait to find out the news with the rest of
them.

Zdaran wastired but happy when he findly reached his chambers. The guards by the side of the door
had straightened to attention when they heard the sounds of his gpproach. He nodded at them curtly and
entered.

It was dark. He crossed the room and went to open the heavy velvet drapes, when aman'svoice
brought him to ahalt.

"Pleasedont. | prefer the dark.”

Hewhirled and scanned the room, surprised to find atall, shadowy figure standing where there had been
no one moments ago. In the gloom, he could not clearly make out the man's features.

"Who are you and how did you get in here?"
"l am the Dark One of Vykon."
Zdaran turned and walked away from the drapes. "Vykon? Never heard of it."

"Not surprising, since | don't go out of my way to promote its existence." Theintruder took a step
toward him. "I highly recommend you accept Penthor's gracious offer.”

"And how isit that you happen to know about it?'

"l know much that is hidden. And as good as hisdedl is, mineis even better. Work for meand I'll be
kind to you."

"Work for you! Do you know who | an?'

"Indeed | do. But you don't know who | am."



With those words, the Dark One grabbed hold of the noblesarm. A moment later they were standing in
thelibrary at Vykon.

"What manner of sorcery isthis?' asked Zelaran.

"I have long planned to take possession of the throne of High Gondylar, but | have no desire to Sit upon
it. That will beyour job, if you accept my offer.”

"Andif | dont?"
"| don't think there's much chance of that."

The Dark One gestured and spoke afew words in the old speech. At once, Zelaran's body was suffused
with pain. Hefdl to hisknees, clawing helplesdy at hischest and arms.

"Thisiswhat you will do. Y ou will accept Penthor's offer with great enthusiasm. Y ou will do everything
and anything you can to endear yourself to the man...for now. When the Bladesman left High Gondylar,
some of the palace guard deserted. More guards followed shortly after | started the rumor that Kestryl
was planning to oppose Penthor's claim to the throne. Replace the missing guards with men of your own.
Doit quietly. Find waysto get rid of other guards, until your men outnumber Penthor's. He will bea
prisoner ishis own palace. They don't have to do anything. It isenough that they will be there."

Through his pain, Zdlaran spoke. "Y ou're asking me to commit treason.”

"Treason? Come now. Y ou know you haven't amora worth discussing. Let us not mince words. Y ou
want to serve me, don't you?"

The Dark One gestured again and the pain doubled, causing Zelaran to writhe on the floor, screaming at
thetop of hislungs. The Dark One watched dispassionately, until he was certain hed made his point. He
waved hishand again and the pain diminished.

"I can find you anywhere on Corithim and bring mysdlf to you instantaneoudy. How will you ever be able
to defend yourself? There isno way to kegp me out and no way to save your worthless hide should you
fail me. Now, | can continue to torture you until you beg to do my bidding, or you can work for me
willingly and profit from our relaionship. Y ou don't have to answer me now. Think about it. Just don't
cross me. Not many survive the attempt. Y ou will. Y ou won't want to, but you will."

On his hands and knees, the great Gondylarian noble looked up at his new master.

"l will dowhat you require.”

After yieding to the Dark One, Lord Zelaran collapsed on the stone floor, unconscious.

"Of courseyou will. Y ou will own Penthor and | will own you." And Vykon will rule High Gondylar.

The Dark One returned Lord Zelaran to his castle, leaving only the memory of pain to remind him of his
sarvitude.

Chapter Five- The First Attempt

During the next four months, Tanrif grew to be a seasoned veteran of the port of Stratus. He knew most
of the captains, recognized many of the ships and was generally accepted by most of the workers. He



was treated with agreat deal of respect, possibly because he worked as hard as anyone, but more likely
because his dtercation with Hammer had become wildly exaggerated. However, no matter how little the
telling resembled the actual event, the young warrior never bothered to set the record straight.

Tanrif found life on the docks agreed with him. He worked hard each day, exercising histanned body by
lifting and carrying. After dark, hed watch the lights on the water or have adrink with hisfellow workers
in one of the numerous ocean-9de taverns. Sometimes, after aparticularly long day, they would go off in
search of women for hire. It may not have been what he had envisioned himsdalf doing, but it wasaliving.

The only stain on his existence gppeared erraticaly on moonless nights, when the wind whipped off The
Migtress. At such times, amood might settle on him bordering on morbidity. On those nights, hed stare
into the darkness and listen to the sound of the ocean, hoping to drown out the voice within. It never did.

A restlessness would seize him and he would seek out one of the darker aehouses in the neighborhood
caled Demongate. Even the town guard, rather than risking their own necks, avoided the area, preferring
to let the outlawskill each other.

There was no telling what would happen on such anight, but more often than not, it would end in a brawl
of gigantic proportion. On more than one occasion, the next morning found Tanrif lyinginandley,
bruised and bleeding. Somehow, he managed to hold on to both his pouch and sword, thoughhowwas a
question he'd never been able to answer.

On one such night, Tanrif found himsdlf a atavern aptly named The Broken Sword. Certainly it no
longer served the purpose for which it was designed. To Tanrif, atavern should be asecond home, a
place to enjoy oneself. People went to The Broken Sword for trouble and Tanrif was no exception. In
his current mood, he didn't need much of an excuse to pummel someone. Consequently, he was scanning
the tableslooking for trouble, when he first saw Galith---aman so completely out of place, Tanrif had no
choice but to notice him.

The average patron of the pub was surly and intimidating, while Galith was short, neatly dressed and
completely non-threatening. The man wastoo richly gppointed to be aregular in Demongate, yet he sat
asif he had no modicum of fear. Paradoxicaly, it was his manner that offered him protection from the
other denizens of Demongate. Either he was amage of great power and therefore not to be trifled with,
or completely insane and therefore dangerous.

Tanrif'sfirs impresson was one of mild disnterest. He might have remained that way, had the gentleman
in question not taken an interest inhim.

The man's gaze wandered dmost too blandly around the room, asif he were searching for someone but
didn't want it known. On two such occasions, hiseyesfdl upon Tanrif. It seemed the man's gaze lingered
on him abit longer than on anyone or anything el se, though it took one more repetition before he was
certain. Thefindy garbed stranger was watching him.

Tanrif rose dowly so asnot to darm him. If the man left now, Tanrif would not know why he was being
spied on. The young dockworker staggered toward the door asif drunk, taking a path that would bring
him within afew feet of the sranger.

His performance was convincing. No one gave him a second glance as he wove hisway through the
crowd. When he reached the point closest to histarget, he moved suddenly, diding into the seat across
from the man. In the same motion, he reached out and grabbed the stranger'swrist.

For the briefest of moments, Tanrif thought he saw hatred in those dmost black eyes. The expression
vanished o quickly, it might well have been imagination.



"Y ourewatching me. Why?'
The man glanced quickly at hiswrigt, obvioudy weighing his chances of escape. He leaned forward.

"Would you mind unhanding me? Thisisavery expengvetunic." Hisvoice was far degper than Tanrif
had thought it would be.

Tanrif stared a him, then began to chuckle. Helet go, but was ready to move. The stranger, however,
remained seated.

"You are caled Tanrif?", he asked.
"I might be. What'sit to you?"
A hint of panic touched the man's eyes, before he brought it under contral.

"We must not be seen together. Y ou arein great danger."

"Lifeisfull of danger."

"Meet me at the Hanged Man, tonight a midnight. Well talk then. And in the name of dl that'sholy, be
careful.”

A thousand questions raced through Tanrif's mind. The man roseto leave.
"Who are you? Why can't wetalk here?'

"My nameis Gdith and welve dready spent too much time a the sametable. I'll tell you everything you
need to know later. Until then, good-bye."

The man moved toward the door without looking back. Tanrif continued to Sit for along while after,
wondering why he was suddenly so afraid.

Though the officid name of the street was Trader's Way, thelocas called it Murder Alley. It was one of
the few areas of Stratus that was forbidding even during daylight. Just before midnight, with the sounds of
the ocean awhisper in the distance, it indtilled fear in even the stoutest warriors. In Tanrif's blackest
moods, he never came here. How Gdlith had known about it was yet another mystery.

The Hanged Man was arun down hole of a place that might have been closed for a decade or more,
Only the low steady buzz of countless whispered conversationsinformed passersby it was open for
business.

Tanrif entered and walked to the bar without looking around. He kept hishand close to the hilt of his
sword, but his confident gait was enough to deter most professionals.

Only after held straddled astoal, did Tanrif turn to survey his surroundings. He scanned the room, trying
to locate Gdith's face through billows of smoke. Even without the extra handicap, the lack of light would
have prevented him from recognizing the man. He turned back to the bar and ordered an dle.

Just when he was beginning to think the entire event had been ahoax, he felt ahand gently touch his
shoulder. He turned dowly, ready to draw hiswegpon if need be. When he saw it was a progtitute, he
relaxed.

"Hey honey. Wannabuy me adrink?’



Tanrif looked her over criticaly. She wasn't bad looking. At adifferent time he might have made use of
her, but tonight he had other mattersto consider.

"Sorry. I'm waiting for someone."
The woman stepped closer. Tanrif could smell the scent of her, benesth the heavier odor of perfume.
"Isshe as pretty asme?'

Sheleaned even closer, teasing his ear with her lips. Her voice dropped to awhisper. "He's outside,
across the way. Be certain you are not followed."

Tanrif grabbed the woman and shook her, but dared not yell. "What is this about?"

Fear replaced confidence in the woman's eyes. Before she could reply, Tanrif shoved her backwards.
Shetripped over astool and landed heavily on the ground.

Severd people looked in their direction, then just as quickly turned away. Such abuse was common
enough to be accepted and ignored. Tanrif, after amoment of tension, released his breath. Without
glancing at the woman, he made hisway out the door.

The ominous nature of the evening's events made the night seem darker. Slowly, he crossed the avenue,
straining to see through the shadows opposite. He moved closer, tension mounting with each step.

"Gdith?"

He continued forward. A thing he'd never been able to pinpoint caught his attention. Even as he turned,
he knew it wastoo late. The moon emerged briefly from behind acloud, just in timeto illuminate the
short curved blade of Galith's dagger. Tanrif dodged asit swept toward him. The reflex saved hislife, at
least for the moment. The blade missed its mark, embedding itself deeply into hissde. He stood facing
Galith, watching his blood drip from the dagger's black blade.

Tanrif grimaced, though he knew when the shock wore off, the pain would be worse. Galith stepped
forward, hatred transforming hisface into a hideous mask. "Why?" It was dl Tanrif could think to say.

"l supposeit would be proper for me to introduce mysdlf before | take what'sleft of your miserablelife. |
am Galith, Master Assassin of Sarith. Now and forever, | put an end to the threat.”
The smdler man moved in for thekill.

The moonlight faded once again, asif it hadn't the heart to witness the carnage below. Galith approached,
but Tanrif saw Varon Imgard instead. He stood across from his father as he had so many times. The
moves returned to him asif hed done them forever. He moved inside the would-be n's guard,
grabbing hiswrigt with one hand and damming his shoulder into Gdith's now exposed midsection at the
sameingant.

Hatred turned to shock as Gdlith felt hisfeet |eave the ground. He landed hard on his back. Before he
could react, Tanrif fell upon him, figtsflying in along rehearsed pattern.

For how long he pummeled hisvictim, he couldn't say. It wasn't until he heard voices from acrossthe
way that he cameto his senses. Patrons of The Hanged Man perhaps, caling it anight.

Helooked down at Galith's limp form. In the darkness, he couldn't be certain whether or not the n
was dead. Tanrif looked up and down the street, but could see no one. Suddenly, he wasterribly afraid
to be caught with a corpse. Hiswound forgotten, Tanrif rose and fled into the night. A short time later,



the skies opened up and the downpour began.

Tanrif continued hisflight, twice faling and regaining hisfeet. Soon, his strength dwindled. He looked
about franticdly, trying to find some landmark to inform him of hiswhereabouts, but recognized nothing.
He continued moving again, fighting the rain and wind. Thunder and lightning joined the chorus, further
indilling in him asense of urgency.

Almost spent, he collapsed againgt awall and did down. As he lay there, helooked up and saw the
smear of blood above him, wondering how much of it was his. With thelast of his strength, he pulled
himsdf dong thewall.

The stone beneath his hands became wood. Tanrif found a door. With the last of his strength, he
pounded, certain no one would hear him above the storm. Findly hisbody could no longer take the strain
and Tanrif dipped mercifully into unconsciousness.

The coast of The Skyshore Realm was one of the most beautiful sights Captain Hillel had ever seen. Not
only did sght of the light blue sand move him, but aso the knowledge he would soon berid of his
passengers. The crew seemed to share his enthusiasm.

As he stood on deck watching the port grow closer, the leader of the dark men, as he/d come to think of
them, was beside him.

"I wish to purchase your dinghy."

Hillel was so unaccustomed to conversing with his passengers, & first he thought held imagined it.
"My dinghy?"

"How much do you want for it?"

Hillel thought for amoment. "Twenty gold sdvars.”

A ridiculous sum. No onein their right mind would pay haf the amount. When the dark man counted out
the coins from the sack on hiswait, Hillel was dumb struck.

"I trust | can count on your discretion.”

Hilld, till looking at the coins, could only nod. Suddenly, the other four were behind their leader. Within
minutes, they expertly lowered the craft into the sea, boarded and set off. Hillel watched them depart,
feding more relaxed than he had in many months. Hisfirst mate stepped forward to stand beside him,
eyes also on the departed craft.

"Odd men. | wonder what they might be about."

Without taking his eyesfrom the dinghy, Hillel replied. "They are going to nate the Duchess of
High Gonadylar."

Thefirst mate looked at him strangely, but said nothing.

"Nay lad, | don't understand it any better than you, but | think there might be sometruth to it, gods save
rre.ll

Zdaran stopped to compose himself before passing through the double doors leading to the throne room.
Thiswasthe first time Penthor had requested aformad audience with him since hisarriva severd weeks
before. Though he was prepared for dmost anything, he was il nervous. He had the distinct feding his



future at the palace would depend upon the results of thisinterview.
"Y ou wished to see me, Excdllency?"

"Yes, Lord Zdaran thanksfor coming so quickly.”

"l am hereto serve.”

"Soyou've said. | have aquestion to ask you. A few of the guards have mentioned that you've been very
hard on them. | understand you've let go quite afew."

"That istrue. | can't stand inefficiency. Guardsleaving their posts, drinking and gambling on duty. It's
unthinkable. I'm certain none of thiswould be going on if Kestryl were ill here.”

Penthor bit back a comment. "Perhaps you're right, but did it ever occur to you that by letting al of these
guards go, were making it harder on the oneswe have left?”

"May | speak with you adone, M'lord?!
"Of coursg," said Penthor.

The Duke stood, descended the steps and put his arm around Zelaran's shoulder, guiding him out of the
room and down the corridor.

"What's on your mind?"

"Areyou aware many of the guard are still loyd to Kestryl? That they speak of his return with gresat
enthusasm?'

"No, | wasnot."

"It'strue, you know. | listen to them. I've taken the liberty of hiring new guardsto replace the onesl've
let go. Men who will beloya to Gondylar, not Kesiryl. Y ou shouldn't have to dedl with that sort of petty
nonsense. Y ou're abusy man. And if Kestryl should return, you'll need loyal men protecting you.
Speaking of which, isn't it time you sdlected another Bladesman?'

"Long past time, but you see, that's a problem. Kestryl had been Bladesman for so long, some people
haveforgottenit'sjust atitle. If | assign another, my popularity will descend even further. Kestryl isa
legend. How can | choose his replacement?’

"If you had a Bladesman, perhaps the palace guard would bein better shape. If you'd like, | can review
al the guards, pick the best of them and make him Bladesman. | would get your blessngsfirg, of
course.”

"Of course."
"If it becomes known that | insisted, your reputation will not be stained.”
"And why would you bewilling to do thisfor me?"

Zdaran looked surprised. "To make the palace safer for my daughter. Certainly you understand that. My
daughter will be the Duchess of High Gondylar. | will do anything to make certain sheis safe.”

Penthor remembered Dathan and Amalga's sacrifice and how it pained them. "'I'm sure you would.” He
stopped to think. Zelaran remained silent. "Doit. It'stime we put Kestryl behind us.”



"Doyou redly think hell return?”

Penthor remembered all too vividly the Bladesman'sfind message. "I'm afraid | do.”

"Well then. We best start making arrangementsto meet him."

Thetwo continued to talk well into the night.

The corridor looked the same asit had the last time. The last time? When was that?

He remembered having been there, but not when, asif he had once dreamed of that place.

He didn't bother with the doors. He knew what lay beyond them. Instead, he concentrated on the pit. His
future swirled within, too fast to decipher. He watched the rapidly shifting images, until one rose above
the others, spinning in the air before him. A day ago held have had no name to associate with that face.
Now hedid. Gdlith.

The assassin's face contorted into amask of loathing frightful to regard, but Tanrif forced himsalf to meet
that gaze. It seemed to spit the words at him. Though he'd heard them before, he was ill unableto
unravel their meaning.

"| suppose it would be proper for meto introduce mysdlf before | take what's left of your miserablelife. |
am Galith, Master Assassin of Sarith. Now and forever, | put an end to the threat.”

The shape moved, dmost faster than the young warrior could follow. One moment it stood there, then it
legpt forward, plunging ablack curved blade degp into hisside. Asthe n faded from view, Tanrif
realized he was indeed dreaming. Y et the pain was redl. He was caught between worlds, until the dream
receded, leaving consciousnessin itswake.

Sensation cameto him first. His Sde throbbed as if someonewere jJumping onit. At first, he was content
to liethere, until he recalled the attack and his panicked flight through the storm. He forced his eyes open.

The bed on which helay was afar cry above the straw pallets held grown used to since leaving home.
Heturned hishead dowly, trying to gain from his surroundings some clue as to where he might be.

Though the room was not large, it was well gppointed. Silk curtains framed the single window. A
sculpture that looked to be made of bronze sat on awooden shelf opposite the bed. Two walls sported
tapestries, one depicting apastoral setting, the other a battlefield. The basin on the table beside the bed
was made of chinaand the pillow beneath his head wasfull of fegthers. A fine handmade quilt kept him
warm.

Hetried to St and immediately regretted it. Pain bit into his side and his head spun. He sank back down
onthepillow. At least he seemed to be out of danger.

He thought about Galith and the attack. He could think of no reason for anyone to want him dead. What
had the assassin said?Now and forever, | put an end to the threat. What could that mean? There were
only two possible conclusions.

Either Galith had mistaken him for someone e se or the man was alunatic. Nather dternative was one
Tanrif desired to embrace.

The door opened and awoman about his age entered. Her hair was short, straight and very blond. She
moved like a dancer as she gpproached the bed. Her green eyes met his and he saw concern there.
From the start, she emanated a certain solidity that appealed to him.



"Good afternoon.” Her voice, like her body, was compact and strong. "1 see you're awake."

His own voice by contrast was a hoarse whisper. "Wheream |7

"You areaguest of Demendil. Thisroomisjust above his shop. My namesLylea. | work for him."
Hetried again to it and she moved forward quickly.

"I wouldn't attempt that yet at least for awhile. The wound may not have been deadly, but it hasto be
panful."”

Tanrif sank back onto the pillows. "1 thank you for your kindness."
"Y ou work at the docks, don't you?'
"How do you know? We haven't met before. If we had, I'm sure I'd remember.”

"Perhaps you would, had you been sober. Y ou weren't. | was on a ship from Theraynta carrying
processed iron. As| waked down the gangplank you told me awoman shouldn't be conducting business
there because the docks were dangerous after sunset.”

Tanrif blushed.

"Ah," shelaughed, "I see you do remember. Y ou were right. The docks are dangerous after dark.” She
looked pointedly at hiswound. "I'll be back soon. | haveto tell Demendil you're awake. I'm sure helll
want to seeyou.”

It was the second time in a short pan he'd heard the name and it sounded familiar.
"Tdl me, Lyles, isthere some reason why | should know this Demendil?"
"He made your sword."

Then he remembered. Not just aweaponsmith...thewegponsmith. Demendil forged the finest wegponsin
The Skyshore Redm, if not al Corithim.

"Yes, of course. My father has quite a collection of origind Demendil.”

"Redly?l mean..."

"Just because | unload shipsfor aliving, doesn't mean my father is not aman of considerable means.”
"What made you choose the docks?'

"First placed | stopped. | suppose you could say the docks chose me. | never had the urgeto do
anythingdse"

She looked into his eyes and shook her head. "No. A flame burnsin your heart. Y ou could not have
stayed for much longer. Y ou weren't at rest.”

"What makesyou think s0?"

"It'sataent of sorts. | can read people sometimes. Not al people and not aways clearly, but when | can
I'm seldom mistaken. Y ou till haven't told me your name.”

"Oh, sorry. I'm Tanrif."



"Wdll, Tanrif, | have afew thingsto take care of and you need to get somerest. We can talk more later,
if youreuptoit."

"I'dlikethat."

Without another word she left the room, leaving Tanrif done with histhoughts.

Gdlith, sporting a bruised and swollen face, stared a the man before him.

"What do you mean his horseis gone?"

The stable hand swallowed. In spite of hissize, Galith did not seem a person to be taken lightly.
"Early thismorning. Hetook his mount, paid me and left. He didn't say where he was going.”

"It doesn't matter. | know where he's going. Very well. Saddle me up. If | ride hard, perhaps| can
overtakehim."

"I wouldn't count on it. That horse of hiswas onein amillion. I'd wager she could outrun the wind."
" Spare me the metgphors and fetch my steed if you will."

Gdith waited until his horse was saddled. Then he legpt on its back and |eft the stables at agalop.
Outside, ayoung man jumped back just in timeto avoid getting trampled. He cursed, but the horseman
paid himno mind.

The stable hand walked outside and watched until Galith disappeared from sight. He chuckled and
returned insde. He pulled the dagger from hisbelt and studied it.

He never thought hed own an origina Demendil. It wastruly awork of art and he was happy to haveit.
And the price had been right. All he had to do was release the young man's horse and lie to anyone who
came asking about it.

He wasn't sure whether the story the blond woman gave him was true and it didn't matter. He could
always get ajob at another stable. HE'd never have a chance at a Demendil blade again. Happily, the lad
returned to work, the hint of adventure awelcome distraction from hisusua chores.

In the heat of the afternoon, five horses left Westgate at afull gallop. Though the riders were each
dressed according to persond taste, they were unified by the grim expressions they wore. Most travelers
on the road gave them wide berth, perhaps sensing the urgency of their trip, perhaps the dangerous
nature of their identities, for they were dl of them, Sarithan Assassins.

Inthelead, Gdith leaned forward pushing his steed to the limit. He had no doubt Tanrif had run hometo
hisfather and Ularon. It would be best if he could catch the boy before then. There would be little chance
of witnesses on thisforsaken road.

When held first received the assignment from the High Priest, he had scoffed at the ideaheld need
assstance. He was aMaster Assassin. No boy, no matter how dangerous, was beyond his ability. He
was no longer certain. He'd underestimated Tanrif. It was amistake he could not afford to repeat.

He now knew the young longshoreman was too dangerousto let live. Hisfoolhardiness had cost him, if
for no other reason then he might now have to take on Varon Imgard aswell asthe boy. Heraised a
hand to hisface, running hisfingers over numerous abrasions. Whatever el se happened, Tanrif would be
made to pay, even if it wasthe last act of Gdith'slife.



Chapter Six - The Attack

When Tanrif next awoke, he was|ess disoriented. Gently, he touched the bandage covering hiswound.
Pain stabbed at him and he drew back his hand. He was lucky to be dive.

For along time helay there, trying to remember everything he could. Hetried again and again to recall
Gdith's exact words. Search as he might, he could find no clue asto why the man should bear him
malice. Hewaslost in such thoughts, when there came a gentle tapping at the door. Before he could

respond, it opened.

A man entered, garbed in an outfit that immediately identified him aswel-to-do. He was larger than
most, both in height and girth. His brown hair had once perhaps matched his eyes, before gray began to
overtakeit. In spite of hisage, he moved with the sllent ease of afighting man. He approached the bed
and smiled.

"How do you fed ?"

Tanrif thought about sitting up, but remembered hislast attempt. He returned aweak smile of hisown.
"Better than | have any right to. Y ou must be Demendil.”

"That | an. And you are Tanrif, son of Varon Imgard.”

"I'm glad to finally meet the greatest smith on Corithim. Y our weapons are art. | would carry none other.”
"Y ou do me great honor, but | fear there are others as skilled. Tell me, how isVaron?”

Tanrif had spent hislife surrounded by Demendil's creations, but it never occurred to him the smith and
his father were acquainted.

"You know him?"'

Demendil sighed. "He till does not speak of me. | suspected as much. He's the most stubborn man I've
ever met.”

"| take it he was more than just aclient.”

"Y our father and | were the closest of friends. When he was younger, we had many adventures together.
| even saved hislife once.”

Tanrif sruggled into aStting podition in spite of the pain. "What happened?”

Demendil studied the younger man'sface asif contemplating how much to reved. "Let'sjust say Varon
and | had a disagreement concerning your mother."

"Y ou knew my mother?'
"l wasin lovewith her." The weaponsmith turned away and stared into the past.
"l wish | had known her."

"Alearawas avery strong woman. It took me along time to cometo termswith her death.”



"What was shelike?"

"Shewas afiery little redhead. Fast to laugh, but aso quick to lose her temper. She had alovefor life
that was infectious. And she was devagtatingly intelligent. | could never have the last word with her. No
one could. Y et somehow, when she won an argument, it wasn't so painful. But now you must satisfy my
curiosity. What happened to you?'

Reluctantly, for he ill wanted to hear more about his mother, he told the weaponamith about Galith and
the events leading up to the attack. When the tale was done, Tanrif was exhausted. He sank back down.

"You're certain he said Master Assassin of Sarith?”
"Il never forget it."
Demendil stood and walked toward the window. He glanced out, then turned back toward the bed.

"| takeit you've never heard of the Sarithan Assassins. They're ardligious sect that worships Sarith, the
Goddess of War and Crudty. They are dso one of the most powerful organizations on Corithim. They
are not like other assassins. They cannot be hired. They receive their targets from the Priesthood. Usudly
it's someone whose death will strengthen their politica agenda or someone they see asathreat.”

"I can see how a dockworker would threaten such apowerful brotherhood. After al, with my temper..."

"Tanrif, there's nothing funny about this. Kingstossin their deep for fear they might have offended the
Sarithan Assassins. Even Lord Vekketh paysthem tribute.”

"I'mnoKing."

"It doesn't matter. If they have reason to believe you are athreat and this Galith redly is of that
Brotherhood, he will stop at nothing to see you dead. Y ou arein grave danger.”

"It'sjust not possible. There must be some mistake.”

"Do meafavor. Stay here as my guest and give me achanceto find out.”

"Do you think you can?'

"Probably. I've developed many connections over the years. One doesin my line of work."

"| supposethat'strue. Very well. I'll wait herefor now. It'snot asif | can go back to work anyway, but
I'm telling you, they're after the wrong man.”

Demendil studied him. "Perhgps.”
Theway hesaid it made Tanrif uncomfortable.

With darkness rapidly gpproaching, Galith decided to camp for the night. He led the Assassins off the
road to a copse of trees ahundred yards distant. If anyone passed, Galith would know it.

Bonetook first watch, while the others dept. Galith, asleader of the mission, was spared guard duty, but
was not tired. He stayed awake staring at the road. After atime, Bone squatted beside him.

"Y ou might want to get some deep. Heis certainly ahead of us.”

Gdith glanced a him. The younger Assassin was the most competent of the lot and therefore the most



dangerous. Gdith was glad he outranked him.
"I cannot deep. | will not, until | seethe boy dead.”
"Youtak asif weretraling aprofessona demondayer. Hesachild.”

Gdith turned. "Look at my face. Doesthislook like thework of achild?1 tell you there's something
unnatural about thisone. I'vekilled larger and far more experienced men. And let us not forget the

prophecy.”

"Ah, the prophecy. | have aquestion for you. If thisboy is destined to be our undoing, how can wekill
him?'

Galith turned his gaze back to theroad. "I don't know. My art iskilling, not philosophy. If the High Priest
tellsmetokill abird, I doit. I am not wise enough to question the wisdom of the Priesthood. Are you?’

"Of course not. If Ezewdra sayswekill him, then that iswhat we must do. | just don't understand how
we can change fate.”

"Y ou don't need to understand. Just do asyou'retold.”
Bone bowed low. "By your command.”

The younger Assassin turned away, not yet ready to chalenge Gdith's authority, though the day hewould
was not far away. Bone's atitude had been bordering on disrespectful since Gdith'sfailure. Thistime he
would get the job done, prophecy notwithstanding. It wasn't asif the boy wereimmortd. Galith had only
one question. He drew a deep breath, climbed to his feet and walked to where Bone had retreated

"A better question might bethis. What if by killing the boy, we somehow seal our own fate?"

"A fair question for which | have no answer. | don't think anyone does. | know only this. Whatever
happensto the Sarithan Assassins, Iwill survive. | don't know how | know, but | do."

Gdlith studied Bone's face in the moonlight, then walked away. The young Assassin'swords bordered on
blagphemy. If he didn't watch himself, hewould get into trouble.

Fortunately, Bone's future was not his concern. He sat back on the ground and thought about Tanrif.
Findly he stretched out, though true to hisword, he remained awake for the rest of the night.

A crowd of men stared at the leader of the Hellspawn. Most were too drunk to feel fear. Others stayed
only close enough to hear hiswords.

"l seek ayoung woman of perhaps twenty years with black hair and violet eyes. Her nameis Cyanne. |
amwilling to pay handsomely for information on her whereabouts." At this he pulled aheavy pouch of
coinsfrom hisbelt.

The Hellspawn scanned the group. Severa shook their heads. A few looked around, asif she might be
standing next to them. One or two others thought about trying to find some way to cash in, but alook at
the dark warrior and his companions was enough to awaken their wiser selves. No onein ther right mind
would double-cross such men. "Wewill be staying at the Crystal Spring Inn. Any help in this matter will
be most appreciated.”

Without another word, the Hellspawn walked through the crowd and entered the night. He had many
more stops to make this evening.



Cyanne was suddenly awake and didn't know why. Shelay till for atime, barely breething. She listened
to the buzzing of insects and the shrill cry of night frogs. The world was asit should be. Whatever had
disturbed her deep was gone.

She closed her eyes and allowed her other sensesto work; senses borne of her Ethrell ancestry. The air
felt heavy, asit did before agreat storm. She stood and |ooked into the night, but the sky above was
cloudless. Briefly, she contemplated lying back down, but knew she would not be able to deep. In spite
of theinherent danger of riding at night, she packed up her bedroll, saddled her horse and mounted. She
needed to get home as soon as possible.

Two days after Tanrif had regained consciousness, he was out of bed. Lyleatried to keep him there
longer, but he was restless and wanted to see the shop. After an hour of artful persuasion, she relented,
but assured him held be right back to bed at the first Sign of weakness.

Tanrif took histime descending the gairs, though he didn't fed it was necessary. Lylea, however,
hovered over him, waiting for amanifestation of the dightest pain. He wasn't going to spend another day
in bed. From the way he felt, hiswound could not have been as serious as held first thought.

The shop itself was al held hoped for and more. Firgt of dl it was huge. Every type of weapon

imaginable was present, from longer pole axes and haberds to the thinnest tilettos. Demendil was indeed
amadter a his craft. Tanrif wasted no time browsing through the countless racks. He picked up a
scimitar and took afew practice cuts. Lyleawas on him immediately.

"WEell have none of that."

Tanrif drew abreath and let it out dowly. "Listen. | gppreciate your concern. | redly do. | just don't think
the wound was as bad as you think it was."

"It was pretty bad. Aninchin amost any direction and you wouldn't be with ustoday.”

"Yousaw it?'

"Who do you think undressed you and tended it?"

Tanrif sood slently, trying to think of something to say. He could fed color cregping into his cheeks.

Lyles, eyesfull of mischief, couldn't et the opportunity pass. "Y ou have nothing to be ashamed abouit.
You'reinterrific shape. | mean redly well put together.”

Heturned and carefully examined the sword rack, well aware she continued to watch him. "Well,
perhaps you migudged the severity of the wound, because of the blood. A good part of it may have been
Gdlith's. In any case, I've aways hedled quickly."

"I'm afraid not. Look Tanrif, I've been about abit. I've had some pretty wild adventures myself. More
than afew ended ininjury. Most of the time they weren't mine. The point is, I've treated more than a
handful of wounds and to be plain, I'm surprised you're standing.”

"It'smy body and | say I'm hedling quite nicely.”
"All right. Let'shave another look at it, shal we?"
Tanrif'sface turned white. "What? Here?'

"In the back room. The shop's closed. We're done.™



Tanrif had undressed before women, but most of the time, held paid them beforehand. Thiswas
something quite new.

"I don't know if that's such agood idea."

"Y ou want to look around. That'sfine, but before | alow you to start playing with weapons, I've got to
satisty mysdlf youreup toit. I know how stubborn men can be, believe me. Well step into the back, I'll
take aquick peek and, if what you say istrue, you can try out anything you want."

Tanrif's modesty competed with hislove of wegpons. It wasn't much of a contest. "Okay. But just for a

Lyleasmiled innocently. Together they walked to the back. A smal sitting room doubled asawaiting
areq, alowing customersto relax while work was being performed. He raised histunic and pulled it over
his head. Then helowered his breeches, just enough so she could see the wound. He thought she was
going to have morefun at his expense, but instead, she drew a breath. Tentatively, she reached out and
touched the scar.

"That'simpossble”
"l told you. | hedl quickly."

"And I'm telling you, | bandaged the puncture two days ago and thereisno way it could have heded in
thet time."

"Unlessyou migudged.”

"No." Shedidn't sound very sure.

"What are you suggesting then?" 1t was Tanrif's turn to be amused.
"l don't know."

Tanrif pulled on histunic and returned to the shop proper, leaving Lyleadone with her thoughts. Only a
few minutes later, there was aknock at the side door. Tanrif looked toward the back room, but Lylea
had still not emerged. He dmost called her, but decided to answer it himself.

A more cautious man would have asked who it was, but Tanrif didn't believe he wasin danger, in spite of
recent events. He opened the door and looked out. Standing there, carrying a heavy-looking package,
stood a beautiful young woman.

"If you're not going to invite mein, at least take this"

Tanrif shook himself, smiled gpologeticaly and took the bundle from her.

"Sorry. | just wasn't expecting...”

She waked in behind him, closed and locked the door. Tanrif's eyesfollowed her every move.
"I'm Tanrif."

She met hiswide eyes, both flattered and amused. "Cyanne. Y ou can put that anywhere. I'll take it
upstairs after. Do you dways stare a women?"

"Only the oneswho look like you, and let me tell you, there aren't many.”



Her reply was cut off by Lyleds entrance. "' Cyanne. When did you get here?

"Only now. | wasjust introducing mysdlf to Tanrif."

Lyleaembraced her. "Tanrif, my sster, Cyanne. Cyanne, thisis Varon Imgard's son.”
"Redly?| must say, you're not how | pictured you."

Tanrif was disturbed she should have tried to picture him at al. What had they heard about him and why
was he atopic of conversation? He had afeding it had to do with the history between Demendil and his
fether.

"And how did you picture me?"

"I'm not sure. Perhaps abit more...surly.”

Tanrif dmost choked. "I'm surly!™

Cyannelooked at Lyleaand both chuckled. It was Lyleawho replied.

"Y ou are many things Tanrif, but if | had to pick an single word description, I'd have to say you were
cute”

"Cute! I'm not cute.”
"That'swhat al the cutest men say," said Cyanne.
"What isthis, two againgt one?'

All three laughed. Tanrif could dmost see something familiar about Cyanne, asif once heéd met herina
dream, then the feeling was gone. The trio adjourned to the back room, where they continued to talk late
into the night.

As Tanrif continued to recover, he spent more time examining racks of weapons. Certainly, it wasthe
finest collection held seen anywhere.

Lyleaand Cyanne ran the shop, while Demendil forged the weapons. The merchandise was so
expensive, Demendil produced them faster than they sold, explaining the large number of fine products
avalable

There was dso asmaller stock of cheaper weapons. Well made, but not up to the caliber of the pieces
that drew Tanrif's attention. Though they were far more expens ve than comparable quality items hed
Seen e sewhere, they il sold regularly. 1t seemed people were willing to grosdy overpay, just to say they
had a wegpon from the Shop of Demendil.

With Demendil away, Lyleaand Cyanne were inundated with work. Tanrif helped out where he could,
though he lacked the experience of the two women. Still he was quite knowledgeabl e about swords and
even sold acouple.

In his spare time, he continued to explore the shop, trying to figure out what weapon he could add to his
repertoire that would round out his sword. He eventually decided on a Borderland Short Bow. The piece
was larger than a standard bow, but still not large enough to encumber him. 1t was an excellently crafted
piece, made from severa different types of wood glued together. This rather unique construction,
according to Lylea, made for asturdier wegpon. It didn't take him long to purchase it outright, though the
transaction cut deeply into his pouch.



He found himsdlf practicing between customers. There was atarget area set up in the back, spanning the
entire width of the shop, so prospective buyers could try before they bought. He found he had a natural
talent for it, though he knew hitting atarget during practice didn't necessarily reflect on how well hewould
doin battle. Still, Lyleawasimpressed with how quickly he picked it up.

Tanrif was surprised to find himself happy, particularly because he hadn't redlized held been unhappy. He
now knew he would never return to the docks. That was behind him. He could never again lower himself
to unloading ships. Whatever else Gdith had done, the Assassin had awvakened a part of Tanrif that had
been adeep for four months. For that he owed the man.

Tanrif continued to work in the shop days and flirt with Cyanne a night. He didn't believe anything would
comeof it, but there was something about the black-haired woman that called to him. Something that
went far degper than physica atraction. Tanrif could never recal experiencing anything likeit and so
remained cautious. After dl, why would awoman like that want anything to do with him?

It was a question he was unable to answer.

Moraclimbed the stairsdowly. In dl hisyears asaguard, he had never met aman that scared him as
much as the leader of the Hellspawn. When he reached the third floor, he stopped at the first door and
knocked. It opened and he entered.

Theroomwas so dimly lit, it took his eyes afew moments to adjust. Beside the door, stood aman in
black armor, broadsword drawn. Mora's eyes widened. He spoke quickly.

"l saw her. | was on duty in Westgate when she entered the city. Black hair, violet eyes, just asyou said.”
Theman in black amiled. "Whereis she now?"

"No. Gold first." Mora spoke the words nervoudy, but greed made him brave.

"Very well." He took apouch from his belt and tossed it to the guard. "Perhaps you'd like to count it."

The guard weighed the pouch in hishand and it felt heavy. He looked at the warrior and thought it
wouldn't be terribly wise to anger him. Whatever nerve held possessed evaporated, and suddenly al he
wanted was to get out of there. If the sack wasfull of iron, held lost nothing.

"I followed her. She's a the Shop of Demendil. | asked around and found out she works there.”
"Whereisthis...Shop of Demendil?"

"Near the beginning of Merchant Street, where it crosses Eastway.”

"Youvedonewell. | trust the payment is sufficient to insure your silence.”

Mora nodded.

"Thengo."

Asheturned to leave, he saw four figures standing quietly in the background. Figures dressed in the same
black armor as the man whom he'd first seen at the tavern. He didn't know how he'd missed them. The
guard swallowed and |eft the room.

Whoever she was, he pitied her. He moved asfast as he could without being impolite. Once on the sairs,
he moved fagter. The gold would do nothing to assuage his conscience, but while he was suffering the
guilt, a least he would suffer in style. There was enough gold in that pouch to keep him in booze for a



year. If he hadn't found her, someone e se certainly would have.

Out on the street, he shivered at the thought of what they would do to her. Then he tied the pouch to his
belt and it didn't matter. He pulled his cloak tighter and hurried away down anarrow dley.

Gdlith had no trouble locating Varon's ranch. Indeed, it seemed asif the aging mercenary was somewhat
of acdebrity. Hisranch house wasthe largest dwelling in the area.

Gdith and his men spent the day watching. If Tanrif were there, as Galith assumed, he was bound to
show himsdlf sooner or later. Findly, shortly before the sun sank below the horizon, the door opened and
Varon Imgard stepped into the hot summer afternoon.

At once, the Assassins were dert, waiting for a second figure to emerge. There was no chance Varon
could spot them. They were far too skilled at their trade. Varon was only outside for ashort time and no
onejoined him.

Galith was frugtrated, though knew he could not afford impatience. He touched his nose gently. Hewas
gill in pain. They would wait until the boy showed and when he did, Galith would exact hisrevenge.

Thelast thing Varon Imgard expected to find upon entering the kitchen, was his old friend Demendil
gtting at the table. A lifetime of surprises had not prepared him for the moment. The smith looked
thoughtful, but said nothing. Varon sat across from him, also reluctant to break the silence.

The two regarded each other, each lost in his own memories. Findly, Varon's curiosity got the better of
him.

"l must say, I'm stunned.”
"It'sbeenalong time.”
And again slence. Thistime, Demendil spokefirs.

"I met Tanrif. He's afine boy, Varon. Showed up a my shop with abad wound. Might have been a
deadly one."

Varon said nothing.
"He was attacked by a Sarithan Assassin. Now, what can you tell me about that?'
"It has nothing to do with me. Why would you think otherwise?"

"Because they're watching your house. I'd have never spotted them from here, but | entered through the
passage. | must say, | wasn't surprised to find it there."

"Of course not. Would | leave mysdlf without a proper exit?'

The aging mercenary smiled, then grew serious. "Demendil, listen. | swear to you, if the Assassinsare
after Tanrif itisnot my doing. | love the boy. | would never do anything to endanger him."

"| figured as much, but had to hear it from your lips. Thetwo of us had anice conversation.”
"How much did you tdl him?*

"Not enough. Not nearly enough.”



"| thank you for that."

"Y ou don't know how hard it was. Still, nothing would be served by him knowing the truth. There's
nothing he could do about it anyway."

"It'sover," agreed Varon.
"What are you going to do about the Sarithans?’

Varon rose and walked to the window. He knew he would never see them if they didn't want him to,
though he gtill found himsdlf searching. "That depends. Areyou just hereto warn me or will you stay for
the baitle?"

"Damn it, man! What do you think? | know weve had our differences, but I've never hated you. |
couldn't stland by and watch you die. Do you think | could live with mysdif if | did?’

Varon returned to the table. "'I'm sorry about what happened. | never did apologize, did 1? There were
reasons, Demendil. Reasons you know nothing about. | had my duty.”

"Which was stronger than your sanity. It doesn't matter. It was dmost eighteen years ago. | will never
agree with what you did, but perhaps | can findly forgive you." He paused, waiting for hiswordsto be
understood. From where he sat, he could see tearsform in hisfriend's eyes. Embarrassed, he changed
the subject. "So what'sthe plan?’

Varon wiped his eyeswith the back of hishand. "1 have an ideg, but it involves magic.”
"Y ou know how | fedl about that."

"So | do, but the Assassinswant Tanrif and that's exactly what well give them.”
Demendil sghed, then amiled. "Very well. Do what you will."

Varon gpproached and stood before hisfriend. He had not cast a spell for along time, but the ability
never diminished. While he moved his handsin the timelessritua gestures, he chanted in the old tongue.
Demendil, in spite of his discomfit, watched fascinated. He had not witnessed such athing since the last
spell hed seen Varon cagt, eighteen years before.

He fdlt nothing. He only knew it was done when Varon nodded approval. He rose and walked into the
hallway, seeking the mirror held passed on the way to the kitchen. When hefound it, he regarded his
reflection with wonder. Demendil reached out a hand and touched the image. The face that stared back
a himwas Tanrif's.

"Amazing, smply amazing.”

"No, not redly. A farly smpleilluson, indl truth. It won't last forever, but it should remain in effect long
enough for our purposes.”

Demendil smiled, then started at how strange the expression looked on his new face.
"Comeon, let's get thisover with."
Without waiting for aresponse Varon turned and walked toward the front door of the ranch house.

"Y ou might try putting alittle morearmintoiit. It'snot asword,” said Cyanne.



She had come upon Tanrif swinging amace, trying to get afed for the wegpon. He hadn't redized shed
been watching.

"Thanks anyway, but it'snot for me. | prefer to employ abit of stylewhen | fight. Pulping an opponent's
head with one strong side arm is not my idea of elegance.”

Cyanne laughed. Sdlf-conscioudly, Tanrif placed the weapon carefully back on the rack and walked to
the back of the shop with his bow. Cyanne followed.

"Sothat'sit, isit? Your egoissofragilethat at the first Sgn of falure, you return to something you know
can impress?' Shewas baiting him, and he knew it.

"Failure? Who said anything about failure? I'm awarrior, not a butcher. Let the amateurs bludgeon
peopleinto oblivion, thank you. I'll stick with my sword.”

"Why areyou being so defensve?’
"I'm not being defengive. I'm just explaining.”
"Oh, you'rejust explaining." Shewaslaughing a him.

Tanrif turned away, knocked an arrow and let it fly. Aninch to theleft and it would have missed the
target completely. He didn't understand how he could let awoman's rambling so affect him.

"Nice shot," said Cyanne.

He shook his head, placed another arrow to the bowstring and let it fly. This one struck closer to home.
Not his best shot, but arespectable effort.

Cyanne was about to comment, when the door of the shop flew open and five warriors, clad in black
armor, charged in. There could be no mistaking their intentions. The Hellspawn were there to kill.

Lyleareacted first. She had been standing behind the dagger counter and thus was closest to the front of
the shop when they entered. She grabbed the |oaded crossbow kept ready for just thistype of occasion.
In one fluid motion, she aimed and pulled the trigger, screaming a battle cry to dert Cyanne and Tanrif.

The bolt struck one of the intrudersin the face. He went down, but the others seemed not to notice. Only
then did Tanrif reglize hewas Htill holding his bow.

Hedidn't take the time to aim. He didn't haveit. He ran several pacesforward, until he had aclear shot
down one of the aides. He placed the arrow to the bowstring and let it fly. To his credit, he pierced a
paethroat. The warrior took another step forward before joining his companion on the floor.

Then one of them wastoo close for the bow. He dropped it and drew his sword. Lyleaemerged from
behind the counter, drawing a weapon off the rack as she passed. Cyanne did likewise, pulling ashort
scimitar from anearby display.

The strangest thing about the attack was the silence. The Hellspawn never uttered a sound, even asthey
went down. Nor did the ones il standing take any notice of their fallen companions. They smply
stepped over them or on them and continued their advance, apparently unaware of their mortality.

A glancetold Tanrif one had gonefor Lylea, another for Cyanne. He wasn't close enough to help either
of them.

Cyanne moved quietly among the racks, trying to keep her distance from the intruders, whiletrying to



work hersdlf closer to Lyleain case her Sster needed help.

That brief reflection was al Tanrif had time for before he was forced to defend himsdlf. His opponent
charged, no doubt thinking him an easy target. He easily parried the thrust, but was not prepared for the
forceof it. He had never felt such ablow.

He caught his baancejust in time to defend himsdlf from the second swipe. Again he was amazed by the
strength behind the attack. He parried and tried an attack of hisown, but his blade was turned by his
opponent's armor.

Acrosstheroom, Lyleafought with aferocity that had always been characteristic of her style. Few tested
her a second time. Immediately on the offensive, she dashed and thrust with barely a pause between
attacks. Y et nothing she could summon was able to penetrate the dark armor.

Tanrif tired as the fight progressed. Since hisinjury, he had not taken the time to practice. It would cost
him. He found himsdlf bresthing hard and swesting profusdly. Hetried to put more energy into his
attacks, but his opponent took everything he had and kept coming. He backed up, took a moment to
wipe the swesat from his forehead and considered his opponent.

Cyanne screamed. He turned to look for just asecond, then realized his error. The dark warrior struck.
Heraised his sword to block, but between his growing weakness and the swest, he was unable to hold
onto hisblade. To hishorror, the wegpon flew from his hand. He didn't have the time to see where it
landed.

With no choicel€ft, he charged his opponent, ducking under the confident overhand swing. He grabbed
thewarrior'swrist and threw his entire weight into the attacker. The black-clad warrior toppled over
backwards. Tanrif, never rdeasing hishold, fell with him.

Tanrif wrestled thewarrior, trying to gain control of the sword. Unfortunately, the Hell spawn was much
gronger than him. Tanrif found himsdlf thrown over. A moment later his opponent had reversed their
position. Tanrif knew hislife was about to end.

Lyleahad aso heard Cyanne scream, but like Tanrif wastoo tied up to do anything about it. She jumped
backwards and risked alook. Cyanne had been disarmed, and was backed into a corner. The attackers
obvioudy had no compunctions againgt killing an unarmed woman.

Lyleaturned to meet anew attack. She took another step, reached for amace off one of the racksand
brought it full force down on her opponent's head. At first she thought the blow had done nothing. Then
thewarior fel forward. She moved toward Cyanne, grabbing ahelm off the counter as she passed.

"Hey you," sheyelled.

The Hellspawn, having nothing to fear from Cyanne, turned to face her. With dl her strength, Lylea
hurled the helmet. Her aim was near perfect. The dark warrior's helm was split open. Cyanne kicked her
assallant in the back, launching it toward Lylea, who finished the job with asingle stroke of the mace. The
dark warrior collgpsed and remained motionless.

When Lylea shouted, thewarrior atop Tanrif turned his head long enough for Tanrif to pull ablack
dagger from the scabbard on his opponent's hip. Tanrif did the blade across his opponent's neck. The
warrior began to bleed, but never stopped fighting.

Tanrif, even weaker than before, grabbed the Hellspawn'swrist and held it away from him. If his strength
failed, he would be dead.



Thewarrior continued to lose blood, but didn't seem to notice. He redoubled his effort, moving the blade
of hissword ever closer to Tanrif'sthroat. Tanrif summoned hislast reserves, holding his opponent at
bay, until finally, the wound took itstoll. The dark warrior collgpsed on him, soaking him with blood.
Tanrif, weak ashewas, took along time to struggle out from under. Only then was he findly ableto the
wipethefoul liquid from hisface. He took astep forward, fell to one knee and vomited on the floor
beside the corpse.

Lylea, who had aready ascertained Cyanne was unhurt, made no moveto help him. While he kndlt,
recovering, she disappeared in the back and returned with aglass of wine. Only after hed found hisway
to hisfeet, did shewalk over and proffer the glass.

Hetook it gladly, rinsed his mouth and spit. Then he took a hedlthy swallow. Cyanne came over to make
certain hewasdl right.

"I'm sorry,” hesaid.

"Y ou have nothing to gpologizefor,” sad Cyanne.
"Yourewrong. | have everything to apologizefor.”
Lylealooked a him aswdll.

"Don't you see? The Sarithan Assassins have found me. | don't know how, but it doesn't matter. By
staying here, I've placed both your livesin danger.”

"Danger adds something to life, don't you think, Cyanne?"

Tanrif looked at Lylea. "Thisisn't agame. Galith was serious. These men were serious. I'm sorry, but |
can't stay. Now that the Assassins know where | am, they'll be back, in grester force. | will not put either
of you in further jeopardy.”

"But you promised Demendil you'd stay until he returned.”

"Now that they know where| am, everything's changed. There's no other choice. | must leave
tomorrow."

Without another word, sick and wesk as he was, Tanrif grabbed the closest body and began dragging it
toward the side entrance.

Tanrif moved dowly, looking around the room for what might be the last time. He had aready packed
what few possessions he owned into his saddlebags. The next morning, as soon as he woke, he would
take leave of this place. Hetried not to think about it. His days at the Shop of Demendil would not soon
be forgotten.

He dtretched dowly, trying to relieve the pain in hislower back. Though he had strained it during hisfight
with the Assassin, it was the cleanup that did himin. It was a horrible job that took many hours of
grueling labor. Thiswasthe hardest he'd worked since hisinjury and he was appalled at how tired he felt.
A couple of weeks earlier, he would have barely broken a sweat. He desperately needed to get back
into shape.

He walked to the window and looked outside. The night was half past and the streets were empty. He
studied the shadows, wondering which, if any, might contain an Assassin waiting to take him out.
Y esterday, he would have scoffed at theidea. Now it seemed like avery red possibility.



A knock &t the door made him jump. He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and turned.

"[t'sopen.”

He tensed, though he knew an Assassin wouldn't have knocked. Cyanne entered and he released his
breath. Shelooked at him and smiled.

Sheworeared tunic that almost reached her knees. Its digphanous materia clung to her, as she moved
towards him. It took redl effort not to stare.

"Hdlo, Tanrif."
"Hdlo."

He moved away from the window and said nothing ese. The sllence was awkward, but neither brokeit,
until finally, he could stand it no longer.

"What can | dofor you?'
"Have you decided where you want to go?"*
He shrugged and turned again toward the window so asto avoid staring. Gods, she was beautiful.

"Haven' redly thought about it. | suppose I'll just wander. After dl, any decison | make might be
duplicated. But if | don't know where I'm going, how can anyone find me?”

"I'm not certain how wisethat is. It's a dangerous world. There are many placesthat would be better left
off your itinerary. Rather than try to cross the Witchwaters, you might aswell stay here and wait for the
Assassinsto get you. You'd stand a better chance of surviva. Y ou could conceivably end up in Domina
If the Emperor's men find you and you have no papers, they'll brand you, lock a collar around your neck
and sdl you to the highest bidder. Maybe you'll even make it dl the way to the southern wastes, where
dying is getting off easy. Y ou don't have the experience to roam the world on your own. That'swhy I'm
coming with you."

Tanrif turned to look at her. "I'm afraid not.”

"Jug likethat?'

"Jugt likethat."

"Why not?'

"It'stoo dangerous. They've dready tried to kill metwice. | will not drag you into danger.”
"Why? Because I'm awoman? If that's the reason, I've got afew wordsfor you."

"It'saso too dangerous for me, but | have no choice. And you'd just...” Hisvoicetrailed off.
"Beintheway?Istha what you were going to say, Tanrif?"

"You'd just be having to pull me out of trouble dl thetime. That'swhat | wasgoingto say." Hiseyes
twinkled.

"Likehdl."
She jumped forward and her hands shot out. He tried, ineffectively, to dodge around her. Hefell



backwards onto the bed and she straddled him.
"You'reticklish! Take mewith you."

Hetried to roll out from under her, but couldn't stop laughing long enough to make the attempt. Finally he
managed to blurt out, "Enough...enough, you can come.”

She stopped and met his gaze. "Do you mean it?"
"With hands like that, how could | stop you?"

Hefound himself so logt in her violet eyes, he wasn't certain held ever make it back. Not that he was
redly trying.

"These hands are capable of even greater feats.” She leaned forward and brushed her lipsagaing his.

Tanrif reached up and pulled her to him, returning her kisswith passon he didn't know he possessed.
Nothing in his prior experience prepared him for the rush of emotion that accompanied his growing
desre.

Tanrif's need rose until he could wait no longer. He seized her and rolled over, pinning her beneath him.
At first she pretended to struggle, but soon her own need rose to where she could bardly control it.

She moved benesth him, writhing and squirming. He fought the rising urgency, wanting to makeit last
forever, but soon found he couldn't hold back.

Hebit hislip so he wouldn't cry out at the last moment. It wouldn't have mattered. Cyanne's screams of
pleasure would have drowned out any sound he might have made. Completely spent, he melted into her
and dmogt immediately fell adeep.

Cyanneremained awake for along time, sobbing gently and cradling himin her arms.

Chapter Seven - Turning the Tables

Jalek kept hisbody low as he moved across open ground. The ranch house of Varon Imgard had been
dark sincethe last light had gone out dmost an hour before. There had been no sign of servants. Asfar
ashe could tell, the only two people insde were Varon Imgard and Tanrif.

By noting which lights were the last to have been extinguished, the Assassins had been able to determine
in which roomsther two targets dept. Jalek reached the side of the house and scaled the wall.
Fortunately, the night was hot enough to ensure the windows would be wide open. He madeit to the
second story without mishap and dipped inside.

In the darkness, the Assassin couldn't tell whether the figure on the bed was the father or the son. It didn't
matter. If he killed the great VVaron Imgard, he would be something of acdebrity. If hekilled Tanrif, he
would be an honored hero. In either case, hed move up in rank.

He did acrossthefloor, bardly making a sound. He drew his dagger and tried to estimate where he
needed to strike to do the most damage. A Sarithan Assassin strove for perfection. There could be no
witnesses, no cluesleft behind and if possible, desth should be dedlt in asingle thrust.

Heraised his blade and leaned forward. He never heard the click of the trigger. Never felt the crossbow



bolt enter hisback. Never knew Demendil, still wearing Tanrif's likeness, stood in the corner of the room
wearing asatisfied smile. JAek met hisfate consumed by visons of glory.

Varon Imgard stood in hisroom waliting. He knew it was only ametter of time before one of the
Assassinswould appear. He held his sword ready, ignoring the uncomfortable tenson in hisarm. Hewas
getting too old for this sort of thing.

Hebarely dared breethe, when afigure findly pulled itself through the window. The Assassin glanced
around the room, but there was no way he could see VVaron, a shadow among shadows. The Assassin
took two steps before the swordmaster lunged. Histhrust was perfectly aimed, but the Assassin must
have sensed something at the last moment. Asthe blade pierced his abdomen, he cried out, derting the
others. Varon cursed, drew his sword back and struck again, but it was too late. The damage had been
done.

He wiped the gore from his sword onto the bedclothes. He wouldn't be returning to the ranch anyway.
He stepped over the dead Assassin and |eft the room quickly. It wouldn't be long before the others came
to investigate.

Outside the house, Galith waited. There was nothing else he could do. He should have been completely
confident in the abilities of hismen, yet he could not rid himsdlf of the dry taste in hismouth, which he
recognized for what it was. . .the taste of defeat. He spat twice, but the taste lingered. He remained till,
gyesintent on the house. Intuition told him something was wrong.

Asif confirming his suspicion, ashout pierced the darkness. There was no way to tell whether it came
from one of hismen or one of the targets. Nor could he be certain whether it indicated surprise or pain.
Though he was anxiousto find out, he forced himself to wait five full minutes before approaching.

As he advanced, he threw back his head and hooted three times. Owlswere common in thisareaand the
expertly mimicked call blended perfectly with the sound of night insects. Only onetrained to listen for it
could know it wasasigna. Almost immediately the two remaining members of his party responded. The
three converged on the east Sde of the house.

"'Something has gone amiss. Elrad, you watch the rear of the house. Bone will take the front. If anyone
leaves, | want to know about it. If you get a clear shot, don't wasteit. I'm going in.”

Helooked a Bone. "If | don't come out, you'rein charge. Any questions?”

Both Assassins shook their heads and walked into the night. Galith, usudly a confident man, wondered if
he'd ever see them again. Rather than risk the upper level, the Master Assassin climbed through an open
window on the main floor. Once inside, he dropped silently to the ground and waited for hiseyesto
adjust to the absence of moonlight.

Therein the darkness he crouched, listening to his own shdlow breathing, for that was the only sound.
Findly he rose and moved stedlthily toward the stairs. He offered a brief prayer to Sarith before climbing
them. As he approached the top step, he drew his dagger.

It took him only moments to piece together the story. Somehow Tanrif and his father had been ready for
them. His men had attacked empty beds, not redlizing their enemies were e sewhere in the room,
concealed by darkness. Even an inexperienced warrior could turn the tables in such a setup. Considering
the nature of histargets, he was surprised either of his Brothers had lived long enough to cry out.

Which didn't explain what had become of Tanrif and hisfather. He moved from room to room, dagger
ready, yet the anticipated attack never arrived. After searching the entire house, he returned to the



kitchen. Hefound and lit acandle. Using it, he searched again with the same unacceptable results.
Somehow, Tanrif and VVaron Imgard had escaped.

Abandoning caution atogether, he opened the front door and motioned for Boneto join him.
"What happened in there?' asked the younger assassin.
Gdith ignored the question. "Get Elrad.”

Bone bowed dightly and moved to comply. Galith leaned against the door, eyes closed, trying to cometo
termswith thisnew failure. He could not afford to return to Glith with this news. More than his reputation
was at stake.

Gdlith heard his men approach. He opened his eyes and waited until they stood before him. When he
spoke, hisvoicewasice.

"Qur brothers have failed and have paid for it. Sarith will not treet their souls with kindness. Of Tanrif and
hisfather, thereisno sign, yet they couldn't have left unseen. There must be another exit. Find it. | will not
be humilisted again.”

Gdith did not participate in the search. Instead he sat in the kitchen, trying in vain to guesswhat had given
them away. He wasfairly certain neither of the occupants had seen them. How had they known?

There could only be one possibility. Tanrif had returned home and told hisfather of the attack. Hisfather,
aveteran mercenary, would have known the Sarithan Assassinswould never give up. Had the intended
victims carried out their plan without actualy knowing they were being stalked? It seemed farfetched, but
wasn't outside the realm of possibility. His thoughts were interrupted when Bone entered.

"I'velocated apassage.”
Gdlith wasimmediatdy on hisfeet. "Where?"

"In the family room. There were afew discolored floorboards. They were so well concedled | missed
them at first. | pried them up and uncovered alower leve."

"You didn't leave it unguarded, did you?' Gdlith took astep toward him.
"Of course not. Elrad is standing watch.”
"Very well, let ustend to our quarry.”

Hewaked quickly from the room, unwilling to wait any longer for vengeance. Bone followed astep
behind.

The family room wasjust acrossthe corridor. The entrance to the cellar had been so ingenioudly crafted,
Gdlith was surprised Bone had caught it. He used the candle to light an il lamp Sitting on anearby table.
Behind him, Bone and Elrad watched. Gdith drew his blade and descended the stone steps into the
darkness below. His men followed.

At the bottom, leading straight from the foot of the Sairs, along, narrow passageway issued forth. The
moisture on the interlocking stone wals glistened in the lamplight. Asthey walked, they scanned for
doors or side passages, but there were none. When the corridor finaly cameto an abrupt end, they were
surprised. Until Galith held the lamp higher and noticed a small square door above their heads. Tanrif and
hisfather had walked right under them.



Gdith motioned to Bone. "Get down on dl fours."

The Assassin glared, but didn't hesitate. Galith had been right. Bone would one day be dangerous. The
Master Assassin stepped on his back, holding the lantern higher. He tried pushing, ignoring the grunts
from below, but it wouldn't budge. When he looked closer, he noticed asmall ring st intoit.

Heinserted two fingers and tugged. It moved only dightly. He pulled twice more. Still it barely budged.
He gaveit onefinad massive tug and the door swung downward. Before any of the three could react, a
rain of large stones descended. The lamp fell and was subsequently smashed. 1t happened so quickly,
there was no chance to react .Within seconds, all three were knocked sensel ess. Soon the only sound
remaining was the soft echoes of shifting rocks as they descended the pile.

Gdlith regained consciousnessfirst and woke the others. Bruises and cuts covered much of their bodies
and though none were serious, many were uncomfortable. As he made hisway to hisfeet, Elrad spoke.
"Damn clever men.”

"I don't likethis," said Bone. "They've outthought us every step of the way."
Gdith smiled. "And you were so confident, such a short while ago.”
Bone frowned but held histongue.

"Boost me again," said Gdith. Bone dowly lowered himsdlf, careful to control histemper. He winced as
the smaller Assassin climbed onto his back. It had been uncomfortable enough the first time without the
bruises. Gdith pulled himsalf up and looked around.

The smdl of manuretold him immediately where he was. Varon Imgard had constructed an underground
passage to the stable. He found aladder and lowered it into the tunnel. Bone and Elrad climbed out. At
leadt, there were enough horses eft behind to pursue them.

Though he was impatient, Galith chose to wait for dawn, rather than risk losing the trail in the darkness.
He had his men saddle up, but it was more than an hour before they rode.

"Lyleadidn't look very happy,” said Tanrif as he guided Firebdl through the streets of Stratus. Just
minutes ago, they'd departed the Shop of Demendil.

"Y ou can't redly blame her. How would you fed if someonetook your sster into unknown danger?”
"l don't have asigter.”

"Brothers?'

Tanrif shook his head.

"Okay, how about your father?"

"My father can take care of himsdf."

Cyannelaughed. "Yes, | supposethat'strue. Bethat asit may, Lyleadoesn't liketo see her littlesigter in
over her head.”

Actually, Cyanne suspected that was only part of the reason for Lylea's anger. Lylea possessed alot of
skills. She was amost a swordmeagter, she could ride horseback aswell as anyone Cyanne had ever met
and shewas greet at bartering. Y et when it came to men, she was dumbfounded. Cyanne had sat with
her many times and discussed the matter, but nothing changed. For some reason, Lylea could never get



it. Which explained at least part of her ire, for Cyanne could not help noticing her sster liked Tanrif very

much.

Cyanneloved Lyleaand didn't want to hurt her, but found herself more than just attracted to Tanrif. She
fet asif their destinies were somehow intertwined. Lyleawould forgive and forget or she wouldn't. What
was happening here was too important.

"Okay Miger, sart talking."

"About what?'

"Everything. | want to know everything about you."
"Therésnot muchtotel.”

"Isthat s0? Wl | think there must be something to tell. | saw the way you took out that Assassin in the
shop. Most people couldn't do that.”

Tanrif looked uncomfortable.

"So you got sick afterwards, what of it?'Y ou'd just killed aman. Did you expect to beimmune to those
fedings?'

"No. It'sjust not something | liketo dwell on."

"Okay," said Cyanne. "Y ou pick thetopic.”

Tanrif thought for asecond and hisface brightened. " Do you know how | first learned to use a sword?"
"Cantimagine

"| was about five years old when my father handed me my first wegpon. It was a short practice sword
with ablunted edge. | wasthrilled. My very first sword. 'Pick it up and defend yoursdlf." he said. | tried
towiddit, but it wastoo heavy. | told him so."

"What did he say?'

"Nothing. He struck me in the face with the flat of hisblade. Not to do damage, mind you. Just hard
enough to humiliate me."

"That'sterrible. Why would he do athing like that?"

"Because he wanted meto learn. My father dways pushed meto my limit and it'sagood thing too.
Otherwise I'd never have survived recent events.”

"Okay, what happened after he struck you?'

"He struck me again. | was so angry, | aimost cried. When he moved to strike me thethird time, | lifted
the sword and blocked it. 'Y ou see, he said. 'Y ou can do it. | never want to hear the word can't from
your lipsagain.' And even though | was young, | understood.”

"That'samazing,” said Cyanne.
"Not to me. The only thing that amazes meisyou.”

"How do you aways know the exact right thing to say?"



"Practice. Long years of practice. But now it's your turn. Let's hear abit about your past.”

"Hmmm. Well, | was born in High Gondylar, but | came to Skyshore when | was only achild. My
parentsare still in High Gondylar. | don't suppose I'll ever seethem again.”

"Nowthat'sterrible," said Tanrif. Growing up without a mother was one thing, being separated from both
parents was another entirely.

"I'd realy rather not talk about it," said Cyanne. "Tell me something amazing.”

“Amezing?”

"Y ou know. Something extraordinary that happened to you. Something mysterious and mystica.”
"Widl, | can only think of one story that might fit. | can't say it'smysticdl, but it is sort of strange.”
"Go ahead.”

"When | was about eleven, | was going through my father's closet and stumbled on a secret
compartment. When | openedit, | found a beautiful sword ingde, the likes of which I'd never seen. It
was ashort scimitar with ascore of gems set into the hilt. The blade was intricately carved and there
were symbolsonit | couldn't make out. Worse than that, | couldn't even recogni ze the language.”

"Y ou can't imagine how pretentious that sounds,” laughed Cyanne. "I mean, thereyou are, al of eeven
years old, mystified because you couldn't tell what language some glyphs on asword werein.”

"Maybe, but | was already reading three languages and could recognize ahaf dozen more. My father
taught me more than just swordsmanship.”

Cyanne spoke in Gondylarian, which she often practiced with Demendil. Y ou are avery interesting

"Thank you," replied Tanrif in the sametongue. "I work hard to keep it 0."

Cyanne's eyes widened in surprise. She returned to Tdovarian. "I'm impressed. Not even much of an

"As| said, my education was comprehensve.”

"Okay, so what happened with the sword?”

"| spent about half an hour practicing withit. Inal my years, | had never seenitsequa.”
"Y ou're sounding pretentious again.”

"Am |? By the age of twelve, | could out-spar anyone in the town guard. Soon after, the only manin
Ularon that could challenge me, was my father. | may have been young, but I knew swords. | had not
only used them, but studied them in books. I'd even spent some time down at the forge, watching them
mede."

Cyanne held up ahand. "Okay, okay. Y ou don't have to be defensive.” She grinned. "What happened
next?'

"Later in the day, when my father came home, | asked him about it. He beat me within aninch of my life
and told meto forget | ever saw it."



"Now that'samystery. Did you ever seeit again?”

"A few yearslater, when | finaly found the nerve, | checked the compartment again, but it was empty.”
"Kind of makesyouthink."

Tanrif, logt in thought, didn't reply.

Cyanne was likewise pensive. She couldn't help but wonder about atwelve year old who could stand up
to any member of the town guard. About a boy who could speak and read three different languages.
About aman pursued by Sarithan Assassins who couldn't venture aguess asto why.

There were forces at work here beyond her understanding. Out of dl the shops and housesin Stratus,
Tanrif had ended up at hers. She could not bring herself to believeit had happened randomly. Someone,
or something, was manipulating probability, driving eventsin a specific direction, though who had that
sort of power, or what their ultimate agenda could be, was beyond her. The only thing she was
reasonably certain about was Varon Imgard had known al aong Tanrif would need certain skillsand had
trained him with thet in mind.

She dso knew, beyond dl doubt, she had been drawn into avery dangerous game. She had redlized it
amost immediately. Whatever the reason, she needed to understand what was happening, before
something tragic cameto pass. She could till sense the storm on the horizon.

Neither spoke again, until long after they had passed through the east gate of Stratus.

Moramoved through Eastgate with the air of aman who owned it. It wasn't hard to own Eastgate. All a
man need do was spread a bit of gold around. After his dealings with the Hellspawn, Morahad no
shortage of gold. He tried not to think about the violet-eyed girl he had betrayed. She was as good as
dead anyway. Or s0 he thought.

Until she came through Eastgate early that morning, walking asif she hadn't acareintheworld. If it
weren't for Cyanne, he would have never looked twice at the young warrior leaving the city. He stopped
to watch asthey led their horses through the gates of Stratus.

That the man was afighting man, there could be no doubt. Mora could tell from the way he moved.
There was something familiar about the approaching figure. Asthe pair drew closer, he was ableto figure
out what it was. Upon occasion, Mora had worked down at the docks for extramoney. What would a
piece like that be doing with alowlife like Tanrif? And how had she avoided the atentions of the dark
warriors?

Morashrugged. He would probably never learn the answersto his questions, nor did it matter. He had
been paid handsomely for his complicity and silence. Still, he was happy to see Cyanne had madeit. At
least he could enjoy his profitsin good conscience.

For more than two hours, Gaith and his men pursued their quarry. All three were well familiar with
tracking techniques and there were enough visible clues to guide them--until they cameto ashalow
Sream.

Gdlith reined hishorse. The othersfollowed his example. Helooked both ways. Once in the water, Tanrif
and hisfather could have followed the stream in either direction. They could have emerged on either Side.
They could have even separated, though Gdlith didn't consider it likely.

"All right. We split up. I'll go upstream. Elrad, you go downstream on this side, and Bone, you cross over
and head downstream. They'll have to come out sooner or later. | don't haveto tell you how dangerous



they are. They've claimed two of our number aready. Remember, Tanrif isthe primary target. He must
be iminated at al costs. Y our death doesn't matter. Tanrif's does. It would be wise to remember that.”

Helooked sgnificantly at Bone. The younger Assassin turned away.
"Ridefor oneday. If you don't pick up thetrail, return to Glith and report to the temple. Any questions?’
Elrad spoke. "Theresonly three of us. What if they went the fourth way?"

"Then we're finished. | wouldn't venture to guess what penance might be required of us, but whatever itis
won't be pretty. Anything else?"

Both men shook their heads.
"Let'sgo.”
As Gdlith turned upstream and began to ride, he whispered a prayer.

"Gresat Sarith, | beg you, let mefind Tanrif and hisfather. Allow me to avenge the desths of my brothers.
If they are ahead of me, | swear | shdl show them the meaning of suffering.”

As he continued north, the glazed ook never |eft his eyes.

"Why are we stopping?" asked Demendil. They had ridden throughout the entire day, the night that
followed and well into the next morning. He did not believe they could make it much further.

"Itistimeto execute thefinad part of the plan.”
"Varon, I'm hot. I'm tired. Wake me when you're done spesking in riddles.”

"Sorry. It'sjust that we don't have much time. Our pursuer grows closer.” With those words, Varon
Imgard began to cast aspell.

Demendil watched with mixed emotions. Eighteen years ago, he had witnessed a spell. The results of that
casting had haunted him for many years, but enough time had passed for him to tolerate magic again. He
didnt likeit, but could see the need in the current Situation.

Varon's movements were measured and precise. Those gestures, combined with ahandful of perfectly
intoned syllables would open adoor to energy from somewhere else. Another world. At least that was
how Varon had explained it what seemed like ages ago. The casting was akey of sorts, unlocking the
door between redlities. Demendil had thought long and hard about it and till didn't understand, but it
didn't matter. Aslong as Varon knew what he was doing, al would be well.

It was acomplex casting. Even Demendil could see that. Few spells had so many syllables or such
complex gestures. When it was done, the weaponsmith stared in wonder astheir two horses began to
ghrink. Asthey grew smdller, they traded their hair for brownish feathers. Their noses withdrew, curved
downward and became black beaks. Their tails spread out and shortened and their front legs became
wings. When the transformation was done, Demendil was surprised to find himsdf looking at two birds of
prey standing where their horses had been. A flurry of festhers saw the newly created avianstake to the
heavens.

"That wasamazing."

Varon, tired, shrugged. "'l supposeit is, though I've lived with the power too long to seeit. Y our turn.”



"What do you mean my turn?'

"Y ou have two choices. Y ou can walk back to Stratus or you can fly back with me.”
"Hy back?You'rejoking."

"Fraid not."

"I hate you. Y ou know that?'

Varon nodded. "So what will it be?"

Demendil tried to Sigh, but was unable to hide the beginnings of asmile. "Very well. Work your sorcery,
megidan.”

Demendil watched as the spell was repeated. Varon's concentration was a tangible thing. One misstep
could spell disaster.

Even before it was done, the weaponsmith felt his body begin to change. He started to cry out, but his
vocal cords changed halfway through and the sound emerged as more of acaw.

He looked down and watched as his legs grew skeletally thin. He watched as his boots started to narrow
and split at the toe. A moment later, he was standing on apair of clawed feet. He turned to look behind
him, not surprised to see feathers aready growing from his back, and what had been hisarms. When the
change was complete, Demendil looked at VVaron. He tried to speak, but the ability was now beyond
him.

"Wéll, go on. We haven't much time."

Demendil looked at the sky, then back at hisfriend. He might look like abird, but still felt like hisold self.
Varon walked over and kndlt beside him. The wizard extended an arm. Ungteadily, Demendil climbed
ontoit.

"It'seasy. All theinstructions have been implanted. All you need doislet go.”

With those words, Varon pulled back hisarm and flung him into the air. Startled, Demendil cried out. He
was even more surprised when ingtinct took over and he began to fly. As he became used to the fact the
ability was now his, heflew higher and higher, testing the new body, exhilarating in afeging most men
would never know. Had his new body been designed for it, he would have cried. He let out a scream of
triumph and flew south.

Wings were not the only amazing change the spell had wrought. Below, through eyes much sharper than
his old ones, he saw Varon preparing to cast the spell onelast time. Not a second too late, for rapidly
approaching from the south was one of the Sarithan Assassins. He wondered if it was Gdlith.

Varon completed the spell and joined him in the air. Their horses soared nearby. For atimethey circled
above the hapless Assassin, until they grew bored of the sport and continued south.

Demendil wondered how the horses knew to follow, but apparently they did, for each time he looked
back, they were there.

Lord Zelaran could dmost believe his encounter with the Dark One of Vykon had been a
halucination. ..at least until the second visit. Hed been living in the paace at Gondylar for two months
when it happened. Likethefirgt, he had returned to his chambers one night to find the Dark One waiting



for him.
Heféll to his knees as soon as the shock passed. The Dark One smiled.

"You'vedonewdl thusfar, Zdaran."
"Thank you, magter."

"It'sgood of you to remember that. | am the master. | fully expect you to use your authority to make your
life more enjoyable, but don't even think about betraying me.”

Zdaran remembered the pain. "Y es, madter.”

"Good. Now that we understand each other, perhaps you can help me with a problem.”
Zelaran looked up expectantly.

"An heir to thethrone il lives.”

Without thinking, Zelaran stood. "What? That'simpossible. Dathan only had one child and she died years

"Or 0 you wereled to believe. Asamatter of fact, Cyanneis quite dive, in spite of my best efforts.”
"Can't you just bring yoursef to her and finish it?"

"I'm afraid not. | don't know where sheis"

" sea”

"On her deathbed, Amalga charged Kestryl with finding the rightful heir. If successful, hewill bring her
back to Gondylar."

"Penthor will never stand for it. Do you think he'sjust going to stand aside and offer her the throne?

"Can you be certain he won't? Y ou know how loya he wasto Dathan. Will he be any lessloyd to
Cyanne?'

"l don't know."

"Wdll, you'd better find out. Whatever happens, Cyanne must not be alowed to reach the palace dive.
Do you understand me?"

"Completdly.”

"Good."

The Dark Oneturned from him and walked dowly around the room.

"Y ou've donewell for yoursdlf, it seems. Remember, that which is given may aso be taken away.”
He said nothing e se, waiting for the sgnificance of thewordsto regigter.

"What if | can convince Penthor she's an impostor?”

The Dark One looked up. "Interesting. How do you propose to accomplish this feat?!



"It shouldn't be difficult. Penthor areedy thinks | have an extensive network of informants. | could
arrange for certain events to happen and bring them to his attention beforehand. Once he believes my
sourcesto be credible, I'll tell him | learned the Bladesman is returning with ayoung lady trained to
impersonate the Duke's supposedly deceased daughter. He has never forgotten a powerful mage was
responsble for summoning the storm that killed Dathan. Could not such aman aso fool Kestryl into
believing an imposter isthe red thing? It's been at |east fifteen years snce either the Duke or Bladesman
haslaid eyes on her. Penthor will haveto ligen. Yes, I'm surel can pull it off."

"Then do s0. Remember, if Cyanne does somehow manage to regain the throne, any deal you've made
with Penthor isworthless.”

"I've worked too hard to lose everything now. By the time Kestryl returns, Penthor will be ready to send
the entire Gondylarian army againg him."

"Excdlent. Make certain you get it right. Y ou won't get a second chance.”
"It will be done. | swear it."
Lord Zelaran knelt again. When he next looked up, the Dark One was gone.

Almost an hour later, Gdlith picked up thetrail. He smiled, certain it was the same two horses. It seemed
Varon Imgard and his son were heading due north. As he followed, the woodlands thinned until trees
became scarce. Later the grass became patchy.

They're headed for The Waste. Why would they want to go there?Perhaps he would find the answer
when he caught them. He alowed himsalf no rest. He only stopped when he came to water. Then helet
his horse drink and filled his skin before continuing. He could not afford to fail again.

By late afternoon, it was hot and the air was dry and till. Breathing had become a chore and he hadn't
yet reached the waste. Nor did he believe he'd find any more water. Hed have turned back if hisfear of
failure wasn't stronger than hisfear of death. He was most relieved when the sun disappeared over the
horizon. With the coming of evening, the temperature would drop. Gdith continued on into the night, only
occasiondly dismounting to check the tracks. He was definitely gaining on them. Hewastired and
hungry, but could not give up. Sarith reserved aspeciad placein Eternity for those who disappointed Her.
Soon enough, he would catch them and put an end toit.

He followed the tracks throughout the night and halfway through the next morning. He was no longer
certain he could make it back, and his horse was beginning to tire. If he didn't find them soon, he would
have no choice but to rest.

He was wondering how much longer he should continue, when the tracks vanished. One clear imprint
and then no more, asif Tanrif and Varon Imgard had disappeared off the face of Corithim.

He dismounted and scanned the horizon. There was nothing asfar as he could see, except the buzzards
circling above, waiting for him to falter. He stared up at them defiantly.

"Y ou can't have me!" he screamed. "Do you hear me? Y ou can't. Thisisn't over, Tanrif!"

It was along time before he was able to bring histemper under control. Then, having been left no other
option, he started south, hoping he and his horse would survive long enough to make it to water.



Chapter Eight - In Hot Pursuit

Varon, Demendil and their two horsesflew all theway to the stream where they'd first lost the Assassins.
Varon dove and made a perfect landing on anearby rock. Demendil'slanding wasn't as graceful. Nor
was he happy to be back on the ground.

Now that he'd felt the freedom, it might never fed right to walk again. He turned to look behind them and
found, true to form, the horses had a so settled on the ground, content to patiently watch the mage.
Varon broke the spell on all of them at the same time. Demendil was too distracted by his own changing
body to watch the others. In less than aminute, two men and two horses stood by the side of the stream.

Once the transformation was compl ete, the two friends regarded each other. It was Demendil who spoke
fird.

"What will you do now?'

"I'm not yet sure, but | do have afew things that need to be taken care of before | decide. Y oursdlf?”
"My homeisin Stratus. | have a shop to run and two young ladiesto look after.”

"Of courseyou do."

Varon |ooked downstream, then turned back to face hisfriend. "It was fun, wasn't it?"

Demendil grinned. "Likeold times.

"Likeoldtimes"

And again there was sllence.

For along time they stood, neither wanting to be the first to say good-bye after so long a separation.
They started to talk at  most the same moment and both stopped, each waiting for the other. Varon
laughed.

"Look at the two of us. We're acting like schoolboys who have to go homefor dinner.”

Demendil placed ahand on hisfriend's shoulder. "I'm sorry | waited so long. | don't agree with what you
did and never will, but | should have trusted you enough to know you had your reasons. Even if | didn't
undergtand them mysdf.”

"I redlly had no choice. | wish there was some way to makeyou believeit. | have my dlegianceanditis
my life. Nothing can come beforeit.”

"I know that, of course. | knew it back then, but it was such ahorrible thing for me to witness. Do you
know how many yearsit took, before the nightmares finaly faded?”

"I never meant to put you through that. Asl've said, | didn't want to do it, but there was no choice and
suffering theloss of your friendship made it even harder. And al those yearsliving with Tanrif, having to
look himin theface...you can'timaginewhat it waslike."

"No, | can't. | wouldn't walk amilein your boots for the world. I'm glad we were ableto findly put this
behind us, but | fear we've drifted too far to resume our friendship in anything but name.”

"One of the things I've aways hated about you was your willingness to speak the truth no matter what |
wanted to hear. You'reright, of course.”



"I know. Bewdl, my friend. | don't know what sort of trouble you'reinto, but I'm sureit's dangerous. Be
caeful.”

"I will. And if you see Tanrif, give him my love. Farewel, Demendil.”

The two men embraced. Neither spoke again. Varon mounted his horse first and rode south. Demendil
watched until the diminishing figure vanished into the landscape. Then he mounted and rode through the
woods toward home.

It was already late in the afternoon when Demendil reached the west gate of Stratus. At that hour,
Westgate was somewhat subdued, astravelers were fewer and merchants were preparing to go home
for the evening. He didn't bother dismounting. He rode through the streets at a steady trot. He was
anxiousto return home.

When he reached the shop, Demendil stabled his horse, walked to the side door and rapped loudly.
Almost immediatdly, Lyleacdled out. "Who isit?'

"Its Demendil."

The door opened. He could tell from her face al was not well. " Okay, what happened?’

"Tanrif left. Hetook Cyannewith him."

"When?'

"Just thismorning. | tried to talk them out of it, but..."

Demendil cursed, stepped inside and shut the door. "Why did he leave? | thought we had an
undergtianding.”

"So you did. Until the Sarithan Assassns attacked the shop.”

"What? Areyou sure? Tell me the whole story.”

And shedid. Lyleawent into great detail, leaving out nothing. Demendil listened until she was done.
"Great. And Cyanne'swith him? How did that come about?’

Lylealooked a him, but didn't answer. If he couldn't figure it out for himself, what was the point?
"Okay, never mind that. Do you till have the swords the dark warriors used?I'd like to see one.”

Lyleamotioned for him to follow. As he waked, Demendil replayed in his head the description of the
attack on the shop. It was al wrong.

Sarithan Assassins dmost never attacked anyone but their target, and they work neetly, methodically,
never leaving behind clues or witnesses. The attack on the shop was more of an assault than an
nation attempt. The Sarithan could not have been behind it. Apparently, there were other players

inthegame.

Lylealed him to the back room. On atable were five swords and helms, dl made of black iron. Four of
the swords were identical. The last was larger than the others. Demendil raised it and turned it in his
hands, examining the workmanship. There was something familiar about the markings, but he couldn't
remember where he'd seen them.



"Okay, where did they go?"

"Eadt," said Lyleaimmediady. "They didnt say it, but it'sredly their only choice.” She had spent much of
the day thinking about it.

"How s0?"

"Tanrif wouldn't go west and lead the Assassins to Ularon. Nor would he go north and try to crossthe
Great Desert. South, of course, is The Mistress. | know he wanted to avoid the docks aswell. Which
leaves eadt. If they go straight, they'll eventually end up in the Borderlands. Or they'll turn north to Glith."

Demendil cursed again.
"What's the matter?"

"Glithisacity ruled by the Sarithan Assassins. If he goesthere, hélll never makeit out dive. Asitis, I'm
afraid they may passtoo close. And that's only the first problem.”

"Therés more?"

"The attack on the shop was not the work of the Sarithan. Whatever he's done, Tanrif has made more
than hisshare of enemies.”

"I'll have to go after them. They need to know these things."
"Do you think that'swise?" asked Demendil.

"If you think I'm going to sit here, while Cyanne rides unknowingly into danger, you're very much
mistaken. I'll leavefirgt thing in the morning. | should be ableto catch them. Just one morething. If | find
out Tanrif has been hiding things from us and has knowingly brought Cyanneinto danger, I'm going to
give him asound thrashing.”

Demendil smirked. "That might not be as easy asit sounds.”

"l don't care. He did something to make so many enemies. When | find him, I'm going to make him tell
mewhat itis"

Demendil looked at her, but didn't respond. There was no way he could dissuade her anyway.

While she went off to prepare for the next day's journey, the weaponamith returned his atention to the
blade. He was certain he'd seen such markings before. Perhapsif he could recall where, another piece of
the puzzle would drop into place.

Gdlith, face burned by the sun, staggered through the gates of Glith. The Black City was smaller than
Stratus, though no lessimpressive. The only way in or out was the iron gate set into the south wall. The
Master Assassin waswell-known in the city and many turned to look at him, but none approached, nor
would they, until he wasin abetter mood.

He had ridden hard to escape the desert. Unfortunately, the horse didn't fare aswell ashe. After it
collapsed, hekilled it quickly and cut chunks from its abdomen. Few things sour the palate as quickly as
raw horsemest, especialy if you have nothing but blood to wash it down. At least he had survived.

The Temple of Sarith waslocated near the center of the city and took up agood portion of the area. The
Temple was the most powerful entity in Glith and the administrators of the city paid homageto the
Goddess, daily.



Glith wasto the Priesthood of Sarith what theidand of Torlyn wasto the Assassins. It wasthe place
from where Ezewdrathe High Priest ruled the world. And it wasthe last place on Corithim Gdith wanted
to be.

The Temple was alarge, white stone building, topped by spires shaped like ornate daggers. There were
few buildingsin The Skyshore Realm that could riva it for Size or presence. Indeed you couldn't be
anywherein Glith without being aware of the structure.

Gdlith paused only momentarily before walking up the steps to the Assassin's entrance. There were
others about, some of whom he knew well, but none would speak to him. Even Elrad turned away at the
gght of him.

Gdlith increased his pace, until he reached the meditation room. There was dways apriest or priestess
insgde, waiting to hear an Assassin's confession. When he entered, he was surprised to find Bone aready
there, Sitting beside Ezewdra himsdlf.

Galith knelt and dropped his eyesto the floor. He dared not speak until a question was asked.
"Well, well, if it isn't our very own Gdith?'Y ou look well."

Gdlith's shame would have been plain on hisface, but for the burn. He kept his eyes downcast,
wondering how severe his penance would be.

"Stand and report.”

Gdlith rose and told the story, omitting no detail. He started with hisinitia encounter with Tanrif and
finished with losing the trail in the great desert. When he was done, he dropped his head and waited.

"You havefaled."
The words burned his soul as badly asthe sun had scorched hisface.

"While you have never before tasted defeet, your initia overconfidence has cost us. This cannot go
unpunished. Y ou are reduced three stepsin rank and will remain at that leve, until Tanrif isdead. You
will be given no mission or promation until such time. Have you anything to say?'

Gdlith raised hiseyes. "Tanrif will dieby my hand. | svear it."
"l hope 0, for your sake. Y ou may leave.”

Gdith, flamein his eyes, turned and strode from the room. Behind him, Bone watched, almost amused.
Gdith'sfallure had nothing to do with him. Ezewdra studied the younger Assassin'sface.

"Y ou heard the account?'

"es"

"The Assassns have unfinished business. Do you know what that businessis?’
"Varon Imgard hastaken the life of a Brother. Retribution must be paid.”

"Y ou are correct. The swordmaster will not be an easy target, but | believe you are up to the task. Find
Varon Imgard and kill him. When it isdone, returnto me."

Bone rose and bowed deeply. "Thy will be done, Great One."



Hewasted no time. Without another word, the Assassin |eft the room.

Heignored the curious stares of the others as he made his way from the building. He had no doubt many
of his Brothers and Sisters would want to know what was important enough to prompt the interest of the
High Priest himsdlf.

He ran down the stone steps and toward the stable, signaling for his horse to be readied before he even
arrived. He doubted Varon Imgard would return to Ularon, but the incident at the ranch had set him
thinking.

Boneretrieved his horse from the stable and mounted it. He would start his search in Stratus.

Shortly before dawn, Lyleawaked her horse through the nearly empty Streets of Stratus. She couldn't
wait to leave the city behind. Once on the road, she would ride hard and gain ground on those she
pursued. Though they had aday's start on her, if she had correctly guessed their plans, she should be
ableto catch them by nightfal. Unlessthey were pushing the pace, which she doubted.

She could picture them walking aong, heads close, laughing together. She cursed to herself, then aoud.
Why had she waited so long to make her fedings plain?

That last night, as she lay awake in bed trying to build the nerve to gpproach the young warrior, she had
heard footsteps in the corridor. She rose and placed her ear against the door of her room, but hadn't
needed to. She knew Cyanne was staking her own claim on Tanrif.

She lay back down and listened, waiting to hear the sound of footsteps as they again passed her door,
but after ashort time, heard sounds of passion instead.

Long after the sounds of lovemaking faded, Lyleawas unable to deep. Why was she never ableto
accomplish so smple afeat? At least, Cyanne dways madeit look smple. They had spent many long
hours talking abouit it. In fact, Cyanne often grew angry at Lyleasinability to act on her desires.

Lyleahad rolled on her side and closed her eyes, but was unable to shut out the thought of her sster and
Tanrif making love just down the corridor. Damn her anyway. Lylea could have been happy with Tanrif.
Sheld never met another like him. It was her own fault. If only she had done more to make her fedings
known.

The sound of ahorse whinnying broke her from her reverie. Before her rose the east gate of Stratus.
Once through, she sprang on the back of her mount and kicked him into agallop. She leaned forward
and tried to concentrate on the road, but the idea she had failed would not leave her. Eventudly she gave
into tears, which the wind cleared from her eyes asthey formed.

Her sadness became anger. Sheloved her sgter, but it didn't matter. She would not relinquish Tanrif
without afight. She would find them and make her fedings known and Tanrif would have to choose.
The decision made, she kicked her horse again, though the colt was aready running asfast as he could.
After afew more minutes, Lylea eased him back into atrot. If sheinjured her steed, she would never
catch them.

Shetried, with mixed success, to force the fedings from her mind. Finaly, she gave up trying. She spent
the rest of theride, thinking about what she would say when shefindly found them.

Daln st in hisoffice, pouring over ships manifests and muttering to himsalf. Actualy, office wastoo
generous aword for the ramshackle cabin that housed his paperwork. Just about the only thing he liked
about it wasits close proximity to the pier.



Helifted alarge brass tankard and took a swig of ae. He was too busy. He was aways too busy, which
was better than the aternative. He had just raised his drink again and was about to take aswallow when
the door burst open, blowing astack of papers off histable.

Daln legpt to hisfeet. "What the 'dl iswrong with you, Marin?"

The longshoreman was breathing heavily and took amoment to reply. "This couldn't wait.”
"What couldn't wait?'

"There's a Gondylarian warship gpproaching.”

Daln threw back his head and laughed. "Whatever you've been drinkin’, pick me up abottle.”
"It'strue. Guards rode off to get the Chancellor and people are beginning to panic.”

Daln might have thought it was ajoke, but for the grim look on Marin'sface.

"Come. Show methiswarship.”

He didn't stop to pick up the papers. If the tidings were true, he had more to worry about than amessy
office. He rounded his desk and walked from the cabin. The longshoreman followed in hiswake.

Thefirst thing Daln noticed was the docks were busier than usud. There were more people, involved in
more activity, than he ever remembered seeing a onetime. And things were normaly rather hectic. He
increased his pace, completely forgetting the man behind him.

He saw it before he reached the edge of the pier. Marin had not been mistaken. The approaching vessdl
was indeed amember of the Gondylarian navy. He stood and watched, a thousand questions running
through hismind. All of them, however, were secondary to the only real question. How would the
upcoming event affect business?

While hewaited, Dan listened to random snatches of conversation, thinking he might perhaps get anidea
of what was about to happen. After afew minutes, he gave up. Most people had even less of acluethan
he.

All he could redly say at this point was that Stratus was not being invaded. The entire Gondylarian fleet
would be necessary for that undertaking.

Dan moved toward the longer piers, the only onesthat could hold a ship of that Size. There weren't
usually many people here, but today it was packed. The dockmaster had to fight hisway through the
crowd. A few moments after he reached his goal, the Chancellor of Stratus appeared and did the same.
In spite of thefact they got aong, Daln never liked the man.

Still, he would defer to him on this occasion. Thiswas amatter of state and would have to be handled by
an officid. Unless of course things didn't go hisway, in which case Daln would find some way to interject
himsdlf into the proceedings.

The ship anchored itsalf agood distance off shore and lowered adinghy into the water. Asthe boat drew
closer, Daln could see there were three men aboard. Though he couldn't be certain, he believed he was
looking at the Captain, one of the sailors and a third man who could be nothing but awarrior. Every eye
was on the approaching craft.

Unfortunately, the boat ended up at adifferent pier dtogether and both Daln and the Chancellor had to



blaze a new path through the crowd to get there. By the time they did, two of the men were standing on
the docks, apparently waiting for someone in authority to arrive. The official made it first and bowed.

"Greetings, good Sirs. | am Dogaroth, Chancellor of Stratus.”

Daln stepped out of the crowd amoment later, in time to see the man he thought was the captain of the
ship turn and address the warrior in Gondylarian. He knew a smattering of it, but not enough to follow the
exchange. Apparently the Captain could speak Taovarian, but the leather-clad warrior could not.

When he spoke, the man confirmed Dan's speculations.

"Good day to you. | am Andres, captain of the ship the Sea Serpent. This other is Kestryl, Bladesman to
the throne of High Gondylar.”

"Y ou are both welcomein Stratus,” replied the Chancellor.

"An honor, Sir. Might there be a place that we could discourse more privately?"

Daln stepped forward. "My officeisa de end of dapier.”

Andres|ooked a him.

"I'm Daln the dockmaster.”

"Good. After we speak with the Chancdllor, | can talk to you about berthing my ship.”
"Surething. Disway."

The dockmaster turned and started through the crowd. The going was easier thistime, as more
guardsmen had arrived to help hold the crowd at bay. The four men made it to Dan's officein short
order.

Dan held the door for his guests and entered after. The Chancellor looked at the mess of paper of the
floor, then back a Dan. The dockmaster shrugged.

"Now, gentlemen," said Dogaroth. "What may | do for you?'

"We are searching for a noblewoman, who moved here many years ago. Her uncle has passed on. As
sheistheonly living relative and the deceased was good friends with the Duke, he sent usto collect her
and return her to Gondylar. Unfortunately, we don't know exactly where sheis.”

"l see," said the Chancellor.

"What's she look like?" asked Daln.

Theofficid glared a him.

"All weredly know isthat she has black hair and violet eyes. Her nameis Cyanne.”

At the mention of the name, Daln's eyes narrowed. Cyanne and her sister Lylea had been picking up and
delivering packagesto him for years. Demendil was aways generous.

Though he didn't speak Taovarian, Kestryl noticed the reaction.
"And you believe her to be in Stratus?' asked Dogaroth.



"We're not certain, though her last message was sent from here. All we requireis permission to seek her,
afew minor repairs, the chance to reprovision and, if possible, to arrange shore leave for my men.”

"None of which should represent a problem. Wein Stratus are only too happy to help you in any way we
can. Tel me, how is Duke Dathan?'

Andres didn't have to check with the Bladesman to answer the question. They had discussed what would
and wouldn't be revealed, long before land was sighted.

"He'swdl or at least was when we left Gondylar.”

The Chancellor nodded and smiled, but his mind was already el sewhere. These two men did not pose a
threat to the security of Stratus. Though the conversation continued for sometime, the interview was
essentidly over.

Eventualy the smdll talk dwindled and Dogaroth bid the Gondylarians good evening. He bowed and
walked out. Only then did Kestryl speak. Again hiswords were too fast for the dockmaster to follow,
but Andres trandated them.

"I believethereis something you would like to tell me."

"Likewat?'

"Likewherel might find the Lady Cyanne."

The expression on the captain's face [eft Dan no illusions. These men were serious.
"How much you willin' to pay to find out?"

The Captain repested the question in Gondylarian.

Thewarrior smiled. "I've had along hard journey and am most anxious to complete my task. Offer him
what you think isfair and go no higher. If that doesn't work, | will resort to more drastic measures.”

Andres shuddered. He turned toward Daln and |eaned forward.

"l think you might want to consider telling him what he wants to know. The Bladesman isnot a patient

Dan sighed, then amiled. He would make up the differencein their berthing toll.
"Sheworks at de Shop of Demendil.”

Though he couldn't speak the language, the Bladesman started at the name. He leaned forward and
spoke.

"Ask him where we can find Demendil "

Dan didn't wait for the question to be trandated. He gave the required directions. When he was done,
the two turned to leave. Daln cleared histhroat.

"We need tatalk 'bout repair costs and berthing charges.”
Andres|ooked over his shoulder. "Whatever it is, werre good for it."

"I'msureyou are.”



Daln smiled asthe two men left. It was going to be business asusual.

The Duke of High Gondylar sat in the throne room. Whenever he couldn't deep, which was rather often
of late, he would come here. It was the only time he could enjoy the throne. Without the minor nobles
and their mind games, Penthor felt dmost relaxed. The only people present were two guards, who didn't
affect him one way or another.

When the door opened and Lord Zelaran entered, he sighed. Was there no time he would be allowed
peace?

"Yes, Lord Zelaran, what can | do for you?"
"My agpologiesif I'm disturbing you. | saw you enter and | waswondering if you werefeding dl right.”
"I'm perfectly fine. A spot of insomniaisdl | suffer.”

At first hewas going to order Zelaran to leave, but then remembered something held been meaning to
ask for sometime.

"Aslong asyou'e here, thefestiva of Elrithusisrapidly approaching. | was wondering if you would do
me the honor of sounding the Horn of Tenithior on that occasion.”

"My Lord! It would be the greatest of honors."
"| thought you'd fed that way."

Penthor rose, walked to the Horn and raised it from the bracketsthat held it in place. It was said to be
made of human bone and he believed it. Even in times of peace, the Dukedom was not a peaceful place.

"Y ou know the story of the Horn?"
"Indeed | do, my Lord."

"Good. Go ahead. Try it."

Zdaran accepted the instrument and placed it to hislips. No sound emerged, no matter how hard he
blew.

"Try harder.”

Zdaran shook hishead. "Any harder and my insdeswill be outsides.”

"l don't understand. It was never aproblem for me."

Zdaran and Penthor both stared each other, then at the Horn.

"Perhaps I'm not the man for thejob," said Zelaran, offering it back to the Duke.
"Perhaps not at that."

Lord Zearan bade Penthor goodnight and hurriedly Ieft the throne room. Both men knew what the failure
implied. Penthor cursed, then sighed.

According to legend, the Horn of Tenithior could only be sounded when therightful ruler was on the
throne, though asfar as he knew, it had never been tested. Surely Zelaran understood what hisfailure
meant. So would the guards for that matter. "Leave me."



Both men bowed and | eft, closing the door behind them. Penthor sat on the throne and placed the Horn
of Tenithior on hislap.

What did it mean? If he wasn't the rightful ruler, who was? Hadn't Dathan himsalf chosen Penthor asheir
to the throne? Hadn't Amalga supported his decison? Or did she give the Bladesman different
ingtructions that would put them at odds? Was the Bladesman truly bringing Cyanne back to High

Gondylar?'

He raised the instrument to hislips and hesitated only momentarily before trying to sound it. The Sllence
that followed was the loudest held ever heard. He dropped his hand. The festival of Elrithus would be
held without the Horn of Tenithior.

People would ponder his decision, but no one would gainsay it. He wished the guards had not been
there. If only he and Zelaran held the secret, he could have hidden the Horn and claimed it stolen. If he
did that now, it would raise suspicion. If he ordered the guards not to speak of it, it would guarantee the
rumor would spread. All he could do wasignore it and hope for the best.

Of course, just because it made no sound, didn't mean the Bladesman's Duchess was the genuine article
ether. The quality of Zdaran'sintelligence had proved itsdf to him on any number of occasions.
Wherever the real Duchess was, the woman Kestryl was bringing was an impostor. Of that he was sure.
The only red question was whether or not Kestryl knew the truth.

Probably not. If the Bladesman was returning to Gondylar with awoman, he believed her to be Cyanne.
Which was a pity, because there was no way Penthor would be able to convince him otherwise.

If only Kestryl weren't so infernally competent, he would invite him to the pal ace with the impostor and
let him try the Horn himself. Y et the Bladesman had aready accused Penthor of treason, and hed
threatened hislife aswell. Penthor was not enough of afool to believe he could control any Stuation in
which the Bladesman played apart. If Kestryl wanted him dead, he would die, unless he could find a
way to stop the Bladesman before he reached the palace.

Of course there was a possibility, however dim, that the Bladesman had managed to locate Cyanne and
was bringing her back to rule. The thought disturbed him, but he couldn't dlow it to dter his agenda

Dathan and Amalga had sent her away many years ago. The reasons they had done so were asvaid
today asthey had been back then. And they had namedhimsuccessor. Eveniif the girl wasthe genuine
article, shewas no longer heir. He knew well what the reaction would be, both of the Lords and the
common man, if ahaf-breed ever attempted to Sit on the throne.

No, he had no choice but to stop Kestryl, preferably before he reached Gondylar. He sincerely hoped it
was not thereal Cyanne, for it would hurt him if he had to stand againgt her, but stand againgt her he
would, for the sake of the Dukedom.

He leaned back on the throne and bowed his head.

Mitra have mercy on us all.

Chapter Nine - Battlein the Dark

"l can't believeyou killed arabhbit with aknife," said Tanrif.



Cyanne smiled. "That'swhy | don't use abow. By thetime you get it ready, the target is usualy gone.
Throwing blades are just so convenient.”

Sometimes, it was difficult for Tanrif to remember she had spent so many years working in awesgpons
shop. "Well, I'm happy. Dried meat and cheese do not adiet make."

He busied himsdlf building afire, while Cyanne cleaned and skinned the cregture. Thusinvolved, neither
spoke.

They werein no hurry to decide on a destination, though Tanrif suspected they would be traveling for
sometimeyet. HEd never traveled so far from civilization and it felt odd. He didn't think he would ever
get used to deeping on the ground, though hisfather had done it often enough. It was part of the price
one paid for adventure.

He used histinderbox to start the fire and made agame of positioning small twigsto build it up. Cyanne
approached from behind and dropped something heavy beside him. It took him a moment to redlize he
was staring at a bottle of wine. "Hey, whered you find this?'

"Brought it from the shop. | was saving it for aspecia occasion.”
He reached down and picked it up. "What, no glasses?'

Cyannelooked at him. He laughed and held up a placating hand. "Okay, okay. Just asking." He used his
dagger to remove the cork and took a swallow, before offering it to her. "Hey thisisgood.”

"Demendil doesn't buy cheap wine."

"No, | imagine not. How'd you and Lylea ever end up with him?'
"Hewas dready rasing Lyleawhen | showed up.”

"| thought you were sgters.”

"We're not blood sisters. We grew up together. Lyleaand Demendil, in avery red sense, arethe only
family I've got. | think of her asmy sster and call her that. Her story is no happier than mine. Shewas
orphaned and Demendil, through aset of circumstances I've never quite understood, ended up with her."

"So he never married.”

Cyanne shook her head. "He had alady once, when he was younger, but she died. He never found
anyoneto replace her."

"That would be my mother.”
"Alearawas your mother?| didn't know."
"Shediedin childbirth."

Cyanne studied him. Were Varon Imgard and the wegponsmith in love with the same woman? Cyanne

had gotten the impression on the rare occasi ons Demendil spoke of her, that Alearaand he had beenin
love. Where did that |leave Tanrif's father? For that matter, where did that leave Tanrif? Could Demendil
be hisfather?If so, how did he end up with Varon? She shook her head. Speculation in the absence of

facts was dangerous. Tanrif seemed not to notice her reaction. She took along pull from the bottle and

handed it back to him.



"So how did you end up with Demendil?" asked Tanrif.
"After | arrived in Stratus, | was left with him. Y ou want to know what really bothers me?”
"What?'

"I can only vaguely recall what my parentslook like. | remember a couple of Uncles pretty clearly, but
my mother and father are just ablur in my memory.”

"That'ssad."

So shewouldn't cry, she returned to working on the rabhbit. When she was done, shetied it to along
thick branch. She picked it up and walked over to Tanrif. Y our turn.”

Tanrif sghed, then smiled. Hetook the spit from her and held it over thefire. Cyanne sat next to him.

"Tonight," said Tanrif, "were only going to talk about happy things. Tonight isanight of celebration and
love"

"And what, exactly, are you celebrating?”
Helooked into her eyes. "You.”

She leaned forward and kissed him long and hard. Eventually he pulled back. "Hey. Keep that up and I'll
drop therabhit. Therell be time for that after we've eaten.”

"All you men ever think about isyour somachs.”
"Not true. We think about sex too...just not until after we've eaten.”

Cyanne laughed and punched him playfully on the arm, then rested her head on his shoulder. "I'm glad
we're here.”

"Metoo."
Neither spoke again, content to relax and listen to the crackling of the flame and the noises of dusk.

Though darkness was almost upon her, Lylea continued to ride hard. She wastired, but couldn't give up.
She couldn't stop thinking about Tanrif.

She had never felt thisway about a man before. She had dready changed plans anumber of timessince
the morning. For one thing, she didn't dare ask Tanrif to choose between her and Cyanne, because she'd
lose. How could she compete with Cyanne on that level?

Stll, she had to find some way to win him over, evenif it meant loang Cyanné's friendship in the process.
She shook hersdlf at the thought. What was happening to her? Why was Tanrif so important?

She thought about it, but could not answer the question. It wasn't just that he was attractive. She had
been around attractive men before. Nor was it his swordsmanship, though that might be a part of it. Even
the fact he wasin danger added to the attraction, but nothing explained it dl. Eventudly she gave up
trying to understand the fedlings.

She knew only one thing. She would have Tanrif oneway or another, whatever it did to Cyanne. The
decision made, she kicked her steed to greater speed. Soon it would be too dark to continue.

It wasjust about dusk, when Galith arrived at Stratus. A fortnight earlier, held entered the city asa



Master Assassin with ateam of four brothers at his disposa. He had been in charge.

Thistime he was adone, bruised, burned and broken down to the level of agpprentice, al because he had
underestimated histarget. HEd spent hislife working hisway through the ranks. He wouldn't et anyone
take that away from him, especidly Tanrif.

Originaly, held planned to ride to Ularon and start his search there, but Tanrif and hisfather were not
stupid men. They would never return to the ranch house.

Stratus was the only place besides Ularon Tanrif had ever called home. And the city was large enough
that he might mistakenly think he could lose himself among the masses. That was Gdith's only hope.
Otherwise, held never find him.

Galith took aroom near the docks. That was as good a place as any to begin his search. He spent the
night going from tavern to tavern. He asked questions and dropped money, but received no information
of vaue. Findly, frustrated by the lack of results, he returned to hisroom. Tomorrow would be another

day.

When the rabbit was amost done, they heard hoof begts approaching. Tanrif didn't react. The clearing
they'd chosen wasn't dl that far from theroad. In fact, he was surprised there hadn't been more traffic.

Cyanne had made agame of kissing him, trying to get him to drop the spit. Tanrif made agame of
reprimanding her, though his protests became less and less voca asthe time their mouthsremained in
contact increased. She had just started again and he was having ademon of atime concentrating, when
he found his mind wandering.

At firgt, he couldn't figure out what caused the distraction. Then he knew. The horse wastoo close. He
pulled back and got to hisfeet, handing the spit to Cyanne. Shelooked at him, but said nothing.

He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and took a step toward the road. A horse and rider broke
from thetrees.

Tanrif dmost drew his blade. Then he recognized the intruder and bresthed asigh of relief.
Lyleadidn't wait for her horseto cometo afull stop before dismounting. Cyanne was on her feet a
moment later.

"Hey dl. | hope you saved somewinefor me."
Tanrif and Cyanne looked at each other. Lyleatied her horseto atree and turned to face them.
"Lylea, what are you doing here?' asked Cyanne.

"Demendil sent meto warn you. The atack on the shop had nothing to do with the Sarithan Assassins.
It'snot their style. Also you'reto avoid Glith. The city isruled by the Sarithan. Even now you may be too
clo"

Cyanne studied her. "Demendil sent you?'
That didn't sound right. Demendil would never send her into danger.
"Hmm-mmm."

Lyleabent down, picked up the bottle of wineand raised it to her lips. Y ou can't imagine how thirsty |



Cyanne glared a her. Tanrif looked from Cyanneto Lylea and back again. It was Cyanne who spoke.
"So you've warned us. Will you be heading back now?"

Lylea stopped drinking and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "And leave the two of you to
face the danger alone? | think not. Isdinner ready? Haven't had rabbit in ages.”

Tanrif looked at Cyanne and shrugged. While hewould have preferred to be done with Cyanne,
certainly Lyleamade sense, epecidly if there were Sarithan in the area. Y et there was an underlying
tension he didn't quite understand, and until he did, he wasn't going to say anything. Cyanne, however,
had no such compunction.

"We gppreciate that you came al thisway to warn us. And you're wel come to spend the night, but
tomorrow, wed really rather be on our own. Isn't that right, Tanrif?"

And suddenly, it was dl up to him. He thought about the Sarithan Assassins. About Lylea suddenly being
there. The blond was staring at him, and he realized his answer would determine whether she stayed or
not. He didn't quite understand the expression on her face, but it convinced him that perhaps he shouldn't
decide without knowing more.

"Well talk about it over dinner.”

There, anice neutra answer. Cyanne couldn't possibly be angry with that, or so he thought.
"Fine. Over dinner.”

Cyanne turned and stalked into the woods, leaving Lyleaand Tanrif alonein the clearing.

Though it waswell after business hours, Demendil was till busy. Neither Lyleanor Cyanne wasthereto
help him and he'd been away for severa days. If he were lucky, he would accomplish enough by
midnight to crawl into bed.

It had been many years since hed been without help, and he was older now and exhausted from his
recent ordedl. Perhaps he would have to hire someone. Perhaps he should have gone with Varon.

Such were his thoughts when there came atapping at his front door. He stopped and looked at it.
Probably some customer who had to have aweapon, even though the shop was closed. He walked to
the door, but in light of recent events, did not unbolt it.

"I'm sorry, we're closed.”
"l need to speak to Demendil. It isan urgent matter.”

Normally, Demendil would have opened the door, but with dl that had happened recently and the work
he il had left, he found himsdf reluctant. "How so urgent?' Therewas apause. At first he thought that
the man had |eft and there would be no reply. Then a second voice spoke, thistime in Gondylarian.

"Demendil. We must talk. It isabout the heir to the Gondylarian throne."

It had been many long years since Demendil had heard the voice, but he knew it instantly. He did the bolt
and opened the door. Before him stood two men. Thefirst held never seen, but standing just behind him
wasthe Bladesman.

"Kestryl! What are you doing here? | fear the tidings must be grim for you to be so far from home.”



The Bladesman nodded and entered, not waiting for an invitation. He didn't need one from this man.
Andres followed behind and closed the door. He stood off to the side and said nothing.

"Dathan and Amaga have both passed on. Penthor rulesin High Gondylar.”
Demendil dmost choked. "Penthor? Y ou'rejoking."
"l wish | were. Unfortunately it'strue.”

Demendil, as custom demanded, turned and presented himself to the second man. "1 am Demendil of the
House of Lehan."

"And | am Andres, Captain of the Sea Serpent, aship in the royal Gondylarian navy. It isan honor to
finally mest you."

"Thehonorismine"

He turned back to the Bladesman. "If you've cometo tell Cyanne, you've missed her. Y esterday morning
sherode off. | have only the vaguest notion of where she might be."

"Which isbetter than | had hoped for. | was not certain | would still find you here.”

"Where elsewould | be?If | could have, I'd have returned to High Gondylar, but that wasn't possible.
Not after you placed Cyanneinto my custody.”

"I was stunned to find you here in thefirst place, but oncel did, | knew Sheba had answered my prayers.
Who better than you to trust with the Gondylarian heir?'

Andres stepped forward. "I don't understand.”

Demendil explained. "Fifteen years ago or perhgps alittle more, when Kestryl left High Gondylar, he had
no ideawho would take custody of Cyanne. He didn't know | was already in The Skyshore Ream. |
would have returned to High Gondylar, but when he found me, | knew | had amore important duty. So |
stayed, opened this shop and have been here ever since. And Cyanne was with me up until yesterday.”

Andres nodded. "When [ first saw your wesgpons, | knew you were agreat smith. Now, | know you to
be agreat man. Gondylarian history will not forget the name of Demendil.”

Demendil laughed. "I would that it were so. However, it isfar morelikely | will be but a brief footnote
whenitisal done. Now, what are you doing here? Have you come al the way to Skyshore, to tell
Cyanne of the death of her parents? Has she not been hurt enough by her affiliation with the throne?"

At first Kestryl did not answer. He turned away and began to walk among the racks of weapons. Findly
he looked back toward Demendil.

"Penthor isatraitor. Before her desth, Amaga sent meto bring the rightful heir back to Gondylar.”

Demendil was stunned. He stood silent, trying to come to terms with the tidings. When he finally spoke,
his voice wastinged with uncertainty.

"Cyanne has not had the training necessary to run the Dukedom. | did dl | could, but | was never a
member of the court. And shewas never to return. Y ou said so yoursdlf. Nor do | imagine Penthor will
stand idly by and alow her to usurp his power. He controls the army, does he not?

The Bladesman waked to Demendil and looked him in the eyes. "I have no answersfor you. All | can



say is| am fulfilling the dying request of the Duchess of High Gondylar. For therest of it, we will haveto
solvethe problems asthey arise. | will not faill Amagathislagt time.”

Demendil dropped his head. "Of course you won't. Forgive me.”

He stepped back to include Andresin his gaze. "Come, dine with me. It'stoo late for you to leave tonight
anyway. Y ou can do me the honor of spending the night in my shop and tomorrow, | will give you horses
and suppliesfor your quest.”

The Bladesman bowed low. "Y ou are a credit to the House of Lehan."

Demendil's eyes shone. "Y ou do me too much honor. Come. While | prepare dinner, you can tell methe
wholetde.”

Kestryl and Andresfollowed Demendil to the kitchen.

Neither of the three spoke. Lylea sat across the fire from them, chewing the last bit of meat from abone.
Cyanne had said little during dinner and Tanrif, unable to guess the cause of the tension, was likewise
dlent. Findly Cyanneturned to him.

"Would you mind if | spokewith Lyleaaone?

"I don't know if that'sagood idea. Do you think it's safe in the woods at night?”
Lylealaughed. "Cyanne and | can take care of ourselves, thank you."

"Isthat so? Who's going to protect you from each other?' asked Tanrif, risng.
Two pairsof eyesglared a him.

"All right. I'll walk back toward thetrail, but I'll stay in earshot. If you need me, shout and I'm here.
You're sureyou'l be okay?"

Cyanne nodded. Lylearolled her eyes. Tanrif walked from the clearing down the path toward the main
road. He tried to eavesdrop, but the women were speaking too low for him to hear.

"All right, Lylea, why areyou redlly here?"

"To offer my sword. Do you think | would let you walk into danger aone? Would you do no lessfor
me?'

"There's no other motivation?!

"Taif."

Lyleaturned away, so her sster could not see the look in her eyes. "What about him?"
"Y ou know you want him. Y ou should have acted on it when you had the chance.”

"I don't know what you're talking about. | have no designs on Tanrif. HE's yours. | don't want anything to
dowithhim."

"| don't believe you. Bethat asit may, bewarned. | will not let Tanrif go without afight.”



Lyleaturned back and met her sister's eyes. "No, | don't suppose you would at that.”

Both women were contemplating what to say next, when Tanrif charged back into the clearing, a
panicked look in his eyes. He stopped when he saw the two sitting there. Lyleawas on her feet inan
ingant. "What's the matter?"

"Didn't you hear them?"

"Hear what?' asked Cyanne.
"Horsemen! Hundreds of them. They were coming from the direction of the Borderlands."

Both women stared a him.
"l didn't hear anything," said Cyanne. "Maybe you had too much wine."
"Do you have any idea how much | can consume before | begin to fed the effect? Come on.”

Tanrif started packing up camp and after afew seconds, when Cyanne redlized he wouldn't listen to
reason, she began to help. Whilethey worked, Lylealit two lanterns. Within minutes, they were leading
their horses through the woods.

"Where arewe going?' asked Cyanne.

Tanrif didn't answer. He wasn't sure himsalf. Ashewalked, he checked the ground for tracks. There
were none.

"I don't understand,” said Tanrif, but he kept waking. Concerned, Cyanne and Lyleafollowed.
"Look," said Lylea, "maybe you just thought you saw them."

"Thought | saw hundreds of horses?1'm not mad.”

"No one said you were, but sometimes the moonlight can play tricks.”

"Y ou meen likethat?'

Tanrif pointed. Through the trees, they could make out dark shapes. All a once, the night grew noisy.
The sounds were of horses moving back and forth, of arrows being fired and men's voices calling to each
other. Apparently, the horsemen were engaged in some sort of combeat.

"l don't understand,” said Cyanne. It was asif the sound had only just started that second.
"Neither do I, and I'm tired of it. Assassins attacking me for no reason, the attack on the shop and now
this"

He moved closer to the battle, taking it in, trying to make sense of it. From where they now stood, they
weretoo far away to see what the horsemen were atacking, though from their positions, Tanrif assumed
it to be elther afixed target, or amuch smaler group. He moved even closer, hoping to gain further
ingght. Hewas so intent on the point of attack, he didn't see the horseman until it was amost upon him."

Both women shouted at the same time, but Tanrif couldn't make out their words over the sound of
hooves. He tried to dodge to the side, but there wasn't enough time. He still wasn't completely over his
orded at the shop and histired body wasjust ahair to dow. He shouldn't have moved so far into the
combat areaand he would pay for it. He braced himself, but the impact never occurred. The horse
passed through him asif he weren't there. He turned to watch it plunge into the battle before returning to
the women. Both were shaken and amazed, but neither more than Tanrif.



"Would someone mind telling me wheat the hell isgoing on?"

"Wish| could,” said Lylea.

"Maybe they're phantoms,” said Cyanne.

"Phantoms?" Tanrif looked back to the battle, but the rider had aready disappeared into the melee.

"My mother use to spesk of them when | wasalittle girl, but | never believed the stories. If memory
serves, certain events are so sgnificant they cast areflection down through the ages. Grest battles are
fought again, love affairs are relived and certain historical events repeated. No one knows for sure
whether it'sjust areflection, or if the spirits of those involved are doomed to repeet the incidents. What is
known isthat they occur only on an anniversary of the event, sometimes hundreds of years later.

Tanrif stepped closer to the fray. Lyleaand Cyanne moved after him. He walked up to the nearest horse
and stared at it for amoment before inserting hishand into itsside.

"Incredible."
Lyleawaked next to him and tried it hersdlf. "It's asif they're not here.”

"They'renot," said Cyanne. "In al probability, these men died ages ago. What | find odd isthat it's
happening now and we're on hand to witnessit.”

"Why?" asked Tarrif.

"Just sort of strange. Did you ever stop to think about al the coincidences that have led you to this point?
The attack by Galith. Showing up at the Shop of Demendil. The dark warrior'sraid. Now this. I'm
beginning to wonder if something isn't guiding your steps.”

"Guiding my steps, huh? I'm a seventeen-year-old dockworker from Ularon. Why would providence be
S0 smitten with me?”!

"l was," said Cyanne. "But you have to admit, it'sodd.”
"l agree,” sad Lylea.
"Youtoo?'

Cyanne and Lylea shared aknowing glance, but neither said anything. There was certainly moreto Tanrif
than met the eye, even if hewasn't aware of it himsdlf.

Heturned and led his horseliterally through the battle. At first, Firebal was nervous, but when she
redlized there was no danger, she began to reax. Behind him, Cyanne and Lylealed their mounts aswell.
When he noticed atree with low enough branches, hetied Firebdl toit.

"I'll beright back. | want to seeif | can figure out what's going on."
"I'll comewith you," said Lylea. She was dready tying up her horse. Cyanne sighed, but followed suit.

The three walked through the battle, taking it in from their rather unique perspective. Severa times
people and arrows passed through them. While at first startling, it rapidly dissolved into abit of fun. They
made agame out of trying to intercept arrowswith their bodies. After the earlier tenson, it wasamuch
needed release.



At one point, a horse stopped between Tanrif and the women. When it didn't move, Tanrif stuck his head
through it, so it looked asif it were growing from the saddle.

"I'd redly loveto chat," he rasped, "but I'm hoarse."
Cyanne giggled. Lyleashook her head.

Tanrif made severa facesin an attempt to get Lyleato laugh, but she controlled herself. Eventudly, he
alowed himsdf to fdl through. He rolled over twice and ended up at her feet.

She looked down. ™Y ou should have quit while you were ahead.”
He laughed and she helped him up.

A shout from Cyanne drew thelr attention. "L ook!"

They followed her gaze and findly saw the horsemen's objective.

At thefore of the battle, asmall group of men and women tried to protect a cave entrance. While the
defenders had the superior position, they were so outhumbered, it was only a matter of time before they
were defeated. Whatever the stakes, they must have been high. The trio moved closer.

"Silverguard,” said Tanrif, pointing. The name was emblazoned on asign attached to two chains hanging
from the roof of the cave. Cyanne could only barely make it out in the distance. How Tanrif had been
ableto read it was beyond her.

"Sounds likethe name of aming," shesad.

Tanrif continued forward, until he stood beside atall man, holding abow. Every now and again, the
archer would let fly an arrow that aways found its mark. Still, the hopel essness of the Situation was not
lost on him. Tanrif was close enough to seeit in hiseyes. He had no doubt this man led the defense of
Siverguard.

They watched until there were only ahandful of defendersleft dive. Then the tall man turned and said
something to the shadows behind him. At once, ayoung boy stepped forward, face contorted by fear.
Thetall man bent over and whispered. The boy nodded.

The leader reached around his neck and removed a necklace.

Ashedid, an eerie glow transformed the night. The gem that hung from the silver chain was so beautiful it
transfixed dl who looked at it. Even the man who wore it, seemed mesmerized. The boy took it and
moved deeper into the shadows. Tanrif, Cyanne and Lylea moved after him.

The boy entered the mines and started to run. The three struggled to keep up. Captured by the
necklace's brilliance, they followed the boy ever deeper into the mines of Silverguard. They ran without
seeing where they were going, passed pits and side corridors, dopes and stairways. They followed him
for more than an hour, never taking their eyesfrom the treasure he held.

Until he ran through adoor and left them behind in total darkness.

Chapter Ten - Silverguard



The only sound was of their [abored breathing. With the spell of the necklace broken, redlity returned.
Tanrif paused to catch his breath before speaking.

"Iseveryonedl right?"

From somewhere off to hisright, Lyleaanswered. "I'm okay."
"Cyanne?”

"I'mfine"

"Good. What the hell happened to the light?*

"I think you put your lantern down at the cave entrance. | till have mine, but it seemsto have gone out,”
sadLylea

"Tdl meyou have atinderbox."
"Just asecond.”

Tanrif waited, listening to the sounds of movement as Lylea undung her pack and rummaged through it.
He was more than alittle relieved when the first spark appeared, though it took her severd triestoignite
thewick. Thelantern flared and he turned from it. Eventualy, his eyes adjusted and he was able to |ook
around.

They were in amanmade stone corridor extending in both directions as far asthe eye could see. There
was a stout wooden door set into the wall next to them. None of the three spoke. Countless years ago, a
boy had passed through this very spot, carrying anecklace of untold power. It was entirely likely the
assault on Silverguard had been implemented to gain control of therelic. They stared at the door in awe.
Could the magic necklace till lay beyond?

Lyleabrokethe slence. "Wdll, arewe dl just going to stand here, or is someone going to seeif it's
locked?'

Tanrif grinned and stepped forward. It took considerable strength to pull it open after so many years of
disuse. The cresking of rusted hingesfilled the corridor. If there was anything divein the vicinity, it now
knew company had arrived. Tanrif entered first, followed by Lylea, then Cyanne.

Like the corridor, the room was man-made, empty but for alarge, iron chest on the far wall. It was
locked with a padlock and bolted to the floor and wall. Someone was taking no chances. Tanrif crossed
the room, knelt and examined the rusted lock. Without warning, he drew his sword and smashed the lock
openwith the hilt.

Piecesflew off in every direction, one of them nearly hitting Lylea as she gpproached. Sheraised her
armsto ward off flying debris, then stepped forward and grabbed hisarm.

"Next time you try something, why don't you let usin onit first, okay?"

"Why don't we check the chest now and yell at each other later?' said Cyanne. The shards hadn't come
anywhere near her.

Both Tanrif and Lylealooked at her, then back at the chest. Lylea placed her lantern on the floor, leaned
forward and removed the remains of the lock. She pried the latch up with adagger and pulled up the top
of the chest. Insde was asmall glowing cylinder and ametal box, also locked.



Tanrif knelt and tentatively touched the cylinder. "It's coal.”

"It'sEthrelen flame," said Cyanne. "My mother had severd like thisone. I'm not sure how it's made or
how it got here, but it lastsadmost forever. It must have been what the boy had used to light hisway."

Only then did Tanrif realize the boy had been holding no lantern.

Heturned his attention from the light source and studied the box. It was made of an atogether different
metal than the chest. The dark iron of the chest seemed to absorb light. The smaller box gleamed with a
radiance of itsown. It took him amoment to redize it wasreflecting the light of the Ethrellen flame. He
hed afeding getting insde of it would be considerably more difficult than opening the chest. He reached
down dowly and placed ahand on either sde. Helifted it from itsresting place. Immediately ahissing
sound filled the room.

He jerked his hands backwards, thinking at first a snake had been hiding under it. Then he saw the jet of
gasand knew it for what it was.

From the bottom of the chest, blue mist poured into the air. He tried to lower thelid, but it had somehow
locked to thewall. He struggled with it briefly, before giving up.

"Run!" he shouted.

Lyleawas aready on her way to the door; Cyanne just behind them. They ran into the corridor, dammed
the door and found themselves, once again, deprived of light.

"Lylea, wherésthe lantern?”

"l put it downinside. | didn't know we'd have to make such a hasty exit."
"Gregt. Wonderful. Are you okay?'

“I'mfine"

"Good. How about you, Cyanne?'

Silenceinthe darkness.

"Cyanne?”

Tanrif didn't hesitate. He drew a deep breath and ran back into the room. The mist gave it adreamy
quality, but was not yet thick enough to obscure vision. It wouldn't be long before it did. He found
Cyannéslimp form on the floor near the chest, the Ethrellen flame clutched in her |eft hand. Sheld gone
back for it.

Had he not been holding his breath, he'd have cursed. He kndlt and lifted her. He thought about trying to
go for the lantern aswell, but couldn't hold his breasth much longer. He turned toward the entrance and
began to move.

"Tanrif, weve got company!"

As he approached the door, he heard the sound of steel on stedl. He did curse then. As he entered the
corridor, he tripped, hitting thefloor hard in atangle of limbs. He extricated himsdf and drew his sword.
Only then did heredlize just how desperate their Situation was.

Three large creatures stood before Lylea. They were not human, though they were humanoid. They had



glowing, red pupil-less eyes, long snouts filled with pointed teeth and each wore different bits of armor
taken, no doubt, from previous victims. One of them fought with arusted sword, another with alarge
spiked club. Thethird creature used only its claws, though they |ooked to be sharp enough to do redl
damage should they come into contact with exposed flesh.

To her credit, Lyleawas doing agood job of holding them off. Tanrif, sword ready, approached, just as
shefdtered and the point of the rusty sword diced her arm. Tanrif couldn't tell how bad the injury was,
but knew if he didn't do something, they would al be dead. He drew a deep bregth, charged forward
and grabbed Lyleas sword arm. He yanked her backwards and pushed her behind him. Shelost her
balance and fell, striking her head on the way down. Unfortunately, he didn't have timeto help her. Tanrif
moved in on the creatures. He spit on the first, struck the second with the flat of his blade and kicked the
third, dl in rapid succession. One of the creatures threw back its head and howled in what Tanrif could
only assume was rage. Before they could react further, he turned and ran.

The creatures followed. Tanrif drew a bresth before running into the room with the chest. The mist was
even thicker now. He dove into a corner and squatted. Soon vague shadows, dl he could see through the
fog, moved through the room searching.

One passed before him and he legpt to hisfeet, thrusting his blade deep into the creature's side. The thing
screamed and swung its club, but Tanrif ducked under it. He twisted the blade and thrugt it even further,
until the hilt was buried into its mottled flesh. It stlaggered, dmost pulling the sword from Tanrif's grasp.
Tanrif withdrew hisweapon and kicked. It toppled over and disappeared beneath the mist.

Unfortunately, the other two now had a pretty fair idea of where he was. Both approached from different
directions. Tanrif had still not taken a breath and his chest hurt something fierce. He ran between the two,
fell to the ground and rolled toward the door, depending on mist to obscure their view.

He managed to make it outside before findly alowing himsalf to bresthe. He closed the door and held it
with dl his strength. It took the creatures afew seconds to redize what had happened. By then it wastoo
late. Tanrif listened carefully, until he heard two muffled thuds. The gas had doneitsjob. Findly, he
released the door, turned and surveyed the Situation.

Cyannelay on thefloor, holding in her hand the only source of light. It was bright for so smal an
object...much brighter, in fact, than alantern. He moved toward her and kndlt.

He placed his hand on her chest and waited. At first, he thought she was dead. Then her chest rose, ever
so dightly. He dmost cried when hefdt it. Would have, if hedidn't till have Lyleato worry about.

He rose and went to her. He bound the wound on her arm, which wasn't deep enough to warrant
concern. However, she did have arather nasty lump on her head, probably from when she hit the wall.
Tanrif arranged her in amore comfortable position, then returned to Cyanne and did the samefor her.

Findly, he gavein to exhaustion. He leaned againgt the wall opposite the two women. He knew he didn't
dare deep, but at least he could rest. To his credit, he managed to keep watch for some time before
finaly surrendering consciousness

Morning could not come fast enough for the Bladesman. He had dept afew hours, but was now awake
and would likely remain so for the rest of the day. A sound, not unlike that of warthogs mating, intruded
on histhoughts. Andres was snoring again.It had not been a problem on the boat, largely because the
ocean had been loud enough to drown it out. The next time they dept, he would make certain they were
further gpart. He paced, until he could ded with it no longer, then opened the door and walked
downstairs to the shop proper.



Demendil was dready awake, or perhaps had never dept. Kestryl stepped heavily so the merchant
would hear him. Indeed it was so naturd for him to move silently, it took conscious effort to make a
sound.

Demendil turned and managed atired smile. The Bladesman continued down the airs, until he stood
besi de the wegponsmith.

"Couldn't deegp?' asked Demendil.

"I haven't been ableto for along time."

"Not surprising, aman of your responsbilities”

"Do you know what bothers me the most about what I'm about to do?"
"1 know what bothers me about it," said Demendl.

"And what would that be?'

"Y ou'retrying to find ayoung lady, who has had no contact with High Gondylar for many years. She has
never been trained for lifein the paace. And she'shdf Ethrdlen. Even if she makesit to the throne, how
long do you think shell be ableto hold it?"

"Fair questions. Do you think | haven't thought of them? Not aday goes by that | don't consider what I'm
about to do. I'm going to take ayoung lady | once cared for and destroy what life she has, for a
dangerous, uncertain future. I'm counting on her to somehow replace the greatest Duke in recent history,
without any preparation at all. If she doesn't, Penthor wins, keeps the throne and High Gondylar falsto
thewolves. Do you think I'm not aware of what effect my actions are going to have on Cyanne? | assure
you, the thought is never far from my mind."

"Forgiveme. | had no right to say that.”

"Y ou had every right. Y ou are aman trying to protect achild heraised. But Cyanneisachild no longer.
If sheis Dathan's daughter, shewill do what is required, no matter the sacrifice. And if she doesn't, High
Gondylar will ceaseto exist for me. | will return to the Dukedom and take out Penthor. | owe Dathan at
least that. Afterward, I'll live asolitary existence until Sheba consumes my soul, for without High
Gondylar, | can havenolife”

At that instant, the Bladesman was the loneliest man Demendil had ever seen. The weaponsmith turned
away and concentrated on his displays. He wasn't sure who he felt more sorry for--Cyanne or Kestryl.

In the days and months to come, providence would see them to their respective futures, but the
weaponsmith could think of no circumstance that would work in favor of them both. If Cyanne choseto
remain on thisside of The Midtress, Kestryl'slife would be over. If she returned to High Gondylar, she
might manage to make it to the throne, but even then, she would be a hated half-breed, with no chance of
livinganormd life

And since Demendil couldn't do anything about ether circumstance, he finished arranging the daggersin
the display counter. As much as he loved her, Cyanne was a grown woman and would haveto live her
ownlife

Hilld studied the mast work before shaking his head. He turned to hisfirst mate.

"l don't likeit. That mast breaks and we have no sails. Well never get home.”



The sailor nodded. "That's about what | thought. But you know how expensive anew mainmast can be.”

"I can't say as| care. | can afford it. It won't take more than a couple of daysto do thework. So get to
it. Wewerelucky. A bad storm could have snapped it right off.” The first mate was going to reply, when
he saw a man approaching the vessdl. Hillel noticed his gaze and turned to watch. The man, gpparently a
warrior, approached. The captain waked forward to meet him by the gangplank.

"What can | do for you?'

The stranger answered in Gondylarian. " Good morrow to you. | noticed the markings on your boat and
thought it might be your intention to cross The Mistress. I'm looking for passage.”

"Toanywherein particular?'
"Anywhere on the north shore will do."
lll %II

After hislast passengers, Hilld wasn't sure he wanted to take another. Still, the man standing before him
in no way resembled the dark warriors.

"Well probably be stopping a Athlana, but were still in the midst of repairs. Take another day or two."
"I'min no hurry. I've waited thislong, another day won't kill me."

They haggled over the price, but that wasjust aformdity. For Varon Imgard, the only thing that mattered
was hewas going home.

Of thethree, it was Lyleawho woke firgt. It took many long minutes before she remembered where she
was, and as many after to piece together what had happened.

When shefindly fdt able, she climbed to her feet. Down the corridor, along the samewall, lay Cyanne,
holding in her hand what she had cdled Ethrellen flame.

Acrossfrom her sat Tanrif, head dangling. Apparently he had falen adeep on watch. Under other
circumstances, sheld have been angry, but she wastired and completely ignorant of what hed gone
through while she was out. It was even possible he wasinjured.

The thought brought to mind her own wound. She stopped and checked her arm. Someone had aready
bound it. Fortunately, the wound didn't seem to be that deep. She walked to her sster. She knelt dowly
and took one of Cyanne's hands. She held her breath, before gathering the nerve to check for apulse.
She didn't exhade until shewas certain Cyannewas dive. Shelooked a Tanrif, then back at her stricken
gger. What had she been thinking?

Cyanne had been with her aslong as she could remember. They were two of akind. They did everything
together. Sheld only known Tanrif ashort while. How had he become so important?

That was the worst of it. She had become so obsessed by Tanrif, that even now, she waswilling to
sacrifice her rdationship with Cyanne to have him. Obsessed. She had avoided the word until now, but
that was what had happened. And just aslikely, Cyannefelt the same way.

She placed Cyanne's hand down gently and rose. She walked to Tanrif and sat beside him. She stared at
him for along time before reaching out and gently stroking his cheek. What was happening to her?

"Cyanne?' Tanrif turned his heed.



"Sorry. Wrong sister. Are you okay? What happened?”

Hisvoice dightly durred, hetold her of the tactics held employed to defest the enemy.
"That'sbrilliant."

"Sorry about your head. Guess| don't know my own strength.”

"Don't worry about it. I'm not sure we could've taken them. Y ours was the only way."
He smiled and her heart skipped a best.

"Glad you're not angry. How's Cyanne?'

"Shelll be okay, | think. Shelll need rest. Unfortunately, we have other problems. We have no supplies,
we don't know where we are and we're clearly not alone down here." "Clearly. Maybe the necklace can
help us." He reached for the meta box beside him.

Lyleagrabbed hisarm. "I'm not sure that'sa good idea. First of al, you know what effect it had on usin
thefirst place. Second, the box may be trapped and breaking it open might damage the necklace. When
we get to acity, we can hire someoneto open it. That'show | would handleit.”

"Makes sense. So what do we do now?'

"Now? We wake Cyanne and seeif we can't find the way out of here.”

"Suppose Cyanne doesn't want to get up,” said the faint voice from across the corridor.
Tanrif was on hisfeet before sheld finished speaking. "Are you okay?'

She had managed to pull hersdlf into agtting position. "I won't be winning any racesin the near future,
but | think I can move."

Lylea stepped forward and extended ahand. "Come on. Let's seeif you can walk." Ungteadily, Cyanne
found her feet. Tanrif moved to support her. "Here. Let me help you.”

Lyleawatched, wondering whether or not her sister was exaggerating her weakness. The more she
watched, the more certain she became. Cyanne had not been that badly hurt. She was feigning weakness
to draw Tanrif to her. If that was the case, then the rules of the game were about to change--but not yet.
First and foremost came survival. "Come on. | think we came from this direction.”

"I think you'reright," said Tanrif. He placed an arm around Cyanne's shoulder and let her lean on him.
Lyleasad nothing.

"l don't know how long we can last down here without water,” said Cyanne.

At those words dl three looked at each other, perhaps realizing for the first time exactly how dire their
Stuation was. They moved off into the darkness with only the Ethrellen flameto light the way.

"I think there's something you should see," said Demendil to Kestryl, shortly before he and Andres
departed.

"YS?I

"Follow me"



The weaponsmith led him to aroom in the shop he'd not before entered. There, on awooden table, lay
five swords and five black helms. The Bladesman examined the weapons, while Demendil told of the
attack on the shop. Kestryl listened as the story unfolded. He had no ideawho Tanrif was, and Demendil
didn't offer the information. When the tae was done, the Bladesman spoke.

"I have seen such markings, in the south of Gondylar. Beyond thet | can tell you nothing, other than they
are superior qudity, which I'm sure you dready knew." Demendil nodded. "Y es, of course. The
south...the caverns...The Darkdom of VVykon. | thought I'd recognized them.”

"I have never heard of them."

"A powerful mage took up residence there, along time ago. He calls himself the Dark One. Theseare
from hisforges. We had thought the attack on the shop had been amed at Tanrif, but it is possible they
hed a different target in mind.”

"Cyanne? Impossible. No one knew she was here but the two of us.”

Demendil shrugged. He had no idea what amage could do, nor how strong the one who lived in Vykon
would be, or evenif hedill lived. "Wdl it's something to think about."

"Thetitis"
By ungpoken agreement, they discussed the matter no further.

Shortly after dawn, the Bladesman and Andres set out from Stratus. Demendil had been most generous,
packing them enough food and supplies for asizable journey. He dso gave them histwo best horses.
Consdering it was Amalga's last request, hefdt it wasthe least he could do.

Once out of the city, the Bladesman and Andres pushed their steeds. They had two days to make up.
They could only hope they were going in the right direction. Though it waswarm, it was nothing
compared to the heat of the Gondylarian summer. Both riders remained comfortable throughout the day.

Neither spoke asthey rode, though both thought ong similar lines. They had been lucky thusfar, but
finding Cyanne in the middle of the wilderness would be no easy task. Nor did they know whether she
had turned north toward Glith, or continued east, if she had indeed traveled east in thefirst place. The
only thing they could do was ride hard and pray that somehow, they would be able to pick up thetrail.

Both men were well aware that any rea chance they had of finding her had ended the moment she
departed Stratus.

Asthey shuffled down one rough-hewn stone corridor after another, Cyanne continued to lean on Tanrif.
She could have stumbled along on her own, but thiswas easier for her and agood way to keep Tanrif
away from Lylea. Who knew what had transpired while she was out? Her sister, she was sure, was
aware of the ruse, but she didn't care. Lyleawouldn't say anything, unless she could proveit.

Whenever Tanrif spoke, Cyanne paid rapt attention, asif hiswords were the most important in the
world. Men aways loved that. Asthey progressed, Lyleabecame increasingly annoyed, which suited
Cyannejudt fine. After dl, it was Lyleawho had intruded in the first place.

They walked for an hour, then two. The corridors through which they passed dl looked the same. They
didn't even know if they were going in theright direction. A couple of timesthey encountered dead ends
and had to backtrack. Occasionaly they heard distant sounds, evidence of other creatures moving
through the depths. They met nothing, however, asthey continued onward.



They weretired and more than a bit frustrated, when Lylealooked above them and noticed a shaft. She
stopped and pointed. Tanrif looked up.

"Okay, so what'syour point?'

"We're underground. We have to go up to get to ground leve.”

"And how do you suppose we do that?"

"Y ou could give me aboos.”

N

"I might be able to jump from your shoulders and reach the top. Then | could pull myself up.”

"Good. And then you'd be up there and we'd be down here. Cyanne, if | boosted you, do you think you
could makeit up there?'

"l don't know. It's pretty high."

"Look, we cantry,” said Lylea. "What do we have to |lose? Maybe there's something up there | can
lower down."

Tanrif sighed, then nodded. Lyleawas correct. Anything was better than wandering around for another
hour. He knelt and Lylea climbed onto his shoulders. He held her ankles for support and rose dowly.
Cyanne aso helped steady her. Under norma circumstances, it wouldn't have been difficult, but he was
tired and aching from recent events. He wanted to look up, but couldn't afford to. He concentrated on
supporting her weight.

"I'mjust shy of it. I'm going for it."

Before he could prepare himsdlf, Lyleajumped from his shoulders, pushing him over backward. He
didn't fal hard, but he did turn his ankle on the way down. He looked up, just intimeto see Lyleapull
herself over the edge.

"Good going, Lylea. Y ou couldn't wait until 1'd braced mysdf?*
"Sorry. Areyou okay?'
"My ankle went out. | hopel canwalk.”

"Ligten. I'm redlly sorry. Now you know how | felt when you shattered the lock.” Tanrif sighed. Why
were women S0 good at bringing up the one thing that diffused your argument?

"Yes, | suppose | do. What's up there?!

"I don't know. | can't see much. Why don't you throw me the flame?”
Tanrif looked a Cyanne. "Well?"

"If it drops, weve got problems.”

"Did you hear that, Lylea?'

"I heard. It won't drop. Wait asecond." Shelay flat on the ground extending her arm down asfar asit
would go. "Okay, tossit."



Cyanne handed the cylinder to Tanrif. He moved under the shaft, favoring his good foot. He wasn't
certain how long it would be before he could walk normally again, but suspected it would be awhile. He
took a step backwards, looked up and tossed it up the shaft. At first he thought it wouldn't makeit. Then
Lyleareached out and snatched it.

"Good throw."

"Thanks. What do you see?"

"A stone passage.”

“Nothing else?"

"Fraid not. Ligten, | have anidea."
"Go ahead.”

"Youwait hereand I'll try to find the way out. Both of you will only dow me down anyway. Oncel find
the entrance, | can get some of our supplies and bring them back.” Cyanne cleared her throat. "Excuse
me, but if you leave with the flame, Tanrif and | will be without asource of light.”

"That'strue. But if | don't, we may dl die of thirst before we find the way out of here.”

Tanrif found himsalf nodding. What Lyleasaid wastrue. Of course, spending afew hoursin the dark
didn't exactly sound like much of aplan either. Helooked at Cyanne. She shook her head. Still, what
other option did they have?

"l don't know," he said.
"I'll be back," shouted Lylea. Already thelight of the flame was receding.
"Lylea, wat!"

She didn't answer. Cyanne moved toward Tanrif and leaned againgt him. Both stared at the shaft until the
light was dl but gone. Tanrif did down thewall.

"Has she dways been that headstrong?’

"Aslong as|'ve known her."

It was so dark, they couldn't even see each other.

"Why do you tolerate it?" asked Tanrif.

"l just do. It'snot asif I'm without faults of my own.”

"Well, when you think of one, let me know. | was beginning to think you were perfect.”
Cyanne laughed and somehow found hislipsin the darkness.

"Y ou know," she said, pulling back "we do have a couple of hoursto kill."

"| thought you were weak."

"l am. But Sitting herein the dark waiting for her to get back will be as draining as anything ese.”



"l supposeit would at that.”

Tanrif leaned forward and planted akiss on the juncture of her neck and shoulder. Cyanne moved even
closer. With no visud clues, they had to do everything by touch. It wasn't long before they completely
forgot about the darkness.

Soon Gdlith gave up on the docks and moved toward Eastgate. He had grown increasingly frustrated and
needed to try something else, even if there wasllittle chance of success.

The concept was not without merit. Tanrif might not want to return to the same part of town held left
behind. What better way to avoid detection than move into an areawith which held had no previous
affiliation? Galith spent most of the afternoon going in and out of bars. In each location, he offered money
for information. In one of those bars, in the latter part of the afternoon, he happened upon Mora. In fact,
the guard approached him.

"l understand you're looking for aman named Tanrif."

Gdith smiled. "Asamatter of fact, | am. Any information that can help mefind him would be," the
Assassin jingled his pouch, "grestly appreciated.”

"l see. And just how grestly appreciated would that be?"
A week ago, held have taken anything offered, but dedling with the Hellspawn had spoiled him.
"Come. Let me show you what it'sworth."

Gdlith exited by the side door and Morafollowed a step behind. His new standing made him cardess. It
never occurred to him he wasin danger. Suddenly, Galith turned, placing adagger against Moras
exposed neck.

"Listento me. | haven't time for games. Y ou will tell me what you know, or | will begin to remove parts
of your body one at atime. Y ou have one second before | start." "I saw him leave through the east gate.
He was with aviolet-eyed woman named Cyanne. She works at the Shop of Demendil. That'sal |
know. Please don't kill me." Galith released him and took a step backward. "If | find out you'velied to
me..." The man shook his head, eyes displaying unfeigned fear. "'l swear it. They |eft together, the day
beforelast.”

Gdlith released the guard, turned and walked toward the street. Moraran in the other direction. The only
thing the guard took away from that meeting was alesson.

It would be along time before he offered to sdl information again.

Lyleamoved quickly through the underground passageways of the Mines of Siverguard. Without Tanrif
and Cyanneto dow her, she made good time. She hated |leaving the two of them aone like that, but had
little choice. Better thisway. At least there was a chance she would be able to save them.

She had been going for some time and had no intention of stopping before she reached the exit. Severd
times she paused to score the wall with asharp rock she'd picked up aong the way. Hopefully she would
be able to follow the markings back to the shaft.

She had dso found and climbed aflight of sairs. She didn't remember descending them, but that didn't
matter. Under the spell of the necklace, shewouldn't have noticed if they'd jumped down the shaft.

She was beginning to tire, when she felt something she wasn't certain she would ever fed again. From



somewhere up ahead, adight breeze reached her. As she moved, the fatigue fell away. She brokeinto a
run. Asit was gtill dark, she was outside amost before sheredized it. Shelaughed doud, but did not
alow hersdlf to get swept up invictory. If she didn't get back to Tanrif and Cyannein time, shewould
never forgive hersdf.

When she emerged, she haf expected to find the remnants of abattle, yet there was no sign of the
evening'sfestivities. She wondered how many years earlier the battle had taken place. Then she pushed
the thought from her mind and concentrated on the matter at hand.

She found the horses exactly where they'd |eft them. She removed acoil of rope from her saddlebag and
pulled it over her shoulder. She loaded her pack with alantern, extralamp oil, food and water, before
turning back to the entrance. She took a couple of steps, thought better of it and returned to the horses.

She rummaged through her pack, found another water skin and took along swallow. She wiped her
mouth, then did it again. She gave her horse apat on the nose and untied him. With agrest cry, she
smacked him on the rump and sent him running. That accomplished, she turned back toward the entrance
to the Mines of Silverguard.

Tanrif and Cyanne sat dightly apart. They had tried talking for awhile, but as the hours passed they grew
more and more restless. They were trapped in the blackness with no food, no water and little hope. If
Lyleadidn't return soon, they would have to strike off by feel and pray for the best. At least that way,
they might find water.

Any one of anumber of things could have happened to her on the way out. She could have been
attacked by creatures like the ones that had wounded her or been unable to find an exit. Or perhaps she
found one and couldn't figure out how to get back to them. Or the horses could have been stolen with all
their supplies. Thelonger they sat, the worse the scenarios their imaginations conjured. Unfortunately, the
onething they had in abundance wastimeto think.

At length, Tanrif stood and stretched, but his clenched muscles refused to relax. If only he had not thrown
theflameto Lylea. If only he had ingsted she come back down. If only they hadn't followed the necklace
inthefirst place. What good was having amagic necklace, if you died before you found out what it did?
Without light, he couldn't even try to open the box.

Hewas s0 logt in thought, he didn't noti ce the approaching glow until Cyanne called out.
"Taif!"

Above them, ever o faintly, the light increased. He could only hope Lylea had found her way back to
them. He put ahand on the hilt of hissword, just in case. His eyes had become so used to the blackness
that the light above seemed much brighter than it had any right to be. Tanrif held his breath and Cyanne
stared upwards, wondering if her prayers had been answered. Then Lylea's head appeared above them.
A moment later, aropefdl to the ground.

"Well, what are you waiting for, an invitation? Cyanne, you first. Well both have to hold the rope for
Taif."

Cyanne grinned and climbed the rope faster than she would have thought possible. As soon as she was
up, she grabbed on, braced hersalf and called down.

"Okay, were ready up here."
Tanrif pulled himsdf up with the strength of hisarms aone. Hetried to move quickly, because he wasn't



sure how long they would be able to hold him. When he got high enough he used the rim of the shaft to
pull himself the rest of theway. Herolled away from the edge and sat up.

Lylea had the pack open and Cyanne was already guzzling water. Tanrif watched and waited.
Lylealooked a him and smiled. "Y ou see. | wasright.”

Hedidn't want to admit it. Waiting below was the hardest thing he'd ever done.

"l suppose.”
"Y ou suppose! | saved your stinking life. | should've left you down there.”

He could see the laughter in her eyes. "Maybe. Hey Cyanne. Y ou are going to save some of that for me,
arent you?'

Cyanne stopped drinking, looked at him and shook her head. He laughed and snatched it from her,
careful not to spill any. They weren't out of danger just yet.

They spent most of the next hour eating and talking, but they were only delaying the inevitable. Though
they were all tired, as soon as the meal was done, Lylea packed up what was left and led them toward
the entrance.

With any luck, she would remember the way back.

Gdith could have |eft that day, but it was dready late and his horse was till back on the west side of
town. It wasn't asif hewere going to catch Tanrif so quickly anyway.

Sarith had given him the trail once. She wouldn't abandon him in the daysto come.

As he made hisway back to theinn, he thought about Tanrif. To say he was obsessed would have been
to understate the matter. He had been reduced in rank to apprentice, al because of Tanrif. Each time he
remembered that even the lowest Assassin was now above him, hisanger redoubled. And dl because of
aboy. A seventeen-year-old boy. The more he thought about it, the angrier he became.

He thought about Bone, and wondered what he was up to. He remembered how Bone had sat there,
beside Ezewdra, smiling at his misfortune. If he and Bone ever crossed paths again, Galith would teach
him to school his emotions around his betters. When Gdith was again raised in rank, hisfirst priority
would be to make Bone pay for hisinsults. Until that time, he could do nothing. He wasamere
apprentice. There were only two ranks lower.

Tanrif had done thisto him, damn the day he was born. He pictured himself killing the boy over and over
again, using every wegpon he could conjure. He doused the boy in oil and torched him. He drowned him.
He snapped his neck, barehanded. Over and over again, Tanrif died in hismind.

The next morning, he would wake early and begin pursuit. It didn't matter how long it took. If need be,
he would spend therest of hislife searching, but Tanrif would die by hishand.

Asthey progressed, Tanrif felt himsalf dowing. He wasn't certain how much further he could travel. Each
step sent ajolt of pain through hisankle. A glance at the women told him they weren't faring much better.
If they didn't rest soon, they would collapse. He was about to suggest taking a break, when far down the
corridor, he thought he could detect movement. It was just at the edge of the light and he wasn't certain,
s0 hedidn't say anything. A minute later, Lyleasaw it too.



"What the hdl isthat?"

Cyanne looked up. Whatever approached wastoo far away to identify. The three stopped, waiting with
morethanidle curiogty. Asit drew nearer, they could tdl three things. It wasn't humanoid, it waslarger
than they'd originally guessed it to be and it was fast. Tanrif drew hissword. Lyleafollowed hisexample.

"Scorpion!" breathed Cyanne.

Tanrif looked at her. He had heard of scorpions from stories hisfather told, but they'd always been about
fig-szed. The creature gpproaching waslonger than ahorse, and though flatter, its curved tail hung well
abovether heads. Even from this distance, they could see the stinger clearly, jutting from aball at the end
of itstall.

Lyles, redizing she was the least injured among them, ran to meset it. Tanrif wastoo stunned to stop her
before she engaged the creature. She moved in and swiped at one of its massive black claws, but her
blade glanced harmlesdy off its shiny carapace.

Tanrif looked at Cyanne, but she stood frozen in horror. She wasn't going to be much usein this battle.
Which meant it was, once again, up to him.

Lylea had taken three cuts at the thing and none of them did alick of damage. He doubted hisown
attacks would be any more effective. Think...he had to think. There had to be away out of this.

The creature reached for her with one huge pincer, but Lylea danced away and returned to attack anew.
Tanrif watched with horror asthe stinger came to rest above her. 1t drew back dowly and like abolt of
lightning descended. Tanrif gasped, but Lylea had anticipated the strike and jumped back just intime,
Without turning, she spoke. "Are you going to stand there, or might you give me ahand?’

"I'mworking onit."

Lylea cursed and charged the creature again.

It would only be amatter of time before she faltered and that poisonous stinger found its mark. Tanrif
thought for asecond longer, then turned and retreated to Lyleas pack. He only hoped held have time.

"Hold it for aslong asyou can," he called over his shoulder.
"What! Have you lost your mind?"

Cyanne remained immoabile, while he took the rope and began to tieit. For once, having worked on the
dockswas going to come in handy. He turned and began walking even before he finished. When he was
done, he called ouit.

"Okay, Lylea. Get out of there. There's nothing else you can do.”

Lyleacursed again, but didn't have to be told twice. She retrested severd steps, positioning herself
between the scorpion and Cyanne. Only when Tanrif passed in front of her, did she redlize he had not
drawn his sword.

"Whet the hell are you doing?"
Hedidn't look back. "Saving our hides. Someone hasto.”
She watched, but said nothing else.

Tanrif walked right up to the thing, holding the makeshift noosein his hands. He waited, dodging the giant



claws asthey went for him. He ducked out of the way and backed up. The pain in hisankle flared, but he
ignored it. He jumped in, whipped the creature with the rope and backed away again. It tried to grab him
severd times, but he wastoo fast.

Then it happened. The creature lowered itstail. Tanrif jJumped forward and tossed the rope around the
appendage, then took a step backward. The scorpion raised its tinger into the air, preparing to strike.
Asit did, the noose tightened around it. Tanrif yanked with dl his strength. The scorpion tried to fight, but
had no leverage on the rocky surface. Tanrif continued to pull until the thing was on its back.

He wasted no time. Holding the rope with one hand, he pulled his sword and started hacking at the
deadly appendage. When Lylea saw what he was about, she joined him. He didn't wait for her to finish.
Instead he legpt on the creature's upturned abdomen and plunged his blade straight down.

Black blood erupted like ageyser, ingtantly covering him, but he paid it no mind. He pulled his sword out
and struck again.

Behind him, Lylea screamed triumphantly, asthetall fell away from the rest of the body. Tanrif raised his
sword and drove it down again and again. From her vantage, Lylea could only barely see him through the
sea of legs. By the time the thing stopped moving he was covered head to toe in thick black liquid, but
for dl that, was the most beautiful sght Lyleahad ever seen.

Tanrif withdrew his sword, plunged it home one last timejust to be certain, before diding from the
creature's abdomen. Just after, he collapsed on the hard stone floor. Lyleawaked to him and sat beside
him. They rested there, ignoring the stench that now filled the corridor, but they dared not tarry for long.
Who knew what kind of creature would be attracted to the vile smdl?

Cyanne sat dightly apart from them and didn't speak, though she had clearly come out of her trance.
When they made ready to leave, she rose with them.

They moved quickly. Tanrif ignored the painin hisankle as best he could. A short whilelater, the
corridor widened and soon after, they felt the beginnings of a breeze. There was no stopping them. They
practicdly ran from the place, al but Tanrif, who hobbled quickly behind. When he reached the entrance,
he found both Cyanne and Lylea, eyes closed, allowing the breeze to wash over them. It was just past
daybreak. They had spent the entire night in the Mines of Silverguard.

Tanrif watched Cyanne'slong black hair blow in thewind. He noted Lylea'slook of triumph and alowed
himsdf agamile. They had madeit.

A few moments|ater, they started for where they left the horses. Lyleanoticed first that one was missing
and ran forward to check on it. She cursed loudly.

"My horse must have broken hisrein. Now I'll haveto walk."
"Dont beslly," said Tanrif, "you can ride behind me."
"I wouldn't want to put you out.”

"Put me out? What kind of nonsenseisthat? There's no reason for you to walk, while Cyanne and |
ride”

"Well, if youre sureit's okay."

"Of courseitis"



Lyleagtarted packing what was |€ft of their rationsinto Tanrif's saddlebags, intentionally ignoring
Cyannesglare. Infact, she didn't look at her Sster even after they'd mounted and set off.

Tired asthey were, they returned to the road and continued east, anxiousto leave Silverguard behind
them.

Chapter Eleven - Journ

One of the qudities that made the Sarithan Assassins so dangerous was their amost uncanny intuition.
Whether or not thiswas a gift from the Goddess was the subject of some debate. Still, those who denied
the divine origins of the power, couldn't gainsay its existence.

Bone found himsdlf walking adong the docks, carefully studying the ships as he strolled past. He wasn't
certain thisline of thinking would lead him to histarget, but hisingtincts had drawn him here, and thus, he
was following the only course of action opento him.

Theidea had begun to form while searching Varon Imgard's ranch house. A large number of the books
had been written in Gondylarian. Some of the mercenary's persond items were aso from the great
Dukedom. Even the exit tunnel supported his observation. Such passages, while uncommon in The
Skyshore Redlm, were a standard feature in many Gondylarian lodgings.

It was rumor that brought him to the segport. Could it be acoincidence that, for thefirst timein history, a
Gondylarian warship had arrived in Stratus?

Hewasn't sure. Whatever the case, the presence of a second Gondylarian vessel seemed to push the
odds. It was rare any ship attempted the rather dangerous crossing. Y et two had appeared within days of
each other, though what they might have to do with Varon Imgard, he couldn't imagine.

The n searched for the smaller craft. He had dready checked out the larger one and decided to
leaveit done. He would rather not have to deal with the trained crew of awarship. If he turned up
nothing at the smaller vessel, he could always turn his attention to the Sea Serpent.

He had amost reached the end of the pier, when he spotted it. He couldn't read the name, but he knew
enough Gondylarian to recognize the characters painted on its side. If hisinformation was correct, the
ship was called Wind. He approached and crossed the gangplank, stepping aboard without invitation.
Almost immediately, amiddle-aged man approached.

"Y ou require something?" he asked in heavily accented Taovarian. If the man was angry at the breech of
protocol, he didn't show it.

"Perhaps. I'd like to speak with the Captain.”

"My nameisHilld. I'min charge”

"Good. I'm looking for aman who | believe may have tried to book passage to High Gondylar."
"Isthat right?’

Bone looked directly into the merchant's eyes.

"I have no desire to harm you or your ship, but | need thisinformation. Now, we can do thistwo ways."
Bone reached insde his pouch and removed the slver symbol of Sarith. He played with it absently,



meaking certain Hilldl noticed.

"Y ou can give me the information here and now, or | can take you below decks and torture you
exquisitdy until you beg to aid me. The choiceisyours™

Hillel recognized the symbol immediately. Helicked hislips nervoudy, well awareif thismanwasa
Sarithan, he wasin grave danger.

"Okay. Someone did book passage. He was alarge man, getting on in hisyears. Though he never said
anything, | thought he might be aretired man a arms.”

"That would be him. | would dso like to book passage on your boat.”

"If you're after thisman, why not wait until he arrives and kill him before he boards?' Whatever was
afoot, Hilld didn't want to beinvolved.

"It doesn't fit in with my plans.”

He had considered the option and decided againgt it. If such an attempt failed, Varon would disappear
and Bone might never find him again. However if the attack occurred at sea, there would be nowhereto
run. One of the two would haveto die.

It didn't take the Captain long to decide. After the Hellspawn, he didn't have the somach for afight, not
that he'd ever tangle with a Sarithan anyway.

"Very well. We should be setting sail the morning after tomorrow. Y ou can come aboard a midnight and
hidein my cabin.”

Bone nodded. " A wise decison, Captain.”

"Only afool would place himself between a Sarithan and histarget. | anno fool."

"Of courseyou aren't. Midnight tomorrow then."

Bone turned and walked from the boat, confident Hillel was too scared to betray him.

Cyanne concentrated on the road ahead, trying not to think about Lylea and Tanrif together on the same
horse only afew feet awvay. The onetime her eyesdid stray in their direction, she fought theimpulseto
lash out at them.

Lyleahad made hersdlf at home, encircling Tanrif's chest with her arms and placing her lipsnear hisear
whenever she spoke. On more than one occasion, Tanrif's laughter could be heard clearly abovethe
sound of hoof beats. Cyanne closed her eyes, but couldn't block the image.

Worse yet, she was till ashamed by the way she had reacted back in the mines. They had defeated the
scorpion without her help. She owed them her life. She couldn't blame him for turning from her after
seeing how week sheredlly was. Perhaps Lyleaand Tanrif were better for each other, after all.

No! It can't be!

Cyanne knew her destiny and Tanrif was a part of it. Her intuition had never been wrong before, nor did
she have any reason to doubt it now. There wasn't much she could do at the moment, but she would
think of something.

Once they reached Journ, she would do whatever was necessary to defend her place by Tanrif'sside.



Journ was asmall town, much smaller even than Ularon. The single inn was unimpressive, but clean.
Tanrif paid for three rooms. He thought about sharing one with Cyanne, but was no longer sure where he
stood with her. She had been unusudly silent since the mines, barely even looking in hisdirection.
Perhapswhen Lylearetired, he would have atak with her.

Cyanne didn't say anything about the degping arrangements, though she was certain Lyleawasthrilled.
She wasn't going to force hersdf on Tanrif, no matter how she felt. Somehow, she would find away to
win him over. Lyles, of course, would have Smilar idess.

Though it was only the middle of the afternoon, Silverguard had taken itstoll. They crossed theinn and
climbed the wooden stairs. At thetop, asingle corridor led to anumber of doors, opening dternately on
either sde. Thethree stood in the corridor for along time, dl tired, but none wishing to be thefirst to
leave. There were too many unanswered questions about where they stood with each other.

Finaly Tanrif bade the women goodnight and retired to his room, which was smdll, but more comfortable
than those he'd grown used to during histime on the docks. He undressed and did into bed, certain deep
was not far away.

Hewaswrong. Ashelay there, he kept shifting positions, trying to make himself comfortable. He came
to redlize it was restlessness, rather than discomfort, that barred him from deep. He stayed in bed for as
long as he could stand it before rising and walking to the window.

It was near dusk. Tension thickened the air, asif the entire town was waiting for some event to occur that
had been destined since the dawn of time. Tanrif had never had such afeding and itsintensity disturbed
him. He stood watching for aslong as he could, before the waiting got to him.

He was about to turn, when a distant sound caught his attention. It was the sound of approaching riders.
Though he continued to watch, the window faced the wrong direction for him to see the main road.

Only after the sound stopped did he pull on his clothes and open the door. He stepped into the corridor,
not at al surprised to see Cyanne emerge from her room at the same moment. They looked at each other
and smiled.

"Couldn't degp?’ he asked.
"With the air so mystery laden? | think not."
She waked past him toward the stairway that led to the bar. He followed a step behind.

Before they reached the bottom, they could see the innkeeper talking with two men. Tanrif could tell
immediately one was afighting man. The other, who was doing the speaking, was harder to pinpoint. The
|eather-clad warrior turned toward them. Cyanne paused, then continued quickly to the bottom. The man
moved to meet her. Tanrif followed asfast as he could. By the time he stood beside her, the warrior was
aready knedling a her feet, head bowed. Tanrif opened his mouth and closed it.

"Oh get up, Kestryl. There's no need for this between us." Cyanne spoke in Gondylarian, asdid the
stranger when hereplied.

"Y our Highness, | must spesk with you done.” Tanrif could seethewarrior's eyes had filled with tears.
Tanrif Sarted to speak, but Cyanne held up ahand.

"It'sokay. | know him."



"Apparently.”
"Il explain later.”

"That would be nice. If you need meI'll be in the bar--Your Highness." Cyanne had better have agood
explanation for this.

Before she could reply, he turned and walked toward an empty table by the wall. He glanced back only
once, in timeto see Cyanne and stranger disappear upgtairs.

He was seated for only afew moments before he noticed the second stranger approach. Tanrif looked at
him and now knew him to be aman of the sea. There was no missing the man's ruddy complexion or the
way he stood, asif compensating for therolling of aboat. He stopped before the table and spoke.

"Come. Let me buy you adrink. | think you're going to need one." Though the man spoke fluent
Tdovarian, his Gondylarian accent was unmistakable.

Tanrif replied in flawless Gondylarian. "May the sunilluminate you, Sir."
The man's eyebrowsrosein surprise. "May it shine on you and your family. | am called Andres.”
"Captain Andres?’

"How did you know?" He had foregone his nava uniform for more casua garb, as he had no desireto
draw undue attention to himsdf.

"I've spent enough hours on the docks to recognize a captain when | see one. Can't imagine what a
Gondylarian sailor isdoing in asmal landlocked town haf aworld away from home. | don't suppose
youd liketo enlighten me."

"It'snot my placeto say, though | suspect you will know beforelong.”
"Fair enough. So, how about that drink."

Andres motioned to apassing barmaid. Tanrif smiled. Whatever else was going on, acouple of des
would go along way toward putting thingsinto perspective.

Cyanne stared at aman she had thought she would never see again. He returned her gaze, unable to hide
hisfedlings, amixture of dation and anguish. It didn't take her long to guesswhy held come.

"They're dead, aren't they?"
"l ansorry."
"How did it happen?"

"It wastreachery, M'lady. Penthor arranged to have your parentskilled, then took the throne as his

"Uncle Penthor?| don't believeit.”
"| felt that way dso at first, but have cometo reconsder. Penthor isan evil, evil man."

Cyanne shook her head. It wasn't that she didn't trust the Bladesman, but rather she couldn't imagine her
father's best friend betraying High Gondylar. Of course, who knew what had happened during her long



absence.
"Tdl methewhole story."

The Bladesman cleared histhroat and started spesking. Cyanne didn't interrupt him, though shedid raise
an eyebrow when he spoke of Penthor's complicity. She had no doubt the Bladesman felt he wastelling
thetruth, yet there were gill many questions that remained unanswered.

If Penthor had hired the nsthat had attempted to end the Bladesman's life, how had he known
whereto find him? If he knew whereto find her, asthe attack on the shop implied, why would he have
waited for her parent's degth to have her killed? And why wouldn't he have taken out the Bladesman
right therein Gondylar? No. Whatever Kestryl thought, Penthor was innocent. There had to be another
explanation. She kept her own counsdl. There would be no way for her to convince the Bladesman at this
point. Shewould need alot more information before trying. By the time his story was done, she found
hersalf holding back tears. The Bladesman stood waiting for her response. Cyanne drew a breath. When
she spoke, she was proud her voice remained steady.

"| shall return to Gondylar as soon as possible. The man who killed my parents must pay. We shal set
out tomorrow morning. | will know what happened and who isresponsible, or diein the attempt.”

The Bladesman amiled. "I have had my share of doubts about finding you. | didn't know what you would
be like after al these years. | now know I've made the right decision. Y ou are your father's daughter.”

He spoke the words so solemnly, once again Cyanne found herself fighting tears. Her parents were dead.
She was now the heir to the throne of High Gondylar and with that came grave responsibility. She didn't
want to think about Tanrif at that moment, but had no choice.

"The man who waswith me downgtairsis caled Tanrif. Send himto me"
The Bladesman bowed. "Thy will be done, M'lady."

Cyanne hdld her tears until the Bladesman of High Gondylar, nowher Bladesman, turned on hished and
|eft the room.

In spite of recent events, Tanrif felt better than he had in along time. Like dl bars, thisone gavehim a
feeling of home. Histhird mug of ade was dready hafway done. He and Andres had spent the last half
hour swapping raunchy jokes and talking asif they were old friends. Only when he saw Kestryl approach
did thefedling of impending doom return. The warrior walked directly to their table and nodded to
Andres.

"My Lady Cyannewishesto seethisman.”
"Oh she does, does she? Why doesn't she come get me hersdlf?' said Tanrif.
If the Bladesman was surprised he spoke Gondylarian, he didn't show it.

"Y ou should watch your tongue and have respect for those that stand higher in society. Y our arroganceis
not an asst, | assure you."

Tanrif rose, stared at the Bladesman for another moment, sidestepped him and made for the Sairs. He
had no quarrel with this man.

Hetook the stepstwo at atime, stopping before the door of her room to compose himsdlf. He knocked.
"It'sopen.”



He pushed the door inward and stepped inside. Cyanne's eyes were red from crying and at once, he
softened. He reminded himsdlf he gill had no ideawhat was going on. Still, he couldn't resist abit of
sarcasm.

"Y ou wanted to see me, Your Highness?'

"I have something to tell you. Y ou may not bdieveit, but it'sthetruth. | am now the Duchess of High
Gondylar."

Tanrif dmost choked. He had thought himsdlf reedy for anything.

"My mother was Amalga; my father, Dathan. Both have passed on. | am now the only living heir to the
Gondylarian throne.”

"And you didn't think thiswas worth mentioning?'

"Please, Tanrif, thisishard enough without you making it harder. | didn't ask for this. | was sent away as
achild and if things had gone as planned, I'd have never returned. | had thought High Gondylar aclosed
chapter in my life...| waswrong. My parents have been murdered. | have no choice but to return to the
Dukedom and try to find out who isresponsble.”

"Soyoureleaving.”
"Hrg thing tomorrow morning.”
"l see." Hetried, unsuccessfully, to keep the bitterness from hisvoice.

"Please, Tanrif, don't do this. Thisisnot my fault. Suppose someone came to you and told you your
father had been murdered. How far would you travel to see justice done?!

At once, Tanrif rlented. He was so consumed by his fedlings, he hadn't opped to consider hers. Her
parents had been murdered and she had only just found out. He felt ashamed at hisinsengtivity.

"I'm sorry. | won't make this any more difficult than it dready is." He stepped forward and kissed her
cheek. "Y ou have aresponghility. | cannot stand in the way of that. But | want you to know something.
I'll never forget you."

"Nor | you."

She stood and took a step toward him, then stopped herself. Thiswas hard enough. "Farewell, Tanrif."
"Good-bye, Cyanne.”

He left the room and closed the door quickly, so she wouldn't see histears.

He returned to his room and collapsed on the bed. Even after held stopped crying, deep was out of the
guestion. He couldn't stop thinking about Cyanne. If only held had the spine to ask to go with her.
Unfortunately, it couldn't be.

She was royalty and he acommoner. There could never be anything between them. Nor would he want
to complicate Cyanne'slife. He wondered if she was hurting as badly.

Findly, he rose and paced the smal room, trying to think of what the morning would be like. He knew
only onething. He didn't have the heart to say good-bye to her again. Thinking thus, he packed hisfew
possessionsinto saddlebags and made hisway to the stables.



Hewould continue eastward into the Borderlands and begin life anew. Perhaps at some point, he might
even come to understand the forces that had brought him to this place.

More than an hour before dawn, he walked out of Journ, leading Firebal so the sound of hisflight would
not draw attention.

Once through the gates of Stratus, Galith leaned forward, trying to coerce every last drop of speed from
his mount. He knew he couldn't keep the pace up indefinitely, but wanted to get asfar as he could before
the day's heat made a chore of it.

Somewhere ahead Tanrif and a violet-eyed woman were waiting for him to catch them. It was awfully
decent of Tanrif to hook up with such adigtinctive companion. In fact, it was exactly the stroke of luck
for which Galith had been waiting. Sarith had once again proven shewas sill looking out for him.

He continued &t afull gallop until he could fed his steed's heart pounding againgt hisleg. He pulled back
on the reins and allowed the beast a bit of respite. If he pushed it to the grave, held never catch them and
he could Iet nothing, not even his own impatience, interfere with hismisson.

Asherode, he envisioned Tanrif dead at hisfeet and smiled. The boy had bested him twice. He would
not alow it to happen again.

Early the next morning, the Bladesman informed Cyanne of Tanrif's departure. If he was surprised by her
reaction, he did not show it. Apparently he saw nothing wrong with royaty cursing.

Cyanne cdmed hersdlf, thanked and dismissed him before dressing. As soon as she was ready, she
walked down the hall and stopped before Lylea's door, pausing to prepare herself.

She wasn't certain whether or not she wanted her sister to be there. She would be angry if Lyleahad run
off with Tanrif. Cyannedidn't liketo lose. Also, she couldn't imagine leaving Skyshore without wishing
her sster well. She smiled at the contradictory fedlings and shook her head.

Of coursg, if Lyleahadn't left with Tanrif, she would have to explain the Situation. Cyanne didn't relish the
idea of that conversation, but couldn't leave without saying good-bye.

When she redized she wasn't going to calm down, she took a deep breath and knocked.
"Comein."

Cyanne pushed the door inward and entered. Lylea, dready dressed, was running acomb through her
hair while looking out the window. She turned, saw Cyanne, and returned her gaze to the outside world.
She had been hoping it was Tanrif, Cyanne redlized.

"Lylea, | need to speak to you."

"I've dready told you, | will not get between you and Tanrif. What €l se do you want meto say?' She
stood defiantly, waiting for Cyannesretort.

"Tanrif isno longer anissue for me. I'm afraid | have cometo discuss amore urgent matter.”
Lyleaturned from the window, clearly surprised.
"Y ou know | was born in Gondylar. Until last night, | never thought | would return. Now, | must.”

A knock on the door interrupted her.



"Comein," cdled Lylea

The door opened and aman entered. Lylea had never seen him before, but everything about him
screamed warrior. Before he could advance further, she went for her sword, but a sharp word from

Cyanne stopped her.

The Bladesman watched with approva . There had been no hesitation. The blond woman had seen a
possible threat and reacted. He did not consider many women dangerous, but would keep an eye on this
one. Heturned his attention to Cyanne. ™Y our Highness, we should be awvay soon. Shal | prepare the
horses?'

Lyleas eyes went wide, but she said nothing. Cyanne, embarrassed, nodded. " Prepare them. | will not be
long."

After aformal bow, the Bladesman departed.

"And | was hoping to bresk it to you gently." Cyanne laughed, then grew serious. "My parentsruled High
Gondylar. They have been murdered. | must return and take the throne. | never dreamed this day would
comeor | would have told you."

Lyleadtill said nothing, but her mind raced. She till intended to have Tanrif, one way or another, but
now...what could she offer against a Duchess?

Shefdt guilty then, thinking of aman, instead of being separated from her long timefriend. Again the
question loomed in her mind. Why was Tanrif so important?

She had no answer, only inexplicable desire. She had seen him first. Cyanne had come aong and ruined
everything. The press of thoughts was too much for her. If she had been the kind of person to show
weakness, she would have cried, but she bit back the emotion before it could possess her.

"I suppose Tanrif will betraveling with you.”

Cyanne shook her head, partly to show that was not the case, partly in disbelief. Lylea had been her
closest friend for the last fifteen years, yet dl she could ask about was Tanrif.

"Heisgone."

Lyleahad dropped her head, fighting emotions, but at the sound of those words, sheraised it and met
Cyanne's gaze.

"What do you mean gone?"'

"I just found out. If the stable hand isto be believed, heleft acouple of hours ago.” "He doesn't know
enough to go off on hisown. Not with the Assassins after him. Not this close to Glith. What a brainless,
irrespongblething to do!"

Lyledas voice continued to grow louder. Cyanne knew better than to interrupt her. The string of expletives
that followed were as vile as any sheld ever heard. Lylea, Cyanne had to admit, could curse with the best
of them.

Shetried to sop hersdlf from smiling. She didn't want Lylea'swrath turned in her direction. Findly, the
blond grew slent.

"What will you do now?" asked Cyanne.



"Follow him, of course."

"With what horse?' Cyanne dmost smiled at theirony of it.

Lyleaopened her mouth to speak and closed it.

"It'sokay. Y ou can have mine. | can dways ride behind Kestryl."

"l set my horseloose on purpose so | could ride behind him," said Lylea, softly.

"I know. But Tanrif can get into more troublein lesstime than anyone I've ever met. HES going to need
help. And if | can't have him, | can think of no one more suitable than you.”

"Y ou'reagood friend, Cyanne.”
"I'm aDuchess. | haveto gart thinking like one.”
"Oneday, I'd like to hear how that came about.”

Lyleawalked toward the door and Cyanne followed. They descended the stairsin silence and crossed
the empty bar to the door. Outside the Bladesman and Andres were already mounted.

"Which way do you think he went?" ask Lylea

"How do you know?"'

"l just do."

Cyanne hugged Lyleabriefly.

"Bewdl, Lylea"

"Y ou too. And take care of yoursdlf. Don't let that crown go to your head.”
Cyanne laughed, but there were tearsin her eyes.

"I'm not worried about the crown. I'm worried about finding out the truth about how my parentsdied. |
won't rest until those responsible have paid.”

They hugged again and there was nothing |eft to say. Cyanne watched until Lyleawalked to the stable
and disappeared insde. Then she looked at the Bladesman. "Would it be okay if | rode behind you?"

"Your will ismy will."

"I'm not certain I'll ever get used to that.”

"It took your mother many yearsaswell."

"Very wdl. Sincel've given away my horse, | will ride behind you."
"By your command.”

The Bladesman looked asif he were going to dismount to help her up. That Cyanne couldn't stand.
Without waiting, she vaulted up behind him.



"Let'sget going."

Hewalked his steed forward. Cyanne never looked back. If she were going to be a Duchess, she would
haveto put her old life behind her. If only she could have taken Tanrif along.

She looked to her side. On the second horse, aman who'd been introduced as Captain Andres of the
Roya Gondylarian Navy, tipped his cap to her. She wanted to smile, but found it impossible.

Inthelast day she had lost her parents, her closest friend and her lover. 1t would be along time before
shewould be ableto smile again.

They took the road west out of Journ. As soon as the town was behind them, Cyanne leaned her head
againg the Bladesman's back and cried.

Varon Imgard sank wearily onto his cot. It had been along week and now, findly, he would be able to
rest. There wouldn't be much esefor him to do, until Wind pulled into port.

He was happy to be on hisway to Gondylar. If it weren't for Tanrif, he'd have returned long ago, though
he never regretted the decision to stay. It was amatter of duty and nothing was more important.

He pulled off hisboots, stretched and laid back, dowly lowering his head onto the firm, nearly flat pillow.
Though it was till early morning, abit of rest could do him no harm. He closed his eyes, but did not find
deep. Thoughts crowded in, threatening him with insomnia.

He thought of Demendil and their lost friendship. He could not fault the weaponsmith for hisreaction. It
didn't matter. Hed had no choice. Theincident had driven awedge between them that would remainin
placefor therest of therr lives.

He had done his duty to the best of his ability and nothing could change that. He raised and trained Tanrif
as best he could, pushing him harder than he would have imagined a child could be pushed. Somehow
the boy had survivedit.

No. He didn't want to think about Tanrif. He had done what he could and the rest was up to providence.
It was out of hishands.

The creaking of the ship had an amost hypnotic effect and he began to drift. He never heard the sound of
his cabin door opening, nor the Assassin's sllent footfals asthey agpproached the bed.

His mind wandered through realms most mortals would never see, but in the end, it wouldn't make a
difference. For though he was powerful, Varon Imgard was il just another mortal, buffeted by events
he would never truly understand.

Though Journ was far behind, Tanrif continued on foot. He tried not to think about Cyanne, but found the
task impossible. While he had been with anumber of women, thiswasthefirst timein hislife hed ever
beeninlove. Why? What was it about her that so cdled to him? Why didn't he ask if he could go with
her?

Tothelast question, at least, he knew the answer. Cyanne was going to be the Duchess of High
Gondylar. She would have ahundred suitors, al more worthy than aboy from Ularon. Indeed, what did
he have to offer? All he had done thus far was drag her into danger. She was better off without him.

Hewas so involved in his thoughts he didn't see the man until he was almost upon him. The man ssumbled
and fell to the ground, asif dead. Almost happy for the distraction, Tanrif moved more quickly. When he
reached the man, he knelt and rolled him on his back.



The stench of dcohol was amost overpowering. Tanrif thought about leaving him there, but redlized the
unfortunate soul might be run over by acardessrider. Tanrif dragged him afew feet into the woods and
propped him against atree.

Helooked at the man onelast time, smiled sadly and returned to the road. Fireball snorted, asif
guestioning why he wasn't riding. He stroked the mare's nose, took her reins and again began to walk.
It wasn't long before Tanrif completely forgot about the drunk.

Bone, dagger in hand, stared down at VVaron Imgard's prone body, smiling grimly. In the dimness, he
could clearly see the aging mercenary'sface. Heinched closer, holding his weapon ready. He was amost
disappointed. He had thought Varon Imgard would represent more of achalenge.

He stopped and raised hisblade. For the rest of hislife, he would never know what warned hisintended
victim. One second the man waslying on his bed, the next, herolled to the side. Bongsknife dashed a
gash in Varon'sthigh. It would have been higher, had he not moved. The Assassin was so sunned, he
didn't immediately strike again. It was dl the time the mercenary needed.

Varon threw the bedcl othes over him and lashed out with hisfist. Asthe Assassin fell to the floorboards,
he jumped the bed and entered the narrow corridor outside. Bone extricated himsdlf in amatter of
seconds and followed.

Varon climbed the ladder and stepped onto the deck. A glance over his shoulder told him Bone was
close behind. He moved aft. Bone emerged from bel ow and stopped to stare a him, then Started
forward.

Varon shifted his gaze from the blood running down hisleg to his assailant. The mercenary smiled and
held up his hand, palm outward. Once again Bone stopped. "My death doesn't matter. My task was
donethe day Tanrif left home. Whatever happensto me, the Sarithan Assassinswill be destroyed.”

That Varon Imgard knew of the prophecy surprised Bone, but in retrospect, it explained alot. He took
another step forward.

"Y ou speak camly for aman about to die.”
"Deseth holds no terror for me. Sometimes, | wonder why I've dlowed mysdlf toliveaslong as| have.”
Helooked down at the pool of blood forming at hisfest.

"Laugh while you can, Assassin. Y ou may have succeeded here, but your best effortswill not save your
hideintheend."

"My reputation will be gregtly enhanced by your passing.”

"Then enjoy your fame while you can. And know | would rather take my own life, than give you the
stidfaction of thekill."

With those words, Varon Imgard vaulted the railing and legpt into The Mistress. Bone raced forward and
leaned over the Side, but it wastoo late. Several large dorsal fins had already converged on the place
where Varon had entered the water. Soon, the only evidence the mercenary had ever existed wasthe
dick of blood on the surface that soon faded from sight.



Chapter Twelve - Raszra

Even asfar back as Stratus, Lylea couldn't figure out why Tanrif was so important to her. It no longer
mattered. With Cyanne out of the picture, she no longer had to question her motives. It wasn't important
why her heart raced at the thought of never seeing him again. All that did matter was finding him.

She kicked her mount in the flanks. The mare snorted, not used to such treatment, then moved even
faster. Lyleashifted her weight forward and thought of Cyanne. They had grown up in the Shop of
Demendil, fought together, laughed together. Had she not been distracted by Tanrif, Lyleawould be hurt
indeed. Infact, in spite of recent events, she knew as soon as she stopped running, she'd fedl the pain of
separation. She wasn't looking forward toit.

Ahead of her, in the distance, aman led ahorse by the reins. After afew long seconds she recognized
Fireball. She had assumed Tanrif would be riding. She restrained her impatience and s owed her steed
from agallop to atrot. Stopping a horse too suddenly could causeit injury.

Though Tanrif must have heard her gpproach, he didn't bother to turn. She dismounted and hurried to
catch up on foot. In amatter of moments, she was walking beside him.

His head hung asif he didn't have the strength to lift it and he bardly picked up hisfeet ashewaked. This
was not the same man Lylea had fallen in love with. She stopped as soon as the words appeared in her
mind. She had been blind. Shewasin love with Tanrif.

She reached out and grabbed hisarm. He turned, looking asif he didn't recognize her. He pulled away
and once again began to amble in the direction of the Borderlands. At his current rate of travel, hewould
die of old age before he made it to the next town. Lyleaagain grabbed him, thistime more forcefully. He
offered no resistance. She guided him off the road. The trees here were not dense and it was not difficult
to navigate between them. After about fifty feet, shefound arelatively clear areawith aplaceto tiethe
horses. She secured her mount first, then took care of Fireball.

She could tdl from his eyes he had been crying, but didn't mention it. She didn't want to embarrass him.
She sat cross-legged on the ground and watched him. Tanrif lowered himself to the ground and turned to
face her. He looked lost. Lyleamet his gaze and spoke.

"Tdl me"
Therewas an irresstibleintensity behind the command. Tanrif complied.

"l don't know what to think anymore. Nothing makes sense. A few monthsago, | lived at home with my
father, on aranch in Ularon. My lifewas my studies...languages, history, geography, the sword, unarmed
combat, philosophy, even surviva skills. "All theory and no practice. It had become agame for me. How
much could | learn? How far could | go? My father pushed me--harder than anyone should push achild,
but I didn't think anything of it. Not back then. How could I? 1t was dl I'd ever known." "And now?"

Helooked sharply at Lylea, asif surprised she werethere. "My father knew | would need certain sKills.
That'swhat it was al about. Cyanne had suggested so, but | didn't believe her. | do now.

"It'sdl so bizarre. Even if the attack on the shop hadn't been directed at me, which might be the case,
how in the name of the gods had | ended up with the heir to the Gondylarian throne? Why are the
Sarithan Assassins after me? What are the odds of us stumbling across a phantom battle? Did you ever
have the feding something was guiding your steps?*

"No. But | have had thefedling something is guiding yours. Any ideawho?' "Sometimes a night, | dream



of awoman on athrone. She has something to do with this, but | can't figure out what. Thisis her
game...l don't even know therules. The problemiis, | don't want to play anymore, Lylea."

"I'm not sure you have achoice.”

He grew angry. "Are you telling me something | don't know? Of course | haven't achoice. | haven't had
achoice since Galith stuck ablade into me. Since | ended up a Demendil's. Since the attack on the
shop. And now...now..."

IIYS?I
"She'sgone, Lylea. Cyanneisgone. | love her and will never see her again.”

"So what are you going to do about it?"
"Whatcan| do?'

"I don't know. Part of mewantsto tell you to go after her, but | can't, evenif it would be the right thing to
do."

"Why not?'
"Because| care about you, Tanrif. | care about you deeply. Or didn't you redlize that?!

He looked stunned. "No, | didn't.”

"Of course not. Y ou were blinded by Cyanne. Why would anyone look twice at me with her around?"
"Lylea, Sopit. You're abeautiful woman."

"Sure”

"I'm not kidding. Y oure amazing. Any manin hisright mind..."

"I'm not interested in any man. ..only one."

Tanrif didn't say anything. He didn't want to add to her pain.

"What are you going to do about it? That's the question.”

"What do you want me to do about it?"

To hisastonishment, she leaned forward and kissed him. Even as he responded, he thought of
Cyanne...the woman heloved. His woman no longer, due to circumstances he couldn't understand. Had
destiny conspired to unite him with Lylea? Wasit so different from Galith's dagger, or the attack on the
shop?

Hetried to pull away, but Lylea had taken hold of him, clutching him asif her life depended on this. He
didn't have the heart to pull away. Cyanne was beyond him now.

Hedidn't love Lylea, but he hadn't been lying when he said she was beautiful. He responded, his pent up
frudtration finding an outlet in the kiss that should never have been. He responded with hisentire being, as
if thiskisswas the most important he would ever have. Cyanne was gone from him...forever. Destiny
had again made his choice.

Lyleatore a hisclothes, trying to strip him. Urgency grew between them, driving them together, two lost
soulsin aworld of lost souls. Nothing else mattered, not now, perhaps not ever.



For Lylea, their first kisswas exactly what she thought it would be...and more. It ignited her in away she
had never believed possible. Much later, when he withdrew, she felt asif avoid had opened and there
was no way to closeit but to reach for him.

Lylealaunched hersdf and he caught her, laughing and crying at the same time. Together they rolled on
the ground, unaware of the numerous branches and small stones beneath them. Tanrif and Lyleawereal
that existed in the universe.

She clutched him tightly and he did not resist. Indeed, his passion was amatch for hers. In the heet of the
moment, clothes were shed, but no word was uttered. Intensity suffused them, pulled them together.
They clung desperately to one another asif the entire universe depended on their union.

Their kisses became more urgent, their writhing more extreme. Passion built until it could be contained no
longer. Thefina moments of lovemaking seemed suspended, asif no forcein theworld could ever be
important again.

Afterwards, the loverslay in each other's arms, spent and satisfied. Above and around them, the world
continued its daily dance, but to Tanrif and Lyleait didn't matter. Their bresthing gradually settled into the

gentle rhythm of deep.

For along timethey lay there, the tensions of the last few days completely shed. A figure appeared at the
edge of theclearing.

Hewastall, thin and moved with barely a sound. He stopped to regard the naked couple and repressed
asnicker. He moved toward their horses.

He opened the saddlebags and rummaged through them, looking for anything of value. The only thing that
seemed to be worth histime was asmall metal box that seemed to shine with its own light. He removed it
and was about to walk away, when he noticed Tanrif's sword. He moved dowly closer, certain he could
get it without waking the lovers.

He stopped by Tanrif and knelt, reaching for the sword with a stealth that would have done amouse
proud. Thus he was completely surprised when the man bolted upright and grabbed histhroat.

Lyleawas awvake amoment later. Once she saw Tanrif wasin control of the Stuation, she quickly pulled
on her clothes.

The would-be thief choked and gasped, but couldn't free himself. Tanrif, sill holding him, dowly got to
his feet. He looked down and examined the intruder. Recognition lit hiseyes.

"I know you. Y ou're the drunkard | pulled off the road.”

With that redization, Tanrif looked down at hispile of clothing. It didn't take long to determine his pouch
was missing. He turned his attention back to the thief.

"Y ou took my pouch. All thistime | had managed to protect it, yet you took it while | wastrying to help
you. Do you want to know something?'

Agar tried to swalow and couldn't. He gasped afew times until Tanrif released his grip just enough for
thethief to talk.

"I'm not sure. Would it bein my best interest?" he croaked.

Tanrif leaned closer. "Fird, you're going to give me back my pouch. Then well talk.”



Thethief looked at Tanrif, then Lylea. He apparently didn't like the odds, for he reached into a deep
pocket and withdrew a brown leather pouch. He handed it to Tanrif.

"If therésanything missng..."

"It'sdl there. | haven't been close enough to town to spend it.”
"Good. And now, I'm going to kill you."

"Areyou sure that's absolutely necessary? | was only doing my job."

"Your job?|sthat what you call it? That was al the money | had in theworld! | could have starved to
death.”

"Not s0. Y ou could have sold your horse."

Tanrif closed hishand around Agar'sthroat. "Sold my horse! Y ou redly do want to die, don't you?'
"Tanrif wait,” said Lylea

Tanrif loosened hisgrip again, but didn't turn. "Y es?

"Thebox from Silverguard.”

Hewas so angry, at first Tanrif had no ideawhat Lyleawas ta king about. When he redized, he bent and
retrieved his sword, then released the thief.

"What'syour name?"'

Thethief coughed and cleared histhroat. "I am Agar. Y ou've heard of me, no?"
"No."

"But I'm the grestest thief in the Kingdom! Everyone'sheard of Agar.”

"l havent,” said Lylea.

Agar looked at her baefully.

"Tdl me" said Tanrif, "are you just acutpurse, or do you have any...red taent?'
Thethief sraightened himsdlf proudly. "I am Agar the Grest. | can do anything.”
"Except sed asword from adeegping man.”

Agar blushed. "A fluke, | tell you. Oneinamillion. Why | could..."

"Could you say, pick alock?"

"The lock hasn't been forged that | couldn't seduce.”

g

Tanrif walked to Fireball and reached into his pack. After afew moments he returned his attention to
Agar.

Thethief smiled guiltily and held up the box. ™Y ou are perhgps|ooking for this."



Tanrif glared and took a step closer. Agar spoke quickly.

"l assume from the direction of our conversation that you need this box opened, but fear to damage the
contents. As previoudy stated, | can open any lock. And because you are such agracious and generous
couple, | will perform thissmal task at areduced rate.”

"That'sit, Lylea. I'm going to kill him."

"We're talking about amere pittance. A few smal coinsfor my trouble, nothing more.”
"Okay, here's my offer. Open the box or die. Y ou have three seconds to decide.

"Sir, please be reasonable, why if you..."

Tanrif drew his blade and charged. The thief dropped to hisknees.

"Okay, okay, I'll doit!"

Tanrif sopped just shy of hitting him. Lyleagrinned. Tanrif, relizing he was till naked, smiled. What a
sght he must be.

"Cover him for asecond. | want to get dressed.”

Lyleadrew her own blade and walked to Agar. "Don't even think about running. I'm asfast with ablade
asanyoneyouve ever met."

He thought about it, but in the end, decided not to act. Agar was no coward, but he wasn't afool either.
Hewaited until Tanrif was dressed before turning his attention to the box.

At once, he assumed the air of aprofessond. Helifted the box gingerly and examined it from a number
of anglesbefore placing it on anearby, conveniently flat-topped, boulder. He reached into hisbelt and
removed apair of very thin leather gloves. After donning them, he removed afinetool from hisboot.

Tanrif leaned closer to watch the thief work. More than aminute after he started, asmal pin sprang from
thelock. Agar smiled and removed it from whereit had pricked hisglove.

"Coated with some deadly poison, | should think."

He used the tool to remove the needle and continued to work on the mechanism. He seemed frustrated
at some points, but never lost concentration. Finally, after what seemed like a very long time, the lock
clicked open.

Sowly, thethief raised the lid. He was mesmerized by the shining gem, just as Tanrif had been & the
entrance to Silverguard. Even now, it took Tanrif agood amount of will to resist its pull. He reached past
Agar and removed the necklace.

Lyleastepped back and looked away. Tanrif was abit surprised by her reaction, but said nothing. He
looked at it and then away, as soon as he felt the gem's power begin to take hold.

Findly he pamed it, so he could think. Lyleatook astep closer.
"Well, now what?' she asked.

"Would you liketo try it on?"



"Not me. I'd sooner fight the scorpion again. Look Tanrif. Y ou don't have alot of experience with magic.
| don't either redlly, but | can tell you the onething | do know. Magic is dangerous. Y ou'd be afool to
toy with it. | say we go to the Borderlands and find abuyer. This sort of thing could bring us enough to
live comfortably for therest of our lives.”

"l do believe thelady is correct,” said Agar.

Tanrif looked a him. "Y ou are hardly in aposition to offer advice. I'm il not certain what 1'm going to
do withyou."

Thethief gulped, but said nothing else.
Tanrif opened his hand and stared at it. Lylea opened her mouth and closed it. Agar looked away. Tanrif
held the chain in both hands and dowly brought it toward his head.

Lylealicked her lips. Tanrif lowered the chain around his neck until the gem, pulsing with color, lay
againg hischest.

For amoment he stood there. Lylea bresthed asigh of relief. Agar was more cautious.
"See. That wasn't so bad.”

As soon as he spoke the words, Tanrif fell to hisknees. He saw Lylea start toward him, but as she
approached, the entire world faded to darkness.

Shadow loped in agentle trot. The Bladesman leaned forward, ever dert for any sign of danger. Andres,
somewhat less concerned, was uncomfortable on horseback. He couldn't wait to get the deck of aship
back beneath hisfeet. Even this short period away from water weighed heavily on him.

Cyanne leaned againgt the Bladesman's back, arms locked around his chest. She was no longer crying,
though she often found hersdf thinking about Lylea, Tanrif and Demendil. How she would missthem al!

Suddenly, aterrible wind rose around her. She raised her head to investigate. The Bladesman and
Andres continued on, apparently unableto fed it. Shelooked &t the branchesin the trees, but the wind
seemed to spare them as well. She clenched the Bladesman tighter and tried to understand what was

heppening.

Confusion filled her mind, until dowly, animage began to form. Though the power was strong within her,
sheld never had avision. But her mother had told her about them and thus was she prepared.

She saw Lylea, Tanrif and atall man standing in aclearing in the woods. Nearby, two horses stood tied
to alow branch. Their nogtrilsflared in panic and they stamped their hooves asif they wanted to be away
from the area. Tanrif was kneding, while Lylea stood over him, concern evident on her face. The tall man
waited nearby, but didn't seem worried. Cyanne wondered who he was.

The scene grew larger and clearer, asif she were descending. Thefeding of flight exhilarated her. Then
she saw it and gasped. Tanrif was wearing the magic necklace. The vison faded. Cyannefelt asif she
had awakened from adream a a cruciad moment. Once again she cursed hersdlf for not asking Tanrif to
join her. She shook her head.

AsaDuchess, she could offer him nothing. They could never marry. They could never have alife
together. Whatever her intuition had told her, must have been wrong. The thought bothered her. During
her lifetime, she had come to depend heavily on those fedings and until now, they had been infdlible.
There was so much she didn't understand.



When she again laid her head against the Bladesman's back, she closed her eyes and wondered if sheld
made the right choice.

She consdered her options. She didn't have to return to Gondylar. She could stay in The Skyshore
Redm, find Tanrif and fulfill their destiny together. Impossible, of course. If she didn't return to Gondylar,
shewould never know who was responsible for her parents death. No matter the circumstances, no
Gondylarian would have chosen differently.

Though it had been many years since she'd spoken to them, Cyanne whispered a prayer to the gods for
hersdf, Lyleaand especialy Tanrif. Shebawell knew he needed the help.

Tanrif floated in blackness, turning dowly asif roasting on aspit. He could see nothing. No sound
intruded upon his solitude.

Hetried to move, turn his head, twist himself--to no avail. He looked below and saw himself on hisknees
inthe clearing. Lyleaknelt beside him. Her lips were moving, but he could not hear her words. Tanrif
floated away, leaving his body behind.

He knew he should be frightened, but wasn't. He floated higher and further, not just away from Corithim,
but out of time aswell. Somehow, he was being drawn backwards. He watched, intuitively grasping the
fact he was no longer in the world as he knew it.

For billions of years, hefloated done. Corithim did not yet exist. Even the gods had not yet made an
appearance. He was aware of only the great twins, Lucent and Desolation; the creators of Corithim.

It was Lucent who first began the project, drawing energies from the universe. She gathered force and
redirected it. Thuswas Corithim born.

Tanrif marveled, as she breathed life into dead rock and was so stricken with joy at what she had done,
she cried. Her tears became the great seas; The Mistress and The Vastness.

But her brother Desolation was never far away and her activity drew him like fliesto a corpse. Wherever
his grim shadow passed, the world twisted, corrupting the very essence of existence.

Terrible storms swept the seas, and horrible creatures populated their depths. Lightning and thunder
ripped across the surface of the world, rending and pocking it with the force of their passing.

Lucent was not idle however. She had played this game with her brother before and didn't liketo lose.
She breathed life into the very stone and soon al manner of creatures and plants covered the surface of
the world. Corithim, for the briefest of times, was a garden of untold beauty. But Desolation was not
finished playing ether.

Hetook some of the creatures and imbued them with intelligence. He gave them hopes and fears. He
filled them with lust. He made them greedy. And he turned his agents|oose to destroy the beauty of his
sger's cregtion. Thuswas humanity born. Tanrif watched it dl, till bodiless, still turning. He watched as
Corithim dowly became the world to which he was born. But it wasn't quite the same. It was an older
world, at the sametime nobler and moretragic. Findly, he knew something of human destiny and how
ridiculousit wasfor anyoneto ever think they werein control of their lives.

Lucent, angered by Desolation's audacity, created intelligent beings of her own, noble creaturesto
counter the evil one'swork. For millennia the battle raged, each sde working to destroy the other.
Finaly, Lucent could stand it no longer.

In her final great act, she reached into the core of the world and removed alarge blue gem, flawlessin



every way. Lucent began to fill the gem with her own life force, knowing well Desolation would soon
realize what she was about and do the same. When the task was done, Lucent smiled and placed the
gem on the highest mountain.

"Behold, Raszra; thefirst of the new gods. | give you dominion over my land. Aslong asyou reign, no
other may make its mark upon Corithim."

With her words, the great barrier was born, blocking both her and her brother from continued
interference. Raszraruled Corithim. Lucent and Desolation could no longer ater events on the surface.
And theworld continued in that manner for ancther millennium.

Raszraruled justly, but had no concept of good or evil, right or wrong. Raszra, being comprised of life
force from both of the sblings, was cold, impartid.

Desolation teased hissster, laughing at her decision. Raszra, in many ways, was no better than he had
been.

Lucent grew angry and reached out with her mind. Desol ation, knowing he had won, did the same.

Theforce of their combined efforts splintered the gem god into twelve shards. They fdll from their perch
on the highest mountain like amagica rain. They fell into the deserts and the oceans, to the forests and
the arctic wastes. And once again, Desolation began to ply the world with histwisted and evil works.

"I have been tricked by my brother, but al isnot logt.”

L ucent recreated the great barrier in such away it could never again be destroyed. When she was done,
she spoke and, for the very last time, her voice was heard across Corithim.

"| blessthese Amulets of Dreaming that should they be brought together, Raszrawill live again and al will
beasit was."

And Desolation smiled and sent his agents among the people to stedl and hide the great shards. His sister
sent agents of her own to find them. A game played by the most ancient gods. Without this bit of
information, no mortal could truly understand the rules of existence.

Tanrif fet himsdf faling, mind awhirl with al he had learned.

He opened his eyes. Lylea stood some distance away, head bowed. Agar, strangely enough, tried to
console her. Tanrif rose dowly to hisfeet, viewing the world from anew perspective. He looked down at
the necklace and touched it. He fdlt great awe. Lucent had led him to a Amulet of Dreaming.

He cleared histhroat. When he spoke, his voice was degper and more powerful than it had been only
minutes earlier. " Something the matter?"

Lyleaturned tolook at him, smile frozen as soon as she redlized the change. It wasn't something she
could easily define, but it was there. Somehow, the necklace had worked some transformation on the
man she loved.

"Tanrif...are you okay?'
At firg, hedidn't answer. When hefinaly did, hisvoice was even stronger.
"Yes, | believel am.”

"Y ou have to take off the necklace, it's dangerous.”



"I'm sorry. I'm afraid that's not possible.”

Lyleatook astep toward him, then stopped, but it was Agar who spoke. "Y ou're different. Y our voice,
your posture, everything about you."

"| canfed it. Everything seemsclearer. Asif I'd dways seen the world through avell that has been lifted.”
"You'retaking crazy now," said Lylea
She walked forward and reached for the necklace. Tanrif grabbed her wrists.

"I'm sorry Lyles, but | can't let you do that. Thereis gtill much for meto learn."" Tanrif, you don't know
what you're doing."

"I know precisaly what I'm doing. More so, perhaps, than ever before. I'm sorry, but | can't stay.”
Lylealooked a him.

"l have adestiny | must meet, and I'm late already.”

Hewalked toward Firebd|. Lyleafollowed after him.

"What do you mean?Y our destiny iswith me!”

Tanrif turned and looked her in the eyes. He took a step forward and raised his hand to stroke her
cheek. Lyleashied away, clearly uncertain of hisintentions.

"Y our reaction, more than anything, should tell you we don't belong together.”
He smiled sadly and turned back to Fireball. Then, as an afterthought he looked at Agar.

"If | wereyou, | would stick close with her. Y ou'll soon have need of each other.” "What? How do you
know?" asked the thief.

Tanrif never answered. He untied Fireball and mounted. Lylea stared at the ground. Agar looked
pensive. Tanrif waved once and kicked Fireball into agallop. The day was half gone and he had many
milesto cover.

Tanrif pushed Fireball harder than held ever dared and shethrilled to it. Sheran likethewind, leaving a
wake of dust as she passed. Sheran for hour after hour, hooves rhythmically pounding the ground. He
entered Journ and left it behind, but still had far to go. Even after darknessfdll, he continued riding.
Firebdl screamed down the path, a ghost in the darkness.

Severd times, Tanrif Sarted drifting and had to shake himsdf. Amulet notwithstanding, held had quitea
week and it didn't look asif it were going to get easier. He fought to stay awake, but eventudly fatigue
won its battle.

For the second time that day, Tanrif left his body.

The throne room was exactly the way he remembered it, though he knew he had only visited thisplacein
his dreams. The white room, the jewel-studded throne and the almost-lady sitting on it. He floated above,
remembering it for thefirg time.

Hetried to see the woman, but she was elusive; one moment there, the next gone. Then a second entity
appeared.



The newcomer was acloud of scintillating colors that seemed to form of the air itsalf. Had he been seeing
through eyes, he might have been blinded, but hovering as he was, he could look directly at the
apparition. It was the cold voice of the newcomer that broke the silence.

"Y ou have summoned me."

"l have. How may | destroy the Sarithan Assassns?”’
"You cannot."

"You dare say s0. | am lorana, Goddess of Magic.”

"I know who you are, but the task isbeyond you. Y our sister Sarith protects them.""| know that well. If |
can not destroy them, who can?'

"Therewill be aman. Hewill be born on the eleventh day, of the € eventh month of the year one
thousand one hundred and eeven. He will be born in The Skyshore Realm in asmdl town called Ularon.
Hewill destroy the Sarithan Assassins. If you can protect him.”

Laughter erupted from the throne. " Protect him? Of course | can.”
"Do not be so certain. Just asyou will ook to his safety, so will your sister [ook to destroy him."
"Which of uswill be successful ?*

The cloud did not answer immediately. It shifted and shimmered, throwing its color to al corners of the
white room. Had he amouth, Tanrif would have gasped.

"I will not say."

"Will not, or can not?"

"I know al, but spesk only what | will. Y ou have no power over me, Goddess."
If the figure on the throne was angry, she did not show it.

"Very well. Then at least let me look upon the face of the man | am to guard, so | will know him when the
time comes”

The cloud again shifted. A giant face formed within the mist--Tanrif'sface. lorandslaughter, like the
tinkling of belsfilled theair.

Tanrif awoke drenched in sweat. He was still mounted, but Fireball had dowed to awak. He cursed
himsdf for deeping and again for being born.

The prophecy was the reason the Sarithan Assassins were after him. And the only way he could defend
himsalf was to destroy them. He was one man against an army. Tanrif dismounted and took adrink of
water from his skin before leading Fireball into the woods. He would need to get some rest. Tomorrow,
if luck werewith him, he would be able to complete hisjourney.

Though Galith was anxiousto ride, it wastoo dark to risk it. Instead, he paced. He wondered what Bone
was about. He wondered how far ahead Tanrif was. He wondered if he'd ever be aMaster Assassin

agan.
He sighed and |ooked at the half moon. On an open plain, it would have been enough to ride by, but in



the woods, it waslittle help. Sighing again, he sat upon the ground and folded his arms around his knees.

Somewhere out there was the man he had to kill. Not only to satisfy hisown pride, but because Tanrif's
very existence posed athredt to the Assassins. He swore silently, then began to speek in the high tongue
of the Sarithan. It was along time before he realized he was chanting a desth litany. As he chanted, he
drew strength from the ancient words, taking comfort from them.

For aslong as men had lived in cities, the Assassins had been there lurking in the shadows and no one,
certainly not Tanrif, could destroy what they had built.

Thinking thus, he mounted his horse and, ignoring the risk, rode off into the darkness.

Light shining through his eyelids woke him. Tanrif sat up and looked around. He had wanted to be on his
way by dawn, but had overdept. He rose dowly, painfully, the crampsin histired muscles making each
movement a chore. He did not look forward to yet another day in the saddle.

The sound of running water informed him asiream was not far off. He untied Firebal and walked toward
the source of the sound. Once there, he dlowed her to drink her fill and replenished his own supply as
well. Somewhat refreshed, he walked her back to the road and climbed into the saddle.

Asif understanding the need for haste, once he was mounted, Fireball brokeinto agallop. Tanrif,
surprised, managed to stay seated. He leaned forward and gave Fireball her rein. He had no choice. He
had to reach Stratus by nightfall.

Herode for severa hourswithout resting. It was mid-afternoon, and he had just switched from agallop
to atrot, when ashape seemed to form at the very edge of hisvison. Another horseman was

gpproaching.

It was not the first time riders had gppeared traveling in the opposite direction, so he couldn't say what
put him on guard. He dismounted and readied his bow, but Galith recognized Tanrif first. The Assassin
lowered his body, using his horse's head as cover. He kicked the beast into a charge.

By the time Tanrif identified the man and nocked an arrow, the Assassin's position made him all but
impossbleto hit.

Tanrif cursed softly, not liking what he had to do, but knowing he had no choice. The decision made,
Tanrif drew back on the bowstring and rel eased.

Hisarrow flew straight and hard. Before it struck, Tanrif turned his head. When he again looked up, the
horse was already on its way down.

Tanrif couldn't take hiseyesfrom it, anger and sadness weighing equally upon him. Anger that he'd been
forced to hurt an innocent creature, and sadness he had succeeded. He had grown up on aranch and
loved horses, amost as much as heloved swords. Still, he did not again turn away.

The horse toppled, diding forward. It seemed to fade out of existence from the bottom up, asacloud of
dirt roseinto the air obscuring itslast moments. When the dust findlly cleared, the horse waslying on the
ground, but Gdith was nowherein sght.

He scanned the woods intently knowing the Sarithan could be anywhere. Tanrif grimaced as heredized
how much of an advantage held given his opponent.

The Assassin could be hiding behind atree only afew feet from the path, waiting for an opportunity to
throw ablade. Tanrif shuddered, but mounted Fireball and spurred her on down the road.



It was possible Galith had been knocked out by the fdl, but he didn't believeit. He urged his steed to
even greater speed, eyes everywhere. By the time he did see the Assassin, it wastoo late to do anything
but try to maneuver Fireball away from him. Galith had climbed atree, and was waiting on athick bough,
overhanging the road. He dropped, landing on Fireball's back, directly behind Tanrif. He would have
unhorsed him, had Firebal not turned at the last second. Galith landed hard, but well, and Tanrif took
advantage of the moment to ebow him in theface.

The Assassin fdl to the Side, but in desperation reached out and grabbed Tanrif'sleg. Tanrif let out ayell.
Fireball whinnied. Holding on with one arm, Gdlith reached for his dagger.

It wasdl Tanrif could do to control Firebal. He would not be able to defend himsdlf if Galith managed to
pull hisblade.

Drawing adeep breath, Tanrif pulled hard on Fireball's reins and forced her into the woods. It was a
desperate maneuver, but he could think of nothing €se. He rode hard, nearly avoiding collison severa
times. Firebd| navigated between the trees asif she were part unicorn. Galith clung tenacioudy to Tanrif's
thigh, though he now needed both handsto do so.

It continued like that for longer than should have been possible. Tanrif ducked low, whilethe mare ran
like wildfire through trees too densealy packed for such afest. Y et amazingly, she did not sumble or Sow.

Gdlith refused to give up, waiting only for achanceto unhorse Tanrif and fulfill hismisson. For minutes,
they continued, each of them refusing to fumble. Then at |ast, Fireball scraped by atree and Galith struck
the trunk. Unableto retain his hold, the n fell to the ground, rolling severd feet before he cameto
rest. Tanrif felt flesh tear from hisleg, asit squeezed between the tree and his mount. He gasped in pain.
Somewhere behind, Galith watched the suicide run, waiting for the inevitable fal--afal that never came.
When Fireball findly broke from the woods, Galith cursed once and lost consciousness.

Chapter Thirteen - Dusk

Tanrif continued to ride throughout the day and into the night. Firebal ran for so long without rest, Tanrif
began to believe proximity to the Amulet of Dreaming had somehow increased her stamina. She seemed
inexhaugtible, which was good, because his own body was worse for the wear.

His muscles were sore from two daysin the saddle and he had sustained a number of scrapes and
bruisesfrom theincident with Galith. Hisleft leg, while it wasn't broken, wastorn up from his collison
with the tree, though the bleeding had stopped hours earlier. That very pain kept him dert and awake.
Even after darkness descended, he continued to ride. If he didn't make Stratus soon, it would be too late.

By thetime he reached Eastgate, Tanrif was haf dead. He could fed the pulse pounding in histemple and
knew it would be along time before he would recover from the events of the past days.

He had been worried the gates would be closed at that Iate hour, but that turned out not to be the case.
Inacity theSze of Stratus, people came and went at al hours. Caravans might arrive a any time of night
depending on their point of origin. Only in times of political unrest did the East Gate close, but Tanrif
didn't know that. So he breathed asigh of rdlief and rode through.

It was close to midnight when hefinaly reached the docks. He wasn't certain where he was going, but
knew where to find the answers. Redlizing he wouldn't be able to walk, he stayed mounted and rode to
Ddn'soffice.



Hedidn't haveto go far. He was halfway there, when he saw the dockmaster walking ahead of him. He
tried to cdl out, but hislungs were not up to the task. He kicked Fireball into agallop. She snorted
indignantly, feding perhaps she'd run enough in the past two days, then moved. Dan heard her coming
and turned. He drew a dagger, but sheathed it when he recognized therider. Tanrif pulled back on the
reins, bringing Firebal to ahalt only feet avay. He was so exhausted he could barely speak. "The
Gondylarian ship...did it leave?"

"What in daname of da gods 'appened to you? Y ou look terrible.”

Tanrif grimaced, but didn't answer. Indeed, after what he'd been through, he must have looked amost
deranged.

"l have spent the last two days pushing my horse beyond her limits. I have missed meds and forfeited
deep. I've survived arather vicious brawl. All sothat | could be on acertain ship when it departed for

High Gondylar."
"Ship left fer Gondylar a coupladays ago.”

Tanrif bowed his head. He had gambled everything and had lost. He was too tired and in too much pain
to redlize there was no way Cyanne could have reached Stratus that soon. He cursed to himself, then
aloud. When heraised hishead again, there weretearsin his eyes.

"Allislog."

He said it with such force Daln took a step backwards. He now noticed another change underlying
Tanrif'sfatigue. The man who once worked for him was stronger somehow...amost imperious.

"I'm sorry."
"Which doesn't change my circumstance. | haveto get to High Gondylar.”
"Der's ill aGondylarian warship, though | dunno they'd take a passenger.”

Tanrif broke into laughter. "Y ou mean there was a second Gondylarian ship? Now theres afirst. Might
you tel mewhereto find thiswarship?'

Daln pointed and Tanrif turned, mouth dropping. Only the depth of hisfatigue had alowed him to missit.
It had the words 'Sea Serpent’ painted on the ship's side.

Dan spoke again. "Didn't know yacould read Gondylarian.”

Tanrif hadn't realized hed spoken aoud. "There are many things about me you don't know. And I'm sure
asthe yearspass, you will learn till more. Destiny hasits eye on me.”

Without explaining further, he turned and moved toward the warship. Behind him, Dan watched, certain
Tanrif had spoken the truth.

No plank led from the ship to the dock, but a guard paced the deck. He stopped to watch as Tanrif
approached. Tanrif hailed him. The sailor turned to look, but did not respond.

Tanrif repested his greeting, then cursed and tried again in Gondylarian. He knew hewas durring his
words, but wastoo tired to care. The guard's expression changed from suspicion to surprise. He had not
expected Tanrif to speak his native tongue. Now that Tanrif had his attention, he spoke.

"When do you sail?'



"Dawn tomorrow, asif it'sany of your busness.”

"l need to speak with Cyanne.”

"Sheisnot to be disturbed on the Captain's orders.”

"Let me speak to Kestryl then, or Andres.”

"Be gone now. Whatever it is you're peddling, we don't want any."

Tanrif suppressed an urge shoot an arrow into the sentry's neck, but before he could say anything,
Andres was standing beside the man.

"Since when do you decide who does and doesn't board this vessel ?*

The man looked stunned, but replied immediately. "1 didn't think you'd want to be disturbed by the likes
of him." Hewrinkled hisnose, asif to indicate what he thought of the vistor.

"Tanrif isan old drinking buddy of mine." Hiswink went unnoticed by the sailor. "'l should have you on
galey duty for the entiretrip back."

The man's eyes widened, but he said nothing else. He didn't dare.
"l suggest you get a plank down there and invite the man up...NOW!"

The guard moved o fast, Tanrif had to suppress alaugh. Stiffly, he dismounted and led Firebal up the
wide wooden walkway and onto the deck. He handed the reinsto the sailor.

"Take good care of her. You have no ideawhat she went through to get me here.” Now that he was
closer, Andrestook agood look at Tanrif. "Y ou look awful. Areyou dl right?!

Tanrif, tired beyond belief, nodded.

"Come. Let me show you to acabin. Y ou can rest tonight and speak with Cyanne in the morning.”
Tanrif followed Andres below to asmall stateroom with asingle porthole.

He collapsed upon the bed and was ad eep before the captain closed the door.

Tanrif woke many hours later. Sun streamed through the porthole, illuminating a patch of barefloor,
though the rest of the room remained shadowed. He was disoriented. It took him afew minutesto
remember where he was. When he did, hetried to rise. Pain engulfed him and he sank back down.

Tanrif was more than just sore. His muscles ached, his body was bruised and the wound on hisleg
burned asif it were on fire. Hetried again, more dowly. Thistime he succeeded. Limping, he opened the
cabin door and climbed the ladder at the end of the corridor. Once on deck, he looked about amazed.
The Skyshore Realm was no longer in view.

He stared at the expanse of ocean about him, only now realizing he was on hisway across The Mistress.
He spent along time staring at the sea. All manner of birds flew through the sky and he stood and
watched, as occasionally, one would dive down and, as often as not, return to the sky with afishinits
beak.

"It's beautiful, isn't it?"



Tanrif was so engrossed, he jumped. Beside him stood Captain Andres.
"Now you see what callsto me. Thereis nothing land can offer that can compareto this."

Tanrif nodded, but had his doubts. While the view was beautiful, he knew hewould never be ableto
enjoy it for any length of time. The restlessnesswas ill with him.

"Is Cyanne awake?'
"Yessheis. In fact, she sent me to check on you. She spent most of yesterday by your side.”
"Y esterday!"

Andres grinned. "Y ou must have been very tired. Y ou dept for aday and ahalf. | was going to bind your
leg, but it seemed to have stopped bleeding, so | I€eftit. You lost alot of blood.”

"I hadn't redized."
"A weaker man might have died. Would you do me the honor of sharing your story with me?”

"If you don't mind, I'd like to talk to Cyannefirgt. In the monthsto come, I'm surewell havethetimeto
trade tales”

Andres smiled. "Of course. Follow me."

Heled Tanrif around the other sde of the ship, where Cyanne sat at awooden table, enjoying breskfast.
Suddenly Tanrif realized how hungry he was. He hadn't eaten in along time.

Cyanne looked up and gestured for him to Sit. Though she was smiling, there seemed to be an underlying
sadness behind her eyes. He sat across from her.

"Hellothere," shesaid. "l trust you dept well. How are you feding?'
"Truth?'

"Truth."

"| fed asif I've been beaten dl over withamdlet.”

"You look it. What happened?'

"Long story, but the short end of it isthis. | didn't want to spend the rest of my life without you, eveniif |
can't haveyou."

Cyanne leaned forward and looked into his eyes.

"| feel the same way. | would have asked you to come with me, but | was scared. There are things about
me you don't know."

"Incidental items|'m certain, like being the heir to the throne of High Gondylar.”
"Thisign't easy for me, Tanrif."

llm.ry.ll
"And after you hear what | have to say, you may not want to have anything more to do with me.”



" doubt it."

"Why don't you wait to hear it first?"
"Okay."

Cyannelooked at him, pale-faced, trembling. "I should have told you this sooner, but was afraid of how
you'd react. Y ou see, I'm not completely human.”

Tanrif studied her and said nothing. He had been so surprised that Cyanne was the Duchess of High
Gondylar, he assumed anything else would befairly easy to accept. Of course, he couldn't possibly have
expected anything likethis.

"Then what areyou?"

"My mother was Ethrdlen.”

Tanrif laughed. Cyanne was hurt, then angry.
"And what, may | ask, isso funny?'

"Isthat al? How could you possibly think so insgnificant adetail could turn me awvay? Besides, | dready
knew."

"What do you mean, you dready knew?"

"I'm not anidiot, Cyanne. Y our eyeswere the first clue. From the moment we met, | suspected. But once
you told meyour lineage, | was positive. My father had often told tales of hisdaysin High Gondylar.
More than once he had mentioned that Dathan of the House of Gondylar had taken an Ethrell wife,
though he never mentioned a child. In fact, he also spoke quite frequently of Kestryl."

Cyanne, once again, marveled a the man who was Tanrif. He not only knew, but accepted. It wastime
to tell him therest of the story.

"When | wasfive, there was an atempt on my life. | was sent north with Kestryl for my own safety. | just
want you to know that even though I'm heir to the throne, it isunlikely anyoneis going to hand it to me on
aplatter.”

"Y ou mean you may haveto fight to take your proper place?’
"That's precisdly what | mean.”
"Then let mefight for you. I'll be your man. I'm good with asword, you know that.”

"Oh, Tanrif. | can't think of anyone I'd rather have fight for me. | just wish that..." "Go on."
"l just wish there could be something more between us. And | fear it will not be alowed to happen.”

He had suspected thisas well, though hearing it didn't make it any easier. "It'sokay. | didn't come here
for that. | knew we could never be together.”

"You did?'
"Of course”

"But you came anyway."
"Y es, my Duchess. | came anyway."



Neither spoke for along time. The love between them was dmost aphysica presence and it suffused
them with awarmth beyond imagining. And the worst of it was, their rdative positions would never alow
them to expressthat love again.

Gdlith, head bowed in respect and defest, knelt before Ezewdrathe High Priest of Sarith. The man
before him was the most powerful on the planet; the spiritua leader of the Assassins. Thiswas not the
firgt time Gdith had kndlt before this man, but thiswasthe first time he wasterrified.

Ezewdra paced the room, only occasiondly glancing a the knedling figure. Finally he spoke.
"Thrice have you tried and thrice have you failed."

Gdith said nothing, nor would he, unless the High Priest asked him aquestion. " Such failure can not be
tolerated. It grieves meto do what | must now do, but | have my responsibility and betrayal cannot go
unpunished.

Thiswas dways the way the accusation was phrased. If you couldn't accomplish your objective, you
betrayed the Brotherhood. Galith shuddered. Thiswas as close to an apology as he had ever heard
Ezewdra utter. His penance would not be an easy one. Findly the High Priest stopped pacing and turned
toward him.

"Y ou have served uslong and hard. Y ou will continue to serve us. Y ou are to be stripped of al titlesand
ranks, except the lowest. Indeed, even your name isto be taken from you. From now on, when you are
spoken to, you will be called by the name of your position. Do you understand me, dave?!

Gdith nodded, without raising his head. His punishment was far worse than he thought it would be.

"With awarder of my choosing, you will be sent to the Idands of Dawn. Y ou will serve the Grand
Master in any way he seesfit, until such time as he decidesto raise you again, if such atime ever arrives.
| wouldn't count onit."

Gdith felt asif held been deprived of lifeitself. He kept his eyes downcast, unable to believe what he was
hearing. The knock at the door made him jump.

"Ah, that must be your warder now. Enter."

The door opened and Gdlith heard footsteps gpproaching. He wanted desperately to see who would
hold the other end of hisleash, but dared not ook up or speak.

"Meset your warder, dave. Serve him wel until you reach the Idands of Dawn." The figure spoke and the
blood drained from Gdlith's face.

"Hello, Galith," said Bone. "Or should | say dave?Wemeet again, it seems.”

Gdlith tried to fight back the fear, but could not. He was about to enter theworst of all possible worlds.
He only hoped he would live long enough to see the Idands of Dawn.

For thefirst timein what seemed like ages, Tanrif felt relaxed. The ocean voyage had been blissfully
uneventful. Hisinjuries had dmost completely healed and hislimp was so dight, it was barely noticegble.
There had been no mgor storms, and though twice sea monsters had been sighted, they were never
closer than far in the distance. Tanrif spent much time with Cyanne and the remainder of histime avoiding
the Bladesman, who he didn't trust.

There seemed to be no reason for it. Hisfather had spoken highly of the Gondylarian warrior and



Cyanne aso had naught but good to say. Y et he could not shake the uneasy fedling that came over him
whenever the Bladesman was present.

A month after they were out to seathe inevitable encounter occurred. Tanrif rose early one morning. He
passed by Cyanne's cabin, but decided against knocking. It was unlikely she would be awake and he had
no wish to disturb her. Instead he climbed the stairway to the deck.

When hefirgt noticed Kestryl knedling off to the right, he thought about returning below. He
reconsdered. The Bladesman did not own the ship and if Tanrif wanted to enjoy the early morning sun,
he was certainly entitled. Purposefully he walked out onto the deck. When he saw what the royal
bodyguard was doing, he edged closer. Kestryl had one of his swords out and was busy working its
edge with asharpening stone. Beside him on the deck were arag and aflask of oil. Tanrif watched the
Bladesman for atime, ng histechnique. He wasn't even certain his presence was known, until
Kestryl spoke.

"You'reup early. Couldn't deegp?’

The young warrior shook hishead.
The Bladesman never missed a stroke, moving his blade expertly back and forth. He never took his eyes
from the weapon.

"Tanrif, why do you avoid me?'

Tanrif searched for an adequate reply. Unfortunately, he had no legitimate reason for hisfedings and
wasn't sure how to answer. Still, if Kestryl could be honest, so could he.

"| don't trust you."

"Do you trust the Duchess?!
"Impliatly.”

"I'm not certain that'strue.”
"What are you taking about?| trust Cyannewith my life."

"Isthat s0? To trust a person, you must value their judgment. And you know shetrustsme. Y ou aso
know I'm sworn to protect the Duchess, and would forfeit my own life should that become necessary.”

"l too will protect Cyanne." Tanrif sood up taler, uncertain of where this conversation was taking him.

"I know that. Can't two people with the same god s trust one another?”
Tanrif squinted suspicioudy. "Why isit so important to you that | trust you?"

The Bladesman sighed, then chuckled.

"Y ou'd have made a good Gondylarian. Y ou have the mindset dready.” Then he grew serious. "Tanrif,
within amatter of months, we're going to bein Gondylarian waters. Y ou aready know Cyanneis not
likely to be welcomed with open arms. If | am to fight by your side, | have to be ableto trust you. It's
redly that smple. | have to know where you'll stand in battle. Cometo think of it, | haven't seen you
work out since you've been aboard. Do you exercise?'

"Not enough. At first | couldn't because of my injuries.”
"And you never started again. Well, you should. Y ou'd be stunned at how fast your body forgets. And



we need every advantage we can get. That'swhy | take such good care of my weapons. A bad blade
could well be adeath sentence. The sdlt air isredly no good for them. Let me see your blade.”

Tanrif indinctively placed hishand on the hilt of hissword. "My blade?’
"Judt for aminute.”

It was the hardest thing anyone had ever asked Tanrif to do. He looked at the Bladesman for afew
seconds longer before dowly reaching down and drawing his wegpon. He hesitated before holding it out.

Kestryl took it and examined it carefully. Then, with the confident moves of a professond, he began to
sharpen it. Tanrif leaned forward to watch and after afew seconds, Kestryl moved aside so he could try
it himsdf.

Tanrif dready knew how to sharpen asword, of course, but the Bladesman's technique was quite
different from his own and somewhat more efficient. It reminded Tanrif that as much as he knew, he il
had so much to learn. However the most important lesson he learned that morning on The Mistress, was
how to trust.

From that moment onward, he spent more time with the Bladesman. A few days later, they Sarted
gparring and Tanrif began to see Kestryl in adifferent light. Perhaps they would never befriends, but a
respect grew between them that would last the rest of their lives...however long that would be.

Gdith lay on thefloor of Bon€e's cabin, feigning deep. Sleep was the only way he could escape. Bone had
wasted no time in showing Galith how low he could make him fed!.

From thefirst day, hiswarder had issued command after command, each more degrading than the last.
Gdlith had no option but to obey. If he killed Bone, he would be betraying Ezewdras orders.

He knew there had to be worse situations than this, but couldn't think of any. He'd even contemplated
suicide, but only briefly. If he did take his own life, Sarith would not go easy on hissoul. So helived on,
each day anew nightmare.

During hisweeks with Bone, hed been ordered to serve the Assassin's meal's, wash his feet and clean his
clothes. The one time he had grumbled, Bone made him stand naked dl day on the deck of the ship, with
no food or water. The resulting sunburn still pained him some, though the incident had occurred many
daysearlier. Galith resolved to shelve his verba protests, until he found some way to improve his
gtuation.

He snuck one eye open and looked at the bed. Bone was still adeep. As quietly as possible, he rose and
moved toward the door. Just as he reached it, Bone's voice froze him in histracks.

"Good morning, dave. | hope you were going to fetch my breakfast. | would hate to think you were
leaving the cabin without permission.”

Bone siwung himsdlf up, so hewasin astting postion. " Perhaps the last punishment was not severe
enough to insure obedience.”

Gdlith froze, barely daring to breathe. Bone rose and walked toward him. Before Galith could move,
Bone kicked out and swept Galith's legs from under him. Galith landed hard, the breath knocked from
him, but Bone wasn't through yet. He kicked Gdlith hard, twicein the side and once in the head.

"When will you learn, dave? Y ou can't win. You can't hide.”



Gdlith, unable to keep his peace any longer, spoke. "Even the Grand Master himself, would not abuse a
dave so. When he hears how I've been treated...”

Bone'slaughter cut him off. "Y ou are adave, Gdith. Property, nothing more. Aslong as| ddiver you
aive, | can do anything | want. Y ou have no rights or protection under the laws of the Assassns. The
Grand Magter wouldnt lift afinger to help you, evenif | beat you in front of him."

He kicked again to emphasi ze hiswords. Galith grunted in pain, but said nothing else.

"It ismy job to have you docile before we reach the Idands of Dawn. By thetime | present you to the
Grand Master, you will behave asadave. "Humble...obedient...respectful...” with each addition to the
list, Bonesfoot lashed out. The list went onfor along time.

Tanrif struck adefensive posture, waiting for his opponent's attack. Ten feet away, the Bladesman faced
him, wielding asword in each hand. Cyanne, standing off to the Side, spoke.

"L et the contest begin.”

Nearby, crewmembers without duties watched as the two came together. When they'd first sarted
sparring, Tanrif had managed to surprise the Bladesman upon occasion, but as they worked out together,
day after day, it happened less and less. He never caught the Bladesman twice on the same maneuver
and now the Bladesman barely broke asweet, while Tanrif had to strain just to defend himsdlf. Hed
never fought a man with two blades before, and found it required a different technique to defend against
than anything he had previoudy encountered.

Stll, Tanrif never gave up, and often they fought for severa hours aday. The Bladesman had said that
musclesforget quickly and that proved to be true. The first few timesthey fought left Tanrif sore and
exhausted, but astime passed, his muscles firmed and the pain lessened. Day by day, his skillsimproved.
By the end of the second month at sea, he was certain even Varon Imgard could not have stood long
agang the Bladesman.

Just asthey cametogether, acry went up from the lookout.
"Land! There beland!"

Everyoneran to the bow of the ship and sure enough, the Sunset Ideswerevisible, gray dashesin the
distance. All thoughts of the competition vanished. After two months of staring at the same faces,
everyone aboard, with the possible exception of Captain Andres, was |ooking forward to shore leave.
Even as Tanrif thought it, the Bladesman was by hissde.

"High Gondylar," Tanrif breathed.

Kestryl placed ahand on his shoulder.

"That would be the Sunset Ides, if I'm not mistaken.”

"What? | thought we were heading toward High Gondylar.”

"That isour eventua destination, yes."

"But the Sunset Idesare so far out of our way. What are we doing here?"

"Tanrif, whileit would be much faster to make adirect trip from Stratusto Athlana, it isfar better to skirt
The Midress, than crossit.”



“Butwhy?"

"Because most ships attempting to cross The Mistress directly, never makeit. There are many theories
why, but the combination of ssorms and seamongters are alikely explanation. There are legends of other
thingsaswell, but | don't know the truth of them. That iswhy thetrip takes so long. A direct crossng
would dmost cut thetimein haf, but it is so risky most seamen, including Captain Andres, would not
congder it. And I'd certainly not alow the attempt with the Duchess aboard. Anyway, even if we could
have crossed directly, I'd have counsdled otherwise.”

"Why isthat?"

"Because we need information. | have aready been away for sx monthsand it will be eight before we
see the shores of High Gondylar. We have no indication of what has happened during that interval. When
| 1eft, the Dukedom wasin astate of trangition. Penthor hadn't yet had the chanceto dig in. | think it
unlikely hell just let usride up to the palace and take the throne.

"While I've been gone, Penthor could have been nated by one of Dathan's detractors or he could
have found away to win their support. We do not know the conditions of High Gondylar, or Penthor's
preparationsfor us, though | have afair idea heis expecting my return. | would know something of the
nature of his defenses before | lay my plans.

"The Sunset |1des are often host to Gondylarian merchants, and as such, it isentirely likely we will be able
to obtain some sort of information here. We can only be certain of one thing. Considering the typica
Gondylarian reaction to Ethrellen, Cyanneis not going to be wel comed with open arms.

"Would you do me the honor of accompanying me ashore?"
Without turning, Tanrif nodded.

"We're going to lay over for aweek, perhapsalittie more. During that time, we have to gather as much
information as poss ble about what's been going on back home." Until now, Tanrif had been lulled by the
cam of the ocean voyage. Y et the Bladesman was surely correct. It would take amiracle to win the
throne. He continued to watch the approaching port long after everyone el se had returned to their duties.

The Sea Serpent docked severd hourslater. As he disembarked, Tanrif smiled. A dock was adock, all
over theworld. This could have been the pier in Stratus, except most of the men wore earrings and no
shirts. The fishing vessels came back with different fish, of course, but the big ones aways seemed to get
away, even out here. The language spoken at the port of Dusk was a cross between Gondylarian and
Dominan, and though Tanrif didn't spesk any of the latter, he was fluent enough in Gondylarian to
understand most of what was said. The Bladesman spoke the didect of the idands so well, Tanrif was
convinced he must have spent sometime here.

Condgdering the distance from the Empire, Tanrif was surprised to find alarge number of Dominans
present. They dressed in long robes and woretall, thin spird hats. At least, that wastheir formal attire.
Their battle gear was somewhat more standard, though they tended to carry wide, curved blades.

Most men on theidands went armed, so Tanrif and the Bladesman did not stand out. It wastoo
dangerous for Cyanne to accompany them.

The gireets of Dusk were oddly imbalanced. There was asingle main strip that contained avariety of
businesses, amost half of which were bars. The streets seemed even more crowded than they werein
Stratus, though this was perhaps because they were so much narrower.



It was dmost asif someone had tried to compress Westgate and the main Gondylarian market into the
same amdl area. If he hadn't been coming off aship, Tanrif might have felt claustrophobic.

They first stopped at atavern caled The Pit. Tanrif gambled alittle. Because the games played here were
different than the ones he had grown accustomed to in Stratus, he lost more than he won.

Between casts of the dice, people spoke and he listened. While alot of the conversations were of no
interest, many of the sailors were Gondylarian. During the course of the evening, he was able to piece
together some of what had been going on in the great Dukedom.

Penthor had been crowned Duke and for the most part ruled, though as often as not, the name Lord
Zdaran was mentioned in the same breath.

Other than that, he learned little of value. He was about to call it anight, when he overheard two men
talking at anearby table.

"The Sarithan are up in arms. No one knowswhy, but if | had a choice, | wouldn't be anywhere near the
Dark Ides.

The man across from him sneered. "The Idands of Dawn," he corrected. "Y ou'd want to avoid the other
name. Y ou never know who might belistening.”

"See, even you fear them.”

"l respect them. So they're not happy. They still have to eat. No matter when | makethetrip, | aways
profit nicdly. It'snot asif they're angry withme."

"No," thought Tanrif, "they're angry with me."

Hewas s0 involved in the conversation he was surprised to find the dice had made their way back
around to him. Helooked down at them, shook his head and passed them on.

Heturned his attention back to eavesdropping, but the conversation had aready turned to other matters.
Herose and |eft the tavern, eyes searching for shadows of Assassinswho weren't there.

Gdith did not quickly recover from the besting. It was several days before he could stand unaided,
during which time he was il required to perform his assigned tasks. He would have gladly accepted
death, but even that release was denied him.

Aloneinthe cabin, he had dready finished the day's chores and was awaiting Bone's return. He stood
gazing out the porthole, trying to understand how hislife had cometo this.

He had been aMaster Assassin, ahighly respected member of the Brotherhood. What had happened?
He thought about Tanrif. There was his answer. He cursed the day the young warrior had been born.

Asif reflecting his mood, the sky darkened. The wind picked up too. Above, he heard the captain
shouting orders at the crew. A short time later, Bone entered the cabin. He didn't look at Galith. Instead,
he made his way to the bed and collapsed onto it. He stared blankly at the celling, waiting.

When the storm hit, it hit hard. Giant waves tossed the ship about asif it were atoy. Bonelooked so
pae, Gdith thought he might vomit. In away, it gave him asrange satisfaction. Galith himsalf never got
seasick.

On the other hand, if Bone threw up, Galith would haveto cleanit. It would gill be worth it, he decided.



Heturned his attention back to the porthole. Lightning filled the skiesfollowed by thunder that made it
sound like the world was ending.

Severd times Gdith lost his baance, but each time, as soon as he made hisway to hisfeet, he returned to
the porthole.

The storm raged far into the night. Gdlith silently thanked Sarith for sending it. Sincethey'd set out, it was
the only time both he and Bone were awake that he hadn't been afraid. When it findly started to fade, the
captain once again called out orders, most of which Galith could not make ouit.

Ignoring him, Bone rose unsteadily and left the cabin. When he returned a short time later, he looked
relieved.

"It seemsthat your stay with me has been extended. The storm has pushed us off course. WEll be
stopping at the closest port.”

Gdlith bowed hishead. "May | ask aquestion, Master?'

Bone nodded.

"Wherewill we be docking?'

"Asif it could possibly make adifferenceto the likes of you...The Sunset Ides. The port of Dusk.”

The Bladesman moved through the crowded streets, mind racing. Thiswastheir third day a Dusk and he
had much to think about. For one thing, rumors of Cyanne's return abounded. He had not expected that
and could only come up with asingle reason for those rumorsto exist. Penthor was stacking the deck
agang them.

Some rumors claimed the half-breed heir dtill lived, while othersins sted the Bladesman was returning
with an impostor. In either case, it would be difficult to garner support. Penthor had created the worst
possible stuation for them, without shedding asingle drop of blood. Damn the man! Angry as he was,
Kesiryl had to admit it was a brilliant strategy.

By the time he reached the docks, therain wasjust starting. This came as no surprise. When they weren't
talking of the return of the Duchess, they were talking about the approaching storm. He had wanted to
st off immediately, but they would have to ay at least until it was over. And every day they delayed
gave Penthor another to prepare.

He returned to the Sea Serpent. Once there, he went immediately to Cyanne's cabin and knocked.
"The door's open.”

He pushed it in. Cyanne sat on the bed. Tanrif sat off to the Sde on awooden chair. He amost knelt, but
caught himsalf. Cyanne had made him promise not to knedl for the rest of the voyage.

"M'lady, | have some bad news."
"So | gather. Tanrif has, | suspect, already given me part of it. Oh Kestryl, what are we to do?
It was the one question for which he didn't have an answer.

"I would have liked to go straight to Athlana, but that is now out of the question. As| seeit, we have two
options. Thefirstismaking for the frontier. There we can find amercenary group and hire them. We
would have to depend on stealth and luck. We would assault the palace directly. I'm sure | don't haveto



tell you that our chances of successwould bedim.”
"And the other option?"

"Wed still head for the Dominan Border, except we'd bypass the smaller towns and head for Flandor. If
we could convince the Lord of your authenticity, you could declare the city the new capitd. That would
givethe officiasthe motivation they would need to support you. We could build our defenses and mount
andl out war."

"| takeit you think thisisamore solid idea."

"M'lady, there is no easy road to the throne. Penthor has seen to that. | just feel the latter plan holdsthe
most merit.”

Cyanne rose and paced the small cabin, no easy task with three people present. At length, she spoke.

"l can't see gtarting acivil war. An assault on the palace is one thing. Endangering the lives of thousands
of Gondylariansis another entirely. | couldn't live with that." Tanrif nodded, though he didn't spesk. The
Bladesman studied him. He would have to work the young warrior harder in the daysto come. They
would need every sword at their disposal.

They continued to discuss options far into the night. The rain grew harder. The storm brought with it
enough noise to put an end to the planning. They bid each other goodnight and both Tanrif and the
Bladesman returned to their cabins.

Cyanne stayed awake, ignoring the ship's turbulent motion. The idea of returning to High Gondylar was
crazy. The people didn't want her. Penthor was on the throne and who was to say he couldn't do a better
job. Only the thought she might find her parents killer and avenge their deaths kept her going. She
thought about Penthor and fervently prayed he wasn't involved.

"Shebagrant it 0."
She did not want to think of what she would do to him if she found out he was atraitor.

At the thought, a clap of thunder shook the ship. Cyanne shuddered and finally sat on the bed. She didn't
know where she would find the strength to endure, but knew she had to. Or she would never learn the
truth of what had happened to her parents.

Back in hiscabin, Tanrif couldn't deep either. He kept thinking about the Sarithan Assassins and what
he'd overheard at the bar. Someone had angered that dangerous and ancient sect and he could only
assumeit washim.

Hefingered the scar on his side and shook his head. They were sill searching. Hed sailed for two
months and it hadn't mattered. Demendil had been right. There was no place to hide from the Sarithan
Assassins. What could he do?

Part of him knew there was only one solution. He would have to take the battle back to them. Plainly
impossible, of course. How could one man go against the most powerful religious sect in the world? It
was insanity to even consider it.

He drifted off to those thoughts. In his dreams he led Gondylarian armies againgt armies of Assassins
under ayelow sky.

Hewoke many hourslater. Rain still pounded the deck above. He walked to the porthole and gazed out.



Through the cloud cover, he couldn't tell what time it was, though they had made it through the night. He
thought about his dream, the Assassins and the prophecy. Something would have to be done sooner or
later, but for the time being, al he could do was wait.

The storm lasted all that day and most of the night. By morning, Tanrif had had enough of the ship. Once
they sailed, it would be along time before he again could have adecent drink. He rose early and returned
to The Ait.

He bypassed the gaming tables and made hisway straight to the bar. As he sat, he half turned on his
stool. He didn't expect to see any familiar faces and at fird, didn't. Until he noticed aman that looked just
likeGdith.

Hewas Sartled at firgt, but after theinitid shock, realized he must be mistaken. Galith had exuded a
certain confidence, whereas this man wore alook of defeat. Obvioudy aservant, he stood near his
master and stared at hisfeet. Occasionally, the other would send him to the bar for adrink. When he
approached, Tanrif was able to study him more closdly.

There was no way this beaten remnant of aman could possibly be the Assassn who had amost taken his
life, but damn, he looked like Gdith.

Apparently the conversation held overheard had affected him more than he'd thought. How could Gdlith
beinthe Sunset Ides?

Thewiser and warier part of hismind told him if he could make thetrip, so could the Sarithan, but it
seemed unlikely at best.

Tanrif placed acoin on the bar and, without waiting for change, |eft the establishment. If the man who
looked like Galith took any notice of him, he didn't show it. When Tanrif emerged on the Street it was
raining again. He ran al the way back to the Sea Serpent.

Gdlith returned from the bar with Bone's drink and stood silently at the table, head bowed. For the
briefest of moments, he thought held glimpsed Tanrif gtting at the bar, but immediately dismissedit asa
halucination. If you get hit in the head enough, you're bound to have afew. He shrugged it off.

It wasn't until later in the evening, when he overheard a conversation about a Gondylarian warship out of
Stratus, that he began to piece it together. Back in Glith, hed heard the story of how Bone had deduced
that Varon Imgard was Gondylarian and how he had followed the aging mercenary onto a Gondylarian
ship and taken him out. What Tanrif was doing on a Gondylarian warship, Galith couldn't guess, but the
more he thought about it, the more certain he became. The man at the bar had been Tanrif and wason
hisway to High Gondylar.

Bone had been within afew feet of Tanrif and had let him get away. That would not sit well with the
Grand Magter.

Once again, Sarith had sent him asgn. She dill favored him, evenin his current condition. All was not
log.

Hewould use the information as abargaining chip. Surely the Grand Master would be grateful to Gdith
for reveding Tanrif's whereabouts. Galith would be reingtated, perhaps not to his old rank, but it would
be a beginning. And he would have his revenge on both Tanrif and hiswarder.

Thefuture decided, Galith obeyed Bone without hesitation, certain it was only a matter of time before he
would no longer haveto do so.



Chapter Fourteen - Complications

The Bladesman whirled and dashed. His blade started high, but in a surprise maneuver he shifted his
center of gravity and struck downward, aiming for Tanrif'sleg. The younger warrior neatly parried the
attack and returned one of his own. Kestryl wasimpressed. No matter how hard he pushed, Tanrif
aways seemed to fight back. His strength and skill cheered the Bladesman, a atime when everything
elseweghed heavily upon him.

Cyanne, who during the first part of the voyage had been looking forward to her return, now spent most
of her timefretting. She constantly wondered what would happen and spoke of little else. Andreswas

a so nervous, though he swore he would see Cyanne on the throne or die trying. Only Tanrif seemed
unaffected by the prospect of the fight to come.

Kestryl parried Tanrif's thrust and tried a more difficult maneuver. Using one sword to hold his
opponent's to the side, he swiped with the other. He had intended to pull the swing before it struck, but
once again, Tanrif managed to counter the attack.

Hewas s0 surprised, he dmost didn't have timeto prepare himself for Tanrif's next attempt. The match
ran for more than an hour, neither man willing to admit defeet. Finaly, Cyanne ordered them to stop,
fearing they might drop from exhaustion.

Each day, Kestryl was amazed anew at how much the boy had learned. By the time the Gondylarian
coast was Sghted, Kestryl felt sure that Tanrif was worthy of the title Swordmeaster.

Thetwo of them would make an effective core, but they would need more men to accomplish their
objective. While both Andres and Cyanne were no stranger to swords, neither had the depth of skill they
needed. Nor could Cyanne be allowed to risk herself in afight.

Now that the mainland was visble, Kestryl spent most of histime on deck, looking south. He loved High
Gondylar asafather lovesachild. He had, in some odd way, helped to raise the Dukedom. Now that
child had gone astray and he was here to set things right. Long after the sunset, he stayed on deck and
stared into darkness.

Captain Andres dtered the ship's heading, sailing east to parald the coast. At night he wasforced to
drop anchor. He couldn't afford to pass histarget. Fair winds from the west allowed them to make quite
abit of headway. On the morning of the third day, their destination cameinto view.

He turned his ship toward the mouth of the river. The Sea Serpent would be unable to navigate the
shallow waters, so they would have to continue their journey in one of the launches. He choseasmall but
sturdy craft, and had his men lower it into the water. There would only be four passengers, the Duchess,
Kestryl, Tanrif and himsdlf. Andrestook histime giving the crew last minute ingructions. When he was
done, he hesitated. He realized when he had sworn to protect the Duchess it would mean leaving the sea
behind. Now that the moment was approaching, he felt apang of remorse.

Not that he regretted his decision. He knew his duty and would not shirk it, but the idea of dying on land
was one with which he was not comfortable.

Findly, he drew abresth and had one of his men summon the others. While he waited for them to arrive,
Andrestook along look a his command. He knew it was very unlikely he would ever make hisway
back to the Sea Serpent again.



Theriver had different names, depending on which side of it you called home. The Gondylarianscaled it
the Serpent, for that was how it looked asit wound itsway down from the hills. The Dominans caled it
the Barrier, for that was how they perceived it. It was the only thing that prevented afull-scae invasion of
High Gondylar. Whatever you called it, paddling upstream was hard work.

Cyanne did not paddle, of course. Tanrif and Andrestook first shift, while the Bladesman stood in the
bow, scanning the banks. After atime, the Bladesman relieved Andres, and eventua ly, Andres took
Tanrif's pogtion. It was no surprise to ether the Bladesman or Andresthat no people were visible on the
Gondylarian Sde of theriver. It was quite dangerous this close to the border. Dominan raiding parties
would sometimes cross the Serpent and attack unsuspecting travelers.

That night, they beached the craft on the Gondylarian side and al three men took turns standing watch.
Though it wastheoretically cooler by the water, Tanrif saw no evidence of this. Even the nights were
uncomfortably warm.

That first night, the Bladesman found aflat area and pitched atent. It wasasmal tent, certainly
inadequate for housing al of them, but it was more than sufficient for Cyanne, who it wasfor.

The men dept in the open on bedrolls. These wereflat, hard things, which seemed to do little to mask the
exisience of the stones benesth them. Severa times, Tanrif swept larger rocks out from under his, but it
was gtill about as comfortable as deeping naked in aquarry. The next morning, they continued following
the river southward.

It was two more days before they reached their destination, or at least as closeto their destination as
they could get by boat. They beached the craft on the western shore, though they didn't bother to
concedl it. Whatever happened, they wouldn't be coming back thisway.

Tanrif found he was having difficulty adjusting to the heet. The sun wasaglaring eyeinthe sky and its
wrath seemed to increase with each passing step. He noticed while he was constantly wiping the sweat
from his eyes, the Gondylarians seemed somewhat less affected. He cursed often and struggled to keep
up. There were still more than two hours of daylight |eft when they finaly stopped.

When Cyanne started to make camp, Tanrif wasrdlieved, but puzzled. "Why are we stopping?’
"Y ou need to rest. Look at you, you can barely keep up."”

"What! Y ou must bejoking. | wasjust warming up."

"Uh-huh."

Tanrif was about to reply, when the Bladesman cut him off. "Would you accompany me, please?'
Without waiting for areply, he turned and strode from camp.

Tanrif couldn't imagine where they were going and didn't care. In spite of his bravado, hewastired. He
suppressed a sgh and followed the Bladesman into the surrounding countryside.

The dust wasthick in hismouth. The dry scrub was very different from the terrain of Skyshore and Tanrif
pent sometimetrying to distract himsalf from his discomfort by observing the seemingly endless supply
of fliesthat dogged the path before him. Neither spoke for the duration of the short hike. Tanrif heard the
brook long before it cameinto view.

Findly Kestryl spoke. "It's the last water until we reach the City of Crossed Swords, sometime
tomorrow. Cyanne and | thought this might be agood place to camp.”



"Shewas playing with me"
"l would think 0."

Shortly after, the water came into view. The Bladesman pulled water skinsfrom his pack and handed a
coupleto Tanrif, which hefilled. Then he crawled to the water's edge and ducked his whole head
beneath the surface. He gasped at the wel come cool ness, remembering only at the last second to hold his
breath. He laughed as he pulled hishead out, sending a spray of water high in the air above him. The
Bladesman, expressionless, watched until he was finished. On the way back to camp, Tanrif felt better
than he had since leaving the ship.

The rations they'd brought were dmost gone. They ate sparsdly that night, saving the remainder for the
next day. By unspoken agreement, each kept to themsalves, though Tanrif found himsalf watching
Cyanne.

The silence was uncomfortable, but he was not going to be the oneto break it. Immediately after dinner,
Tanrif fell into a degp deep. He woke the next morning, curious asto why no one had awakened him to
take awatch, but too happy about the state of affairsto bring it up.

The next day was no better than thelast. If anything, the sun was hotter and the pace more hectic. By late
afternoon, alarge town came into view. Theidea of resting in shade was very gppeding to Tanrif and he
managed to quicken his pace, despite hisfatigue. The town was different than any Tanrif had ever seen. It
seemed amost temporary. No structure was made from stone, and many of the wooden ones were
badly in need of repair. There were people about, though none glanced in their direction. The Bladesman
led them to an inn called the Morning Migt.

Tanrif read the sgn and smiled. "Do | have something cool to ook forward to in the morning?*

The Bladesman shook his head. "Therés hardly any rainfdl in these partsand | don't know this area has
ever ssenmig.”

"But what about the sgn?”'

"It'sthe name of aninn, Tanrif. On the Sunset Ides, you visited aplace cdled the Fit. You didn't haveto
climb down to enter it, did you?'

"No, but that's different. | wasn't in desperate need of climbing into apit. A bit of mist would be nice,
don't you think?"

g(mne smiled and patted him on the shoulder. "Y ou'll get used to it." She walked by him and stepped
!'nSShceilyi ng," sald Andres, following.

Tanrif looked at the Bladesman.

"Y ou might aswell resign yoursdlf to the heat now. It doesn't get much better than this”

He a so entered the establishment, leaving Tanrif outside. Tanrif read the Ssgn one moretime, cursed and
followed the othersin.

They booked the last two rooms available. The Bladesman and Cyanne shared one, Tanrif and Andres
the other. After they dropped their packs, the Bladesman left Cyanne with Tanrif and took Andreswith
him. It was information they were after and, as usud, the Bladesman knew whereto find it.



After they |eft, Slence descended. Cyanne had not spoken more than afew wordsto Tanrif sncethe
ship, and he began to wonder if hed done something wrong. He was considering how to approach the
topic, when she spoke.

"I'm sorry, Tanrif. | shouldn't have gotten you into this."

"How did you get meinto this? Y ou took off with Kestryl. | rode out of Journ in the opposite direction,
if you recal. It was my choiceto ride back to Stratus. My choiceto find you and sail with you. And it's
my choiceto fight for your birthright."

Tearsfilled Cyanne's eyes. "l should have sent you from the boat. Instead, | dragged you halfway across
theworld to diein aforeign land. Thisisnot your battle.”

Tanrif'seyes grew hard, but he kept hisvoicelow. "I love you, Cyanne. I'm sorry if that doesntt fit into
your plans, but | can't separate that out of my life. What was| doing before | met you? Unloading ships?
What kind of lifeisthat?'

"It'salife. Oneinwhich you live. | don't even know if I'm more scared of failure or success. If wefall,
well dl die, but if we succeed, what then? Have you thought about it? 1 love you too, the gods know it,
but I've seen with my own eyeswhat happensto rulerswho follow their heart.

"My parents went through hell to be together. Y ou can't imagine what it cost them...what it cost me.
Now | seem to be faced with asmilar decision. If | take you as my consort, an outlander, | will make
you, myself, and any children we might haveinto targets, just as| was once atarget. Have you
consdered that?"

Painfilled Tanrif's eyes, but he met her gaze. "I said | love you, but I'm no fool, Cyanne. | know there
can never be anything between a Duchess and a peasant. I'm not doing this because | want to be Duke. |
amdoing what | fed isright and damn the consequences. | would never jeopardize your pogitionin any
way. | would certainly never try to pressure you into arelationship that would endanger you. | will serve
you inany way | can and should you marry, | will serve your husband aswell. | swear it." Shewent to
him. He held her and smoothed her hair, while sobs wracked her body. For along time they stayed that
way, until she grew quiet.

When she again lifted her heed, their eyes met. Slowly they drew together, al promisesforgotten. Their
lipstouched, teasing at first, then more passionately until neither could resist temptation.

They gtripped off their clothes asif they'd caught fire, and fell on the bed, moving urgently againgt each
other. Their love wasfull of desire and need, as they pushed againgt one another in adance as ancient as
man himsdf.

Finaly, totally spent, they fell adeep and dept soundly until well after dark.

It was late when the Bladesman finally made hisway back to The Morning Mist. Andres, grim faced,
strode beside him. If rumors had abounded on the Sunset Ides, they flourished in High Gondylar.

Each story was more ridiculous than the next, but for al that, many were believed. The Bladesman had
gone over to Dominaand was attempting to place afase Duchess on the throne. An evil wizard had
replaced the Bladesman with an agent magicaly made to ook like him and the Duchess hewas bringing
to Gondylar was actualy ademon in human form, and others even more outlandish. Finding help would
be harder than he thought.

They returned to the Mist and moved quickly up the stairs. When he reached the room, and saw no light,



he thought the pair must be adeep. The Bladesman took the key, and turned it in the lock.

Little light fel into the room from the corridor, but enough for the Bladesman to make out the naked
bodies on the bed. He cursed silently at yet another unnecessary complication.

Hewastoo late to do anything about it. Tomorrow, he would talk to Tanrif. He closed the door before
Andres could see and gestured down the corridor to the other room. He did not answer the Captain's
guestioning gaze, but instead unlocked the door and entered. Andres followed. He barred the door
behind them and lay down on the bed. Tomorrow was going to be along day.

Tanrif woke suddenly, the sun through the window shining in his eyes. He was surprised to find himsdlf
undressed and even more surprised when he turned and saw Cyanne in the same condition. The events
of the evening before came to him, and he cursed himsdlf. What had he been thinking?

Asquietly as possble, he rose and began to gather his clothes. He had promised himsalf he wouldn't
yield to temptation. There was too much at stake. What was he going to do now?

He dressed quickly, but carried his boots so he wouldn't disturb Cyanne. She murmured in her deep and
he froze until he was sure she would not awaken. He moved with al the stedlth he could muster and
departed the room, leaving the woman he loved adeep on the bed. In the hallway, he donned his boots
and turned |eft toward the other room.

The door opened immediately at hisfirst knock and Andres stood there, asif he was just about to leave.
He motioned for Tanrif to enter and squeezed his shoulder as he passed. Tanrif didn't understand the
gesture, until he stepped insde. The Bladesman glared at him. Stubbornly, Tanrif refused to drop his
gaze. Onething was certain. It was he who would take the blame for the previous evening. The
Bladesman spoke immediately, histone matching the set of hiseyes.

"Would you mind teling me just what happened?’
Tanrif dmost looked down, but caught himself. "What do you mean?”
"I'm no fool, Tanrif. Don't treat melike one. | want to know what happened and | want to know now."

For along time, Tanrif tried to find away to phrase his response. Just as he was about to spesk, the
door swung open. Cyanne entered, eyesfull of fire. Tanrif took an involuntary step backwards, but her
anger was not directed at him.

"Isthiswhat | think it is?" Shelooked directly at the Bladesman. "Isthere some problem here?"
Kestryl dropped his head, but when he replied there was an edge to hisvoice.

"It was a stupid thing to do, Cyanne. Y ou should have resisted his advances. Y ou of al people should
know better."

Hewas il looking down, so he didn't notice the dangerous look in her eyes. "Have | been gone so long,
that the ancient laws have changed? | had dways thought the Duchess was the ruler of High Gondylar,
not herbodyguard. Last | remember, the Duchess did not need to justify her loversto a servant. Could it
be that you've had so much power for so long, you've forgotten your place? And, asif it were any of
your business, Tanrif did not seduce me. | commanded him to my bed. Y ou dare interfere in that area?

"Do not try my patience, Kestryl. If you do, I'll dismissyou from service, and you can return to whatever
dismal rock you lived under before my grandfather found you. | will find some other way to the throne.”



Tanrif's mouth hung open, unable to believe what he was hearing. Onelook a Cyanne'sfacetold him he
dare not contradict her, though he didn't want her to take responsibility for what had happened. The fault
had been his. Still, there was nothing he could do to correct it.

The Bladesman fell to one knee. "I beg forgiveness. | acted ingppropriately. | will accept any punishment,
but | beg you, dlow meto fight for you."

Tanrif thought he had never seen aman in so much pain. Cyanne sat heavily on the bed and sighed, but
when she spoke again, there was no evidence of her anger.

"Oh get up, you oaf. It would take more than thisfor me to dismissyou, but you must remember, | ana
child no longer. If you are to accept me as your Duchess, you must learn to trust my judgment. My father
chose his mate from love, can you expect meto do less? | am my father's daughter.”

The Bladesman looked up to meet her gaze. "'Very much s0."

"If my decisonisto cost me, it'smy priceto pay. My right as Duchess. And asmuch as | respect you, |
will not alow you to meddiein my persona affairs. Perchance you are right, and what happened last
night wasamistake, but if it was, it isnot your placeto judge. | will not takeit lightly if you do so again.
Whatever decision | make, | will live with the consequences. Do we understand each other?!

The Bladesman nodded.
"Very wdl. Now, if it isn't too much trouble, | would like to find out how you made out last night.”

The Bladesman was clearly relieved at the change of subject. "There are many rumors. Without going
into unnecessary detail, finding legitimate help would be dmost impossible. Not only ismy loydty being
cdled into question, but so isyour identity. And since Penthor's power is established, only afool would
gdewith us"

Cyanne studied the Bladesman for along time before she spoke. "But you have aplan.”

"The reason | chosethe frontier isthat there are two bands of mercenariesin the genera area. They have
no politica alegiance or sympathy for acause. If you can pay them, they will fight.”

"But can they be trusted?' asked Tanif.

"No sdf respecting soldier of fortune would break a contract. Mercenaries live on their reputation. If they
don't hold to their end of the bargain, they would soon be out of business.

"Of course, we're not exactly swvimming in gold at the moment, but if we can reach Gondylar and take the
palace, that would no longer present a problem. If we don't make it, that would a so solve our problem, |

suppose.”

An uncomfortable slencefilled the room. It was a sobering thought and none of the three spoke again
until they had joined Andres downdairs.

The bar was called Renegades and Tanrif felt at home as soon as he entered. It could have been any bar
in Stratus, except for the al but intolerable Gondylarian heet.

Half a dozen people sat scattered about at tables. Tanrif wondered which one of them wasthe
mercenary. He eventudly decided on one of the two younger men, engaged in an animated conversation
agang thefar wall.



The four approached the counter, but it was Kestryl who did the talking.

"I'm looking for Denworceno.”

"Areyou now?" replied thetal thin man behind the bar.

"Asamatter of fact, | am." The Bladesman placed a piece of slver down.

"Widll, that's the funny thing about Denworceno. Some people find him and others don't.”
Kestryl laid another piece down next to thefirt.

"I'min need of amercenary. I've been told hesgood.”

"Good? He's one of the best. Perhaps the best.” The man chuckled and scooped up the two coins. He
looked past the Bladesman and gestured.

Tanrif followed the direction of the man's extended finger. Sitting alone a atablewasaman in hisearly
forties, or perhaps late thirties. He had about him the quiet look of the warrior Tanrif had aready learned
to recognize. The Bladesman approached. The others followed astep behind.

The man seemed to take no notice of them. He sat immobile, idly pulling on hisbeer asif waiting for
someone. After atime, Tanrif spoke.

" Denworceno?'
The man at the table did not respond. Tanrif shot a puzzled look a Cyanne and tried again.
"Excuse me. Are you Denworceno?'

Again, the man appeared not to hear. Tanrif reached out to shake him, when suddenly, the entire tavern
was in motion. Within asecond, every denizen of Renegades held awegpon. Even the tall man behind
the bar wielded a crossbow. Still, the man before them remained oblivious.

Tanrif kept hishandsin plain Sght, asdid the others. They could not risk injury to Cyanne. Findly, the
man at the table looked up at them. He spoke in Gondylarian, but his speech was durred, asif he were
drunk.

"What have we here?'

One of the men closest held athrowing knifein hisright hand. He motioned for Tanrif to spesk.
"I'm looking for Denworceno.”

"And you've found him. How fortunate for you."

The man at the table amiled. He spoke again, dmogt asif he weretalking to himself. "I have no need of
you right now."

At once, weapons disappeared and the men around them returned to what they had been doing.
"What wasthat about? Isthistheway you treat al prospective clients?’

A dow smile played across Denworceno'slips. "Don't toy with me, boy. | don't come cheap. You
certainly can't afford me."



Tanrif was about to reply, but Cyanne cut him off. "That may betrue, but | can. If you meet my
requirements.”

Tanrif seethed with anger. It had been along time since anyone had called him boy, but he held his
tongue. He would not interrupt Cyanne.

"With al due humility, if I can't meet your requirements, they cannot be met. Tell mewhat you havein
mind. War, abduction, smuggling?'

nWa.ln

Thefirmness of her words, and the look in her eye, convinced the soldier she was serious. He stopped
amiling.

“Taget?"

"The Pdace a Gondylar.”

Denworceno pulled in adeep breath through histeeth, but afterwards his smile returned.

"Now why would someone as pretty as you want to commit suicide? | imagine you have your reasons.
Twenty thousand gold, up front."

Tanrif choked on the number. They could outfit an entire army for that price. The man wasinsane. He
was even more astounded, when, amoment later, Cyanne countered the offer.

"I can get you two thousand now. If we succeed, another twenty-five."

"I'm not certain | heard you correctly. It sounded asif you agreed to twenty-seven thousand. What
assurance do | have that you have accessto that much?!

Cyanne nodded to Kestryl. He stepped forward, removed aleather pouch from his belt and emptied the
contents on the table. Denworceno and Tanrif gasped at the same moment. The pouch wasfilled with
jewdry. Even Tanrif, who had no experience with such things, knew there was enough there to pay the
entire amount.

Cyanne leaned forward, and spoke in avoice just barely loud enough for Tanrif to hear. "They belonged
to my mother. | am therightful heir to the throne of High Gondylar. | am Dathan's daughter. The man
besde meisthe Bladesman.”

"There have been rumors. Y ou may or may not be Dathan's daughter, but | suppose that isirrelevant.
With the Bladesman's support, if you take the throne, you'll be able to pay whether or not you are who
youclamtobe”

He paused asif congdering his options, but his eyes never |eft the pile of jewels. "I've aways wanted to
make history. Very well. | need aday or two. |'ve taken goldieaf, and it takes that long to leave the
body. If you're still interested by then, you may return.”

Tanrif stepped forward, but awarning look from the Bladesman stopped him. Cyanne spoke. "We will
return tomorrow. | will expect you to be ready by then." Without another word, she turned and | eft,
followed closgly by the Bladesman. Tanrif and Andreswalked just behind.

After they'd | eft the establishment, Tanrif spoke.

"l don't get it. HE'san addict. How reliable can he be?"



It was the Bladesman who answered.

"Goldlesf isnot cheap. He has to be damned good to support that kind of habit. Many soldiersin High
Gondylar usetheleaf. They start taking it to ease the pain of battle wounds, and soon find they can't
stop. We will see what the competition hasto offer, but | fed thisisour man.”

If Tanrif had any further objections, he did not voice them.

Gdith lay on astraw pallet, suffering the aches of days gone by. Not dl of those were physica. Thetrip
from The Sunset 19 es had been ahell he would not soon forget. Many people would have repressed the
painful memories, but Gaith savored them. He ran them through his mind repestedly. Bone would pay.
Tanrif would pay. They would al pay, dl who dared stand againgt him.

He rose and walked to the window, ignoring the fire burning in hislegs. He had been made to walk from
the ship to the Fortress- Temple, carrying Bone's possessions, while the younger Assassin rode afine

horse. Bone had alowed him no rest; offered him no water. The tropica sun beat down on him, causing
him to stagger under the weight of the pack. He glared up at it. He would avenge himself on the sun too.

When they reached the Fortress- Temple, he was sent to the servant's quarters, while Bone had gone on
to the Assassin'srooms. He could picture Bone, reclining on abed with pillows, enjoying the hospitality
of the Grand Master. Hisview was not one of the dley, Galith wagered.

Soon, dl that would change. The Grand Master would summon him and learn of the injustice. He would
learn how Bone had Tanrif within his grasp and had alowed him to escape. Galith would be raised again
to hisrightful rank as Master Assassin, and Sarith help anyone who stood in hisway.

Hewas gill by thewindow, lost in dreams of vengeance, when the expected summons arrived. The sharp
rap at the door startled him back to the present. The knock came as asurprise. No one ever knocked on
the door of adave's quarters.

"Enter." His voice found the deep confident quality it had possessed what seemed like ages ago.

A young initiate opened the door, amixture of emotions evident on hisface. He had no doubt from the
young priest's reaction that his reputation had proceeded him. Even though Galith was now adave, the
priest did not wish to offend. Galith took note of the small kindness. When he was Master Assassin
again, he would remember those who were kind to him aswell asthose who had betrayed. The young
priest cleared histhroat.

"The Grand Master wishesto seeyou.”
"Let usgo then. It would not do to keep hisholinesswaiting.”

The priest started at the seeming dur on the Grand Master, but said nothing. The term was reserved for
the Priesthood, not the Brotherhood. He turned, looking back once to make sure Gdith was following.
Gdlith did not need aguide. He had been to the Grand Master's offices more than once, but it was
written in the laws that no dave or servant may enter those chambers without escort. Indeed it wasa
wise precaution. Many people would like to see the Grand Master dead.

When they reached the chamber, the young priest did not enter himsalf, but instead motioned Galith to
the door. Gdith placed ahand on the handle and braced himsdlf, the young priest al but forgotten. The
interview ahead was crucial. Hisfuture as an Assassin depended onit.

The hal was more brightly lit than the interior of the chamber. The Grand Magter had aways preferred
the dark. Tendrils of smoke twisted through the air, giving the room adreamy quality. He remembered



the amdl of incense beforeit hit his nogtrils and the familiar odor comforted him. Hewaked forward
confidently, head held high. The Grand Master spoke, not addressing Galith, but speaking about him, as
if heweren't there.

"| thought you said he'd learned humility.” Hisvoice aso was as Galith remembered, little more than a
low rasp, but for al that, strong.

His eyes had not yet adjusted to the light, but the next voice he heard belonged to Bone. "1 don't know
what has changed, but he was obedient for the entire voyage. If you want, | can take him and work with
him some more."

"That will not be necessary. | am quite capable of breaking my own daves."
The Grand Magter rose and spoke to Galith. " Step forward, dave, where | can see you more clearly.”

It rankled Gdlith that the Grand Magter did not use his name, but that was hisright. It was even more
annoying to him that Bone sat conversing with the most powerful Assassinintheworld asif they wereold
friends,

"Y ou understand why you have been brought to this? Have you anything to say?' Such comment was
always rhetorical and the Grand Master expected no answer. He had haf turned, when Galith spoke.

"I know only | have served Sarith for most of my life and even in bondage, | continue to do her work."

The Grand Magter turned quickly. Like al Assassins, he knew control. His anger was evident only in his
eyes, but hisface and even his voice were devoid of it.

"You will do my work, whatever | decidethat is. Y ou are an Assassin no more, but adave. The lowest
of thelow. It may be difficult for me to find anything loathsome enough to fit your punishment. What
makes you think Sarith would accept the services of the likes of you?”

Gdlith braced himsdf. The moment had arrived. " Sarith hersalf guided me to knowledge of great
importance to the Assassins.”

Gdith'seyes had findly adjusted and he could see the thoughtful and wary expression on Bone'sface,
though naturdly, it was the Grand Master who replied. "What isthisinformation?”

"l know whereto find Tanrif."

Bonerose, but wisdly, kept histongue. Slowly, he sank back down upon the cushions.

"And where might thet be?"

"High Gondylar. He sailed from Skyshore on a Gondylarian warship caled the Sea Serpent.”
"And how did you come by this knowledge?'

"l saw him in the Sunset Ides. Bone had sent meto get adrink in aTavern caled the Pit. Tanrif was
Sitting at the bar. Bone might have noticed himsdf, if he hadn't been so distracted by thefemae
entertainment.”

Bone drew a sharp breath, but made no other sound.

"Y ou had Tanrif right there and you did nothing...said nothing? Why ?*



Gdlith dropped his head, but his voice was mocking.

"l am an Assassin no longer, but adave. | was sent to the bar to get adrink. It was not my placeto

By the time Galith realized what was happening, it wastoo late. The Grand Master struck him hard in the
face. Hefdt the musclesin hisneck pull and the stinging pain on his cheek was not a shadow of the pain
hewould fed later. He felt his knees wesken at the force of the blow, but turned towards the Grand
Master, no longer concedling the hatred in his eyes. He felt his mouth fill with blood. He pat out atooth
and spoke. "Bone had him and let him go. Isthere not astanding order to al Assassinsto take the boy's
life?If I've betrayed the Brotherhood, so has Bone."

Hefdt some smal satisfaction speaking those words. Whatever happened to him, the Grand Master
could not ignore the charge.

The Grand Master, alook of disgust on hisface, turned toward Bone. The Assassin waited, not knowing
what judgment againgt him might be, but he forced himsdf to camly meet the Grand Master's gaze.

"Have you anything to say?"

"The Rt islarge and dark. The bar was more than forty feet away in asmoke-filled room. The people
sitting there had their back toward me. | had no reason to suspect Tanrif would bein the Sunset Ides,
when he was last seen in Skyshore. Galith saw him and did not bring the fact to my attention.”

In the end, there was no contest. Tanrif had not been Bone's target and he had no reason to be searching
for Tanrif in Dusk. Also, the Grand Master would not take the word of adave over theword of an
Assasan. For dl he knew, Galith's words were a dave's attempt to get even with his master.

"Kill him."

Gdlith's eyes widened, but he had no time to react. Bone had not been allowed to take wesponsinto the
presence of the Grand Master, but like all Assassins, he didn't need weaponsto kill. He legpt forward
and grabbed Gdith's head in hishands. The smaler Assassin tried to dodge, but was still stunned from
the blow. Bone's hands closed around him likeavise.

Gdlith tried to strike out, but found his muscles wouldn't respond. In the end, his own body betrayed him.

That was hislast thought before the sound of breaking bone reached him. He didn't even have time
before darkness claimed him, to redlize it was the sound of his own neck snapping. A pool of red formed
around his head as his body sagged to the floor.

The Grand Master had returned to his seat, and turned just in time to see the deed completed. He did not
ask Bone to remove the body. That wasajob for daves.

"I do not know that Gdith'sinformation has any truth to it, but if thereisasmall chanceit isaccurate, |
cannot afford to ignoreit. Y ou know what Tanrif lookslike. Go to High Gondylar. Find him. Kill him."

Bone kndlt before the Grand Master and bowed his head.
"It will bedone

With adight gesture, the Grand Master dismissed him. Bone stepped over Gdith's body on the way o,
mouthing aslent thanks to Sarith for this new opportunity.

Tanrif's surprise at Denworceno's condition was nothing compared to his reaction to the competition.



Like Denworceno, Skandl spent much of her timein atavern. The only difference Tanrif could see
between Renegades and The Gold Mine, was the number of people present. Aside from the bartender,
Skandl wasthe only onethere.

Skandl was everything Denworceno was not; young, soft-gpoken, dert and devastatingly beautiful. Her
light brown eyes perfectly matched her sandy brown hair. Her short beige tunic reveded a generous
amount of tanned, athletic flesh. Most women would have worn leggings with such an outfit, but Skandl's
bare thighsinvited more than just a casud glance. Only the Bladesman was not surprised the second
mercenary was awoman.

She had been expecting them and summoned them over to the table as soon asthey entered. Tanrif
found himself staring, afact Cyanne chose not to overlook. She stepped hard on histoe. He jerked his
foot back.

"What wasthet for?'

"It'll teach you to keep your eyes where they belong.”

"Why, Cyanne. | do believeyourejedous.”

"Just make sure your eyes are the only part of you that seek her out.”

Tanrif chuckled, but another look at Skandl and he understood her insecurity. The mercenary wastruly
gunning.

The Bladesman sat across from her and spoke. "We're looking to acquire your services.”
"What did you havein mind?' Theway she sad it, sent ashiver down Tanrif's spine.

"A raid on the Pdace at Gondylar."

Skandl laughed and dapped her hand on the table.

"Isthat all?Y ou can't be serious.”

"But | am. Dead serious. Do you know who | am?"

"Should 17"
"l an Kedtryl, The Bladesman of High Gondylar."

She studied him closdly, then turned to regard Cyanne.
"l see. You must be the heir. Okay. I'm sure we can work something out, but it'll cost you."

"Money isnot theissue. Once we win, if wewin, wewill control more than enough to pay for your
services. But | see only you. Surely you don't intend to take on the palace guard by yoursdlf.”

"I'm good, but not that good. My men are not far from here. Would you care to see for yourself?'
Kestryl looked at Cyanne and she nodded. Skandl rose.
"Wait here. I'll be back with horsesin afew minutes.”

The mercenary walked toward the exit, stopping before Tanrif for the briefest of seconds and flashing
him asmile hewould not soon forget. He hurriedly looked to see if Cyanne was watching, which of



course, she was. He walked over to her and shrugged.

"Don't even think about it. WEell be hiring Denworceno,” said the Duchess.

"Asyouwish, M'lady."

She frowned and he laughed.

"Takeit easy," hesad. "It was an innocent gesture on her part.”

"I'm not certain she has any innocent parts. And now that | have you, | don't intend to lose you."
"I've been meaning to talk to you about that."

He looked up to make certain both Andres and the Bladesman were out of earshot. "Areyou certain
what happened last night wasn't amistake?

"l don't care. | don't even know that I'll live to see the throne and yet we've placed awall between us,
just in case. We may diein the daysto come. Why shouldn't we enjoy our last days together.”

" liketheway you think, M'lady," he whispered.

Cyanne closed her eyes. "l liketheway | think too. But you'd better stop thisright now. Let's take care
of businessfirg, okay?"

Tanrif retreated a step. "Asyou wish, M'lady."

"And stop with the M'lady business. It's beginning to annoy me."
Tanrif was about to reply, when Skandl walked back inside.
"Your Highness, if you'l slep thisway."

The group followed her outside. Five horseswere tethered in front of the Gold Mine. Skandl had already
mounted hers and alowed each of the four to select one. In short order, everyonewasin asaddle.

"Thisway." Skandl kicked her horseinto adow trot. The othersfollowed suit.

Theridelasted less than an hour and ended at alarge Gondylarian ranch house. Before they approached,
Skand| reined her horse and spoke.

"Do not be disturbed if you see men with wegpons. They did not expect me to return with company.”

She kicked her horse into atrot and rode forward. The place looked deserted until they reached the
gate. Then men were everywhere, many with crossbows pointed at the newcomers. Tanrif nodded
approval, then looked at Skandl. The expression on her face froze himin the saddle. Shewore a
malicious sneer that sent acompletdly different kind of shiver down his spine.

Chapter Fifteen - The Battle for the Throne of High Gondylar
"If any of you brave men should so much as blink, you can kiss your precious Duchess good-bye."

The Bladesman's hand froze midway to his sword. He forced himsdlf to relax, dowly lowering hisarmto



hissde.

Severd of the mercenaries approached and took hold of their reins. Skandl watched, completely
confident in the ability of her men.

"I want you al to dismount. Sowly, mind you. Even you're not faster than a crossbow bolt, Bladesman.”

Tanrif lowered himsdf to the ground. A man standing behind him took his sword. It took al the discipline
he could muster to remain still. A quick look told him the Bladesman's weapons were a so being
confiscated.

Tanrif couldn't see Cyanne or Andres from his current position. Once again, Skandl seemed to be
looking & him.

"| thought mercenaries were honorable," he said.
Skandl dismounted from her horse and strolled toward him.

"Mercenaries honor their commitments. | never accepted payment from you. There's been a standing
contract out on you for sometime. I'm going to collect it."

Sheleaned forward so her face wasjust inchesfrom his. " And there's not a damned thing you can do to
sop me."

She leaned even closer asif she were going to kiss him, then turned away. Tanrif clenched histeeth, but
remained Slent.

They were not treated roughly as the mercenaries ushered them into the house. That meant, at least for
now, they were worth more dive than dead. Inside, it took time for their eyesto adjust to the gloom after
the brightness of the Gondylarian afternoon.

They were led through a doorway and down aflight of stairsthat entered into along corridor. At the end,
one of the men unlocked an iron door.

With a gesture more appropriate a butler than a soldier, he motioned for them to enter. Onceinside, the
door clanged shut behind them, leaving them very much in the dark.

Deep in the Darkdom of Vykon, the Dark One sat on histhrone. Before him, Scarha gazed into her
crysd.

"Where are they now?" asked the Dark One.

"They areriding. There are four of them and Skandl. She'sleading them into atrap.” "Something fatd |
hope.”

Scarha did not reply. She watched asimages shifted in the crystal. The Dark One closed his eyes and
waited for his psychic's next words.

" She has them surrounded. Her men are disarming them.”

The Dark One leaned forward, eyes gleaming in the darkness. After atime, he grew impatient. "What's
happening?”
"Skandl hasinstructed her men to imprison them in acell located benesth the structure.”



"Damn her! | paid her to kill them. If she's planning on raising her price, I'll have her soul for dinner. Who
arethe others?'

"Cyanneisthere, the Bladesman, of course. Captain Andres of the Roya Gondylarian navy and another.
An outlander, | think."

"Youthink?'
"] cannot e
The Dark Onerose and moved closer.

"The last time you couldn't see, it was because the Gauntlet of Teleportation was blocking you. Isit
possible this outlander has some magicd relic on his person?’

“Itis"
III %II
The Dark One returned to histhrone and sat. " So, Skandl is planning to double-cross me.”

Hefingered the Gauntlet of Teleportation, but decided againgt using it. The ancient art was not without its
dangers.

Hewould send an agent instead. Perhaps even Zelaran could be spared for atime. He would confront
Skandl, and make her pay for her treachery. Then the Bladesman, Cyanne and the outlander, whoever
he was, would be brought to him to await his pleasure.

Skandl, armsfolded across her chest, tried to keep her voicelevel. "What are you talking about? We
have the Duchess. Weve fulfilled the contract. It'stime for you to pay. That's how it works."

"The Emperor isaman of hisword, but we are ill not satisfied. What good would it do usto take
possession of the hostages, when a any moment Denworceno and his men might descend upon us?'
"Denworceno isnot my problem.”

" Heisif you want to get paid.”

And thereit was. The Emperor had offered asmall fortune to ddliver the Duchess of High Gondylar and
her Bladesman dive. Enough gold to make the Dark One's contract look like a pittance.

Sheredly had nothing againgt the aging mercenary, but if she wanted her money, she had little choice,
Asde from which, Cyanne had met with Denworceno first. Sooner or later he would wonder why his
client had never returned. Hisinvestigation would undoubtedly lead back to her. That was one
complication Skandl did not need.

"Very well. Well take out Denworceno, but afterwards, you will pay.”

"Agreed,” replied the Dominan.

Skandl walked outside and motioned for one of the men to saddle her steed. She would take every able
bodied man with her. Once Denworceno was out of the picture, she would hand the hostages over to the
Emperor's men. Cyanne would be taken from High Gondylar. She did not know what the Emperor had
inmind for her, nor was she anxiousto find out.

All that mattered was Cyanne would never return to the great Dukedom. Skandl would wait awhile
before contacting the Dark One. He would never suspect the truth.
Skandl smiled. It wasn't often she was able to collect twice on the same contract.

The cell wastoo smdl to alow much movement. Cyanne and Andres sat against onewall, the Bladesman



by himself opposite the door. Tanrif paced back and forth against the remaining wall, though there wasn't
enough roomfor it.

Therewas no way to tell how long they'd been there. Only once had food been brought, but it was some
time ago and they were hungry. The only light came from alantern outside that shed thin rays through the
crack beneath the door and yet afew more through barsin the smal window in the door's center. Tanrif
had scrutinized every inch of the cell by that meager light. The only way out was alocked iron door.

"| can't understand what they want with us," repeated Cyanne for the fourth time. "No one would pay my
ransom, and my competitors want me dead. Why arewe il aive?’

No one had an answer. Silencefdl again, heavier now, though no less ominous. The Bladesman shifted
into amore comfortable position and tried, once again, to figure out who was behind their incarceration.
Who would want Cyanne dive? Certainly not Penthor. If she died, Penthor would haveit al. Therewas
another interested party, but who?

Demendil had mentioned the Darkdom of Vykon. Could the Dark One, the salf-appointed ruler of
Vykon, have hired Skandl? It didn't seem likely. He had, after dl, tried to assassinate Cyanne. Why
would he suddenly want her dive? Might the Situation have changed? Without more information, it was
impossible to specul ate dong those lines. The Bladesman pondered the complexity of the Situation, until a
series of soundsfrom outside the cell interrupted him.

The door opened. The ever-present guard ushered two men into the room. The Bladesman's eyes
immediately sought Tanrif. He hoped the boy wouldn't try anything foolish. To hischagrin, Tanrif was
squatting against the wall, hands clasped before him. A reddish glow seemed to emanate from between

hisfingers.
The Bladesman couldn't think of what might be causing it. What he did know from the set of Tanrif's
body and the expression on hisface, was that he was going to try something.

The Bladesman cursed under his breath. His attemptsto get Tanrif's attention proved futile. What wasthe
boy doing?

Tanrif waited for the newcomer's eyesto adjust to the cdl's dimness. He couldn't understand what they
were saying, but hed heard enough of the language while on the Sunset Idesto identify it. They were

gpeaking Dominan.

He couldn't imagine what the Emperor would want with Cyanne, but it didn't matter. What did matter
was, thiswastheir first real opportunity to escape and might betheir last.

Out of the corner of hiseye, he noticed the Bladesman trying to get his attention. Heignored it and
focused on the two men.

They were overconfident fools. They paid no atention to him, but instead concentrated on the Duchess.
It was their mistake and they would pay for it.

In hishands, he held the Ethrellen flame. Held placed it in his pouch and hadn't thought of it for solong
he'd forgotten he had it. Fortunately, they had only taken his wegpons. He tried to memorize the position
of the men before him, knowing that when he released the light, he too would be blinded.

Hetook a deep breath and tossed the cylinder into the air. The Dominans threw up their handsto shield
their eyes. Tanrif launched himself from thewall. He fdlt theimpact as he dammed into the taller of the
two. The man doubled over, but Tanrif had no time for him. With speed that would have made a snake



proud, he grabbed the dagger from the sheeth at the other man's side, just a second before the man
himsdlf could draw it. The shorter man had only amoment to puzzle over his empty scabbard, before his
own knife plunged into his somech.

The other was gill doubled over. Tanrif turned toward him, but before he could act, Andres hit him with
al his strength on the back of the neck. Thetaller man crumpled to the floor and did not stir.

The door swung inward and a guard appeared, aready raising his crossbow. Tanrif threw the knife at
him, but the blade was not balanced for throwing. It struck the man pomme first, barely dowing him.
Even ashe moved, Tanrif knew he would be too late. There was nothing he could do, except hope the
guard was not as good as he feared.

As Tanrif advanced, abright shape flew past him. He glanced backwards, redlizing immediately what had
happened.

The Bladesman had retrieved the Ethrellen flame and threw it a the guard. He turned back just intimeto
see the cylinder impact on the haft of the crossbow. The vid shattered and the glowing liquid splattered
into the guard'sface.

For asecond, Tanrif thought it had no effect. Then the man dropped his weapon and screamed, clutching
at hiseyes. Tanrif wasted notime.

Hejumped forward and struck the man as hard as he could. Theimpossible angle a which the man's
head rested, assured the young warrior hewould not be getting up again, but his scream would bring
others. Tanrif grabbed the fallen weapon, amazed the bolt had not fired. He pointed it down the corridor
and waited, but no one came.

Hefdit, rather than saw, the Bladesman come up beside him. There was still no movement from down the
corridor.

"What do you think?" asked Tanrif, willing to trust the veteran's expertise.

"They should have come running. | can think of three reasonswhy they havent. It ispossblethecdlar is
designed so that no sound can be heard from elsewhere in the house. Or perhaps thereis no one upstairs
to hear us. Finally, there isthe possbility they are waiting upstairs with loaded crossbows pointed at the
door, until they see who emerges.”

Andres and Cyanne had stayed in the cell, but now joined Tanrif and the Bladesman. When nothing
further transpired, Tanrif shrugged and dropped the weapon to hisside. Hewould still be ableto bring it
into play if need be, but to stand there like a statue was harder work than fighting. Already he could fed
the achein hisleft arm. It was something he would have to work on if they got out of thisdive.

He motioned for the others to stay where they were and made hisway quietly down the corridor. He
paused before he reached the end. If anyone did hear the scream, they'd be waiting at the top of the
gairs, aming downward. He reached the area, took a deep breath, and fell on hisside, bringing the
crossbow into position, but the door at the top of the stairs was closed. No one was waiting.

He climbed to hisfeet and smiled in the direction of the cell. With ashrug, he mounted the stairs. When
he reached the top, he pushed at the door, but it was |ocked from the outside. He kicked it open, only at
the last moment catching the wooden banister, before hefell back down. He whispered asilent prayer of
thanks to whatever gods were listening. Once again, he had survived his stupidity. He readied the
crossbow, but could see no one. Silently, he moved into the corridor.



The Bladesman was aready standing at the bottom of the stairs, and from the perplexed look on Tanrif's
face, deduced it was safe, or at least seemed so.

He motioned for the othersto follow, glad to see Andres had picked up the knife and had taken a
position infront of Cyanne. In the event of afight, the captain would protect her if Kestryl were unable.

Tanrif had disgppeared from view. The Bladesman climbed the stairs and looked around. Tanrif had
already covered a considerable distance towards the exit. Kestryl watched as he stopped and entered a
room to hisright.

The Bladesman caught up with him as he emerged with his sword.
"Everything they took from usishere. | just wish | knew where everyones hiding.”

The Bladesman remained silent. Cyanne and Andres again caught up to them and the four walked
together to the front door. Again, the areawas deserted.

"Stranger and stranger yet," said Andres, and then looked startled, asif he were surprised he had
spoken. "What do you suppose this means?”’

Tanrif shrugged and made hisway towards the stables. Even from where he stood, he could see there
were horses.

How had they been able to escape so easily? What had happened to Skandl and her men? Were they
being set up? If so, to what end?

The only other option they had was to return to the cell, which was out of the question. The stable was
deserted too, so they took what they needed, saddled up horses and rode. No one challenged them. It
was asif dl life on the ranch besides the horses and themselves had ceased to exist.

"Whereto?' asked Tanrif.
The Bladesman was dreedy riding.
"To Renegade's" he called back. "We're about to hire Denworceno.”

Following hisexample, Tanrif kicked his horseinto agalop. Cyanne and Andres followed. Soon, the
only sound besidesthat of hooves striking the dirt road, was Andres monologue about how
uncomfortable riding a horse was and how happy he would be to get back to the sea. The Bladesman
smiled. He knew Andreswould not leave them until Cyanne was on the throne. If he was entitled to
nothing else, he was entitled to grumble,

Denworceno sat at hisfavorite table, waiting for the unusud party to return. He had been confused by a
few incong stencies, but money was money. He did not understand why the Gondylarian heir, if indeed
shewas legitimate, had let an outlander talk for her. Even though the boy had spoken perfect
Gondylarian, Denworceno was sure he hailed from el sewhere. What sort of hold did the young man have
onher?'

The outlander fascinated him. Denworceno could swear the boy was not yet twenty, yet the set of his
eyes and his stance proclaimed him to be a competent warrior. What kind of life must he haveled to be
so proficient so young? And why did even the Bladesman seem to defer to him?

While he was asking questions, who was the sailor with them, and what part did he play in the drama?
Certainly he was no mere henchman. He had not said aword, yet Denworceno was sure no detail had



escaped him.

Assignments where he was in the dark about so much, made his job that much more dangerous, but for
the amount of money offered he would take the risk. He needed the money desperately. He was dmost
broke and the Leaf did not come cheap.

So lost in thought was he, he dmost didn't notice the large party enter. He looked up, hoping to seethe
Duchess, but ingtead, saw agroup of men, led by awoman. At first, they approached the bar. Then,
between one second and the next, the fighting started.

As hedrew his blade and advanced, he knew it was Skandl and her men. The attack caught him off
guard. He had not expected trouble from that quarter.

He threw himsdlf into the melee. Mot of his men were here and agpparently so were most of Skandl's.
He had no time to think; he smply reacted, blade everywhere. He made hisway toward the sairs,
fighting off three men a once. He stayed calm, dlowing hisbody to react. If he fatered, if he thought for
one second, he would |lose concentration and with it hislife.

But Denworceno had fought too many battles, had learned too many lessons the hard way. He fought his
way up the stairs, hoping to get a better handle on what was happening. He was momentarily distracted
as new figures ran through the door. He did not see who they were, but somehow doubted they were on
hisside. Heredoubled his efforts against the men before him.

One of the men, asoutherner by thelooks of him, fell to Denworceno's blade, only to be replaced by
Skandl herself. Now, the commotion below was so great Denworceno could not help noticing. He risked
aglance, fearing it would give Skand| the opportunity she needed to finish him, but she too had spared a
second to find out what transpired below.

The Duchess group had entered and apparently between Tanrif and the Bladesman, the entire course of
the battle had turned in hisfavor. Tanrif, screaming like amadman, seemed to be everywhere. Wherever
he moved, enemiesfell before hisfierce ondaught. If Denworceno had not seen it, he would not have
believed it possible. There was no stopping the outlander, as he worked his way towards the stairs and
Skandl.

The Bladesman did not dive into the fray, but instead hovered close to the Duchess, ways defending,
never dlowing himsef to be drawn out. Cyanne chose her targets carefully; throwing knives hitting a
shoulder here, athigh there, dwaysin time for one of Denworceno's men to finish off an opponent.

Andres himself proved his swordsmanship that night, escaping with only aminor leg wound. Eachtimean
opponent fell, the captain would take a second to tip his cap to them.

Denworceno spent amoment taking in the scene, then turned again to face his opponent. Skand! turned
to regard him at the same moment. She raised her blade and attacked.

By thetime Tanrif gained the Stairway, there was but a single man between him and the dueling
mercenaries. The man had superior position, but Tanrif's fury was unstoppable. Like the rest of the men
he fought that night, so too did thisman fal. Even as Tanrif dispatched hisfind opponent, he redized he
was too late. Denworceno had been disarmed and as he watched, Skandl thrust her blade through the
mercenary's midsection. As the combatants realized what happened, the entire battle gradualy cameto a
standdtill.

Down in the tavern proper, Denworceno's men, and Skandl's dike, looked on as the aging mercenary
fell. Skandl yeled down from the balcony, "Alas, men of Denworceno. Y our leader has deserted you.”



The reaction below ranged from hopel essness to anger, but with the death of their leader, the fight had
gone out of them. Denworceno's men stood stunned. They had watched him cheat death so many times,
none had ever envisoned this moment. Tanrif, however, was enraged. He released ahowl! so bestid in
nature it raised the hairs on even the most seasoned veterans. He charged. Two of Skandl's men moved
to meet him. Though both were experienced, neither could defend againgt the outlander. He carved them
asif they were aholiday roast. They didn't even dow his advance. Skandl's eyes widened and she legpt
from the ba cony, landing on her fedt.

Suddenly, Denworceno's men began to move. Skandl saw the odds, didn't like them and fled. As soon
asthey saw that, her men followed. A few of Denworceno's men wanted to take after them, but their
leader lay stricken on the ba cony and no one would desert himin hislast moments of life.

Tanrif ran to the mercenary and cradled him in hisarms. The man was pale, but till managed to amile,
displaying amouth full of yellow teeth.

"I'mtoo old for this sort of thing..." The smile remained on hislips even after he went limp. Tanrif took
Denworceno's sword and raised it high above his head.

"For Denworceno!™
Every eyein theroom wason him.

"It isthewish of every warrior to diein battle. So too, did Denworceno wish it. But unlesswe finish what
he started, his death has no meaning. Join me. Let ustake the lives of those who took your leader's. Let
us purge them from the face of Corithim. If need be, we will pursue them through the pit of despair,
rather than let this great man's death go unavenged.”

There was a profound silence, before an almost universal cheer shook Renegade's, down toitsvery
foundations. Almost as one, they turned and surged toward the door, though once outside, they waited
for Tanrif to enter the street and parted before him, so he could lead the way.

Even the injured joined the mob. Their eyes shone with pride and violence as they mounted their horses
and kicked them into a galop. Cyanne, the Bladesman and Andres rode at the back of the party. Like
Denworceno's men, they were swept up in the raw emation of the occasion.

When they reached the ranch house, they met no resstance. Skandl's men had lost the heart to fight. The
single sentry was taken out by an arrow before he could sound awarning. The enraged mercenaries
descended upon the structure.

Skandl's men were cut down like whest at harvest time. Even the Bladesman was caught in the battle
lust, leaving Andresto protect the Duchess, while he helped to finish off the enemy.

Toward the end of the battle, Tanrif noticed Skandl peering out of a doorway. As soon as she saw him,
shefled. He didn't hesitate to pursue.

She disappeared into the next room, just as he entered the first. He followed. As he entered the next
room, he expected to see Skandl ahead of him. Only at the last minute did he redlize she was standing
besi de the door, sword ready. He managed to dodge, but was unable to maintain his balance. She was
on him before he hit thefloor.

She moved like awhirlwind, swinging her wespon with the fury of her own fear. Shed seen what he
could do. Herolled, first one way then the other, trying to avoid each downward dash. He desperately
needed to regain hisfeet, but she never gave him the opportunity.



He squirmed and rolled, until she was able to maneuver him into a corner, never dowing her offense. It
was al he could do to block her frantic attacks.

Suddenly she lunged forward. Shelay across him, unmoving. Tanrif screamed and tried to roll out from
under. When he redlized her body had gone limp, he stopped struggling and shifted her off him.

Only then, did he see the knife protruding from between her shoulder blades. Without warning, fatigue
coursed through his body. He barely had strength to raise his head and look at the door. Cyanne stood
there beside Andres, wearing alopsided smile, asif she didn't have the strength to muster afull one. She
was swegting and breathing hard.

Tanrif sumbled to her and they embraced. All he could think about, as he felt his knees buckle, was how
easy killing had become. He lgpsed mercifully into unconsciousness.

Parth was ablond man, not tall, but massive. He had blue eyes, yellow teeth and atangle of hair on his
chin gpproaching red from blond. If Denworceno had a second in command, this was the man. Tanrif
and the Bladesman sat across from him a asmal round table at the ranch. Tanrif needed to rest, but
there was too much to do.

Parth's voice, harsh on the ear, was as unpleasant as his appearance.

"Were till for hire, but I need to know more about the job. If it were up to me, | would do it for free,
but mercenaries have to egt too."

Tanrif outlined the Situation and they spoke for along time. The Bladesman didn't say aword. Tanrif had
won these men over and it was with him they would ded. He listened though, making menta notes as
they laid their plans.

Only after Parth went to round up his men, did the Bladesman spesk. "It's going to take amiracle, you
know."

"I'm beginning to believe in miracles. Somehow, we're going to pull it off.” "Shebamakeit 0. Weare
lessthan thirty, against four hundred trained palace guards. Assuming Lord Zelaran hasn't arranged
additiona surprisesfor us."

"I've been thinking about him. Isit possible this Zelaran has some sort of power over Penthor? Cyanne
swears the Duke could never have betrayed her father.” "' Cyanne hasn't seen Penthor in over fifteen
years. | wasthere. | will not argue apoint | cannot prove. | know only this. Only Penthor could have
guessed where | was going and arranged for assassins to take me out. If Zelaran wasinvolved from the
beginning, then he was till the Duke's vassal. Perhaps once he gained the throne, Penthor saw no further
resson to hidehim.”

Tanrif shrugged and yawned, hisfatigue returning full force,

"It may be asyou say. In any event, the question of Penthor'sloyatieswill not be settled tonight. I'm
going to bed."

Tanrif spread out his bedroll on the floor and without further comment lay down onit. He was o
exhausted he didn't even have the strength to fed uncomfortable. Momentsater, hefell adeep.

Lord Zelaran jerked awake, reaching for the dagger he kept beside the bed. Before he could grab it, a
powerful hand closed around hiswrigt.

"Silence." The Dark One'svoice issued from the darkness. In his half awake state, Zelaran could dmost
believeit was Darknessitsdlf that spoke. "We have much to discussand little time.”



Zdaran sat up and shook the deep from hiseyes. "What's happening?’

"Skandl has betrayed me. She has dready forfeited her life, but unfortunately, Cyanne and her supporters
arefree and on their way to Gondylar."

"How many are we talking about?"
"Perhapsthirty men."

Zdaran chuckled. "Am | supposed to quake in my boots because one of them is the Bladesman? How
do they intend to take the paace?’

"l don't know."
"But surely one of your psychics..."

The Dark One cut him off. "They have joined forces with aman that somehow protects them from
scrying. | do not know who heis, but it isvitally important | find out.”

"Still, what can thirty men do againgt the entire paace guard?”’

"Do not become overconfident, Lord Zelaran. There are powersin the universe far greater than anything
you have yet experienced. Even my own vast reserves are minuscule compared to some of the forces out
there”

Zdaran shuddered. It was difficult for him to concelve of anything as powerful asthe Dark One of
Vykon. If there were asorcerer of even greater power with the Duchess, there would be no stopping her
ascengon.

Asif reading his mind, the Dark One spoke. "I do not know the nature of their aly, but | do know heisa
warrior of great prowess. He also may have on him amagica item that somehow magnifies his natural
abilities”

"How can | prepare for something with which I'm unfamiliar?’

"You can't. You can prepare for the worst. Convince Penthor to close the gates of the city. Have him
triple his guard. Take whatever precautions you can think of, but don't wait. It won't be long before
Cyanne and her entourage will be banging on the gates of Gondylar. Y ou'd better be ready for them,
because thisisyour find chance.”

"It will bedone

"Seethat it is. Nor will | beidle while you work on Gondylar's defenses. | have asilent assassin seeking
Cyanne even as we speak.”

"Hewill never get past the Bladesman.”

"No human assassin could, but this particular creature is smal enough to enter their camp unnoticed and
deadly enough to do the job. Just make certain you handle your end of things.”

With those words, the Dark One vanished from the room, leaving behind a disturbed and pensive
servant.

It wasahaot night in High Gondylar.



"Asif there were another kind," thought Tanrif.

He tossed and turned on his bedroll, unable to deep. It had been two nights since the massacre at the
ranch, but many questions till remained unanswered.

Though Cyanne's return to Gondylar was rumored, Skandl had been waiting for them on the Gondylarian
frontier. How had she known they'd be there? Who & se knew? None of Skandl's men had survived long
enough to answer questions. That had been an oversight on his part; one he was not likely to repeat. Too
late now.

Had Penthor really gone over or was he just apawn in someone else'sgame? If so, it would haveto be
someone with great influence. Who in High Gondylar wielded that kind of power?

Gradudly, he became aware of eyesin the night. Slowly, dmost casudly, herolled onto hisside. Only a
few feet away, it sat coiled as serpents do. They had snakesin Ularon, but only acouple of feet long,
nothing like the six-foot specimen at which he stared. Its head was smadll, but sported alarge hood that
extended on ether Sde of itsneck. Tanrif felt dmost hypnotized as he followed its swaying motion. Its
eyes, he redlized, were not on the head, but on the hood.

It opened its mouth, reveding curved white fangs that gleamed in the moonlight. Itsforked tongue
flashed, aflicker of movement inthe dtill night air.

Sowly, hisright hand groped for his sword. He did not dare take his eyes from the creature. He might
not have been ableto look away, evenif hetried. As he grasped the hilt, he knew it wastoo late. Both
he and the creature froze, gazing into each others eyeslikelong lost lovers. Tanrif was never ableto
explain what he felt that day, but it was asif hefelt kinship to the creature.

A voice brought him back to his senses; Cyanne's voice. She spoke casudly, totally unaware of the
intruder. He wanted to warn her, but found himsdaf mute. It was easy to believe for that second nothing
on the face of Corithim moved.

Then, the serpent struck at her ankle. Tanrif's hand shot out, blocking the snake's mouth with hiswrist.
He stiffened as sharp fangs sunk into his flesh. Somewhere, he heard Cyanne scream and wondered why
it should sound so far away.

For the second time that evening he met the serpent's gaze, only thistime he saw sorrow initscold
reptilian eyes. It disengaged its fangs from his hand and dithered away. Tanrif climbed unsteedily to his
feet asthe Bladesman arrived, throwing knife already in hand. He pulled back hisarm to cast the blade,
but Tanrif, acting on ingtinct, hit the Bladesman'swrist, deflecting the throw. Before anyone e se could
draw aweapon, the creature disappeared into the tall grass.

Therewere voicesin the night, but Tanrif heard them asif they were cdling from afar off hill.

The Bladesman, furious his shot had been blocked. Cyanne, screaming Tanrif had been bitten. Andres
trying to calm everyone down and treat Tanrif'swound at the sametime.

Tanrif fell to hisknees, gasping for breath. His vison went out of focus, but for afew moments, his head
cleared enough to hear the Bladesman say, "It was afire viper. There's nothing we can do.”

Tanrif was plunged into aworld of tota insanity. He saw demons and gods fighting never-ending battles
on planes of fire, while beings hideous beyond imagination, cheered them on. The fire surrounded him
and he screamed in an agony far beyond anything he'd ever felt. He screamed until the dream ended at
which time he sank silently into the darkness.



It was dawn and al was slent, except for the sobbing of the Duchess. She knelt by Tanrif and cried. She
prayed to every god she had ever heard of, even onesin which she did not believe, pledging her unending
loyalty if only her love might be returned to her. It was hopeless. The one love of her life was gone, taking
with him their chances of success.

Denworceno's men followed him and no other. What made it worse, he died saving her life. A cause
worth dying for. Cyannetried to gain control, but found time and again, the tears would not stop.

"Y our Highness," said the Bladesman softly, knedling beside her. "We can't stay here. It's not what he
would have wanted.”

Sheraised her eyes, defiance overshadowing her grief. "He still breathes. He may live yet.”

The Bladesman shook hishead sadly. "He was a brave warrior. And he died preserving your life. But as
brave as hewas, and as skillfully as he swung a sword, there can be no question of the outcome. No
human has ever survived such abite.” "Maybe it wasn't afire viper.”

She looked again at the stricken man. His face was peaceful, asif nothing would ever disturb that deep.
And then, amiracle. Words emerged from hislips. Softly spoken, impossible words.

"I do not think | shal dietoday." His green eyes opened and dowly, he turned his head, trying to focus.
"Itisnot yet my time."

"But it was afireviper," indsted the Bladesman. "It'simpossible.”

Sowly, with great effort, Tanrif propped himsaf up on one arm. He looked at the Bladesman, adight
amileplaying acrosshislips.

"Y ou don't have to be so happy.”

Andresfrowned. "It could be you are not Tanrif at al, but one of our enemies possessing his dead body."
Hedidn't want to say it, but agreed with the Bladesman. Surviving such a bite was not within the realm of

possbility.
"Could it not also be that the magic necklace protects him?' asked Cyanne. " Are not such amulets known
in High Gondylar?'

Cyanne was a once relieved and worried. Insde, she knew Tanrif should not be talking right now, yet
found it impossible to believe that another could possess her lover's body without her sensing it.

"l amtired,” said Tanrif, lowering himsalf back to the ground. "Y ou argueit out, and when you decide
who | am, let me know, okay?"

He closed his eyes and drifted back into blackness.

She was the most magnificent woman held ever seen. So beautiful it was dmost painful to look at her.
She stood beside him in the clearing, somehow visible in spite of the surrounding darkness.

The blue silk gown she wore only barely velled her perfectly proportioned body. Her eyeswere black
and contained within them al of space and time. When helater tried to picture her, he would not
remember whether she was blond, brunette or redhead. Her voice, when she at last spoke, was the wind
and rain. She cdled him by name and though he heard her, he could not bring himself to speak or even
think. Cyanne did not enter hismind, afact for which hewould later fed guilty.



"Y ou think you are dreaming, but thisisreal. Morered than anything you have ever experienced.”
In spite of her magnificence, he found hisvoice. "Who are you?"

"l am lorana, the Goddess of Magic. | trust you find my form pleasing.”

He could only nod.

"I find your form pleasing aswdll. It isfitting you should be my agent.”

Hismind reded, unable to form the questions he knew he needed to ask. He shook hishead to clear it,
but was unable to connect any two words that made sense. The Goddess was still speaking, and hearing
her words were far more important than any idea he might have had.

"Long ago, my favorite High Priest was killed by a Sarithan Assassn. My anger knew no bounds.”
Tanrif was surprised at the sound of hisown voice. "Y ou did not strike him dead, great Goddess?!

"I could not. Thereis a pact between the gods. We do not directly interfere with the mundane world.
Instead, we work through agents. This agreement between godsis necessary. If Sarith hersdf killed my
man, then | would have to avenge myself on her. A war amongst the godsis far more devagtating than the
tiny battlesthat occur on Corithim. The very reflections of our battleswould lay waste to your entire
world for eons. The priceistoo high. So while | would wish harm to Sarith, | may only strike at her
servants and only through servants of my own. Thisis our way."

Her eyes met his and he worshipped her. There was no path for him, but to do her bidding, no matter
how difficult or dangerous.

"What must | do?" he asked hoarsely.

The blackness returned and engulfed him. He was adeep, yet till, part of his mind touched the plane of
the gods. lorana's voice danced around him like a spring breeze on a autumn day.

"Y ou must destroy the Sarithan Assassins.”

He woke with agtart, dmost surprised to find himsdlf dive. The srange dream, if it was adream, stayed
with himinvivid detall.

It was till dark and most of his companions were adeep. Standing to the side, Tanrif thought he could
make out the shape of two of Denworceno's men...no, Parth's men, keeping watch. Beside him, Cyanne
lay adeep on abedroll. It touched him she had forsaken her tent to be near him.

Quietly, Tanrif stood and stretched, feding better than he thought he had any right to feel. He moved to
the edge of the camp and gazed into the surrounding darkness. Images of the days past ran through his
mind. Images that might be painful to examine, but he forced himself just the same.

He thought about Galith and how he amost died in Stratus, and wondered if it was an accident he had
found the Shop of Demendil in hisddirium. Had it only been months ago?

He thought about the Mines of Silverguard and how improbable it was that his encounter with phantoms
had led him to a Amulet of Dreaming. He thought about the events of the last week, and how his anger
had driven him to kill more men than he could count. Hetried to find athread of guilt and was angry he
could not dredge up the emation.

He had been manipulated by the Goddess of Magic. Hislife was hers, down to the training he'd received



asaboy. She pulled the strings and he danced for her--and around him, people died. He sighed, amos,
but not quite wishing he was back on his father's ranch, or even till working on the docks. Life had once
beensmpler.

He scanned the darkness, not knowing what he was looking for, perhaps only to dlow himsdf a
moment's distraction.

Somewhere out there, the most powerful brotherhood on Corithim was trying to kill him. Nor would they
stop aslong asthey remained dive. His amile beneath the moonlight was grim. He would not, could not
rest, until every last Sarithan Assassin lay dead.

If anyone had doubts asto Tanrif'sidentity, they did not voice them. Cyanne was sure the man who rode
beside her wasindeed the man sheloved. Parth and his men never fatered in their acceptance.

For another week they rode, day by day getting closer to the great walled city. Now and again they met
travelers on the road. News from the city was not good. The gates of Gondylar had been closed to
travelers. To get in, you had to send a message to the palace first. Apparently, Penthor was ready for
them.

On amoonless night, more than two weeks after departing the City of Crossed Swords, the walls of
Gondylar were first sghted. Asthey drew closer, Tanrif became more impressed. Hed never seen such
adgtructure. Stratus was asmall town compared to the fortress-city.

At the sight of the fifty-foot high sconewalls, his hopes of victory sank. He had been picturing the
Chancdllor's mansion in Stratus, not an impenetrable stone barrier.

Stll they continued onward, each of them wondering the same thing. How would they get inside without
derting the pdace?

Severd hours later, the Bladesman approached the wall and placed hisright hand flat on its hard surface.
Helet hismind drift. It was good to be home,

The Bladesman led them away from the city's main gate. They walked for more than aleague, before he
stopped and turned to face them.

"Here we enter the city. Stay together and try to move asasingle unit. If we are discovered before we
reach the palace, we are done."

With those words, he turned to the wall and began to push againgt it. When Tanrif saw what he was
doing, he added his strength to the Bladesman's, and dowly, a section began to recede.

Until that moment, the trueimmengty of the structure had e uded Tanrif. The wall was more than ten feet
thick. The large stone block |eft just enough space for the party to squeeze through one at atime, into a
hidden corridor that ran within the wall itsdf. Lanterns werellit, but no one spoke. The Bladesman waited
until everyone was inside before diding the entrance closed. His voice was awhisper, but the echoes
madeit seem loud.

"This entrance to Gondylar islong forgotten. | believe even Penthor isunaware of it. This passage will
gain us accessto the city. | can guide you down streets that are seldom patrolled, but | have been gonea
long time and things may have changed. Anyone who sees us must be silenced. If the pdaceis
forewarned, we will never takeit." With those words, he turned and began to walk.

It was ten minutes before the Bladesman stopped. He seemed to be searching for some mark and
nodded with satisfaction when he found it. The Bladesman pushed againgt the inner wall and part of it



moved outward, alowing them entrance to the city. He motioned for the othersto wait and dipped into
the Gondylarian night.

Tanrif looked at Cyanne, one shadow among many, standing just off to hisleft. "Thereisagood chance
wewill al dietonight. | just want you to know | love you, my Duchess. | will dwaysloveyou.”

He could not read her expression in the gloom, but when she spoke, her voice caught in her throat.
"Perhaps some will dietonight, my love, but not you. Y ou areindestructible.”

Tanrif laughed softly and took her hand. "We will soon see just how indestructible. He took a step
closer asif to embrace her, but instead knelt.

"I shdl live to see you on the throne and the desth of your parents avenged. So do | swear before al the
gods and their minions."

Tearsformed in Cyanne's eyes, though she shook them away. It should have surprised her that Tanrif
knew the ancient Gondylarian ceremony, but it did not. Too often, the youth from across The Mistress
had exceeded her expectations. The Bladesman returned. Tanrif rose.

"Move asquickly and quietly as possible.”

He turned without waiting for aresponse and reentered the city. Tanrif followed him out. The
mercenaries behind them moved like thieves as they wound their way down deserted streets towards the

palace.

Not asoul stirred about them and in fact, the avenues were so empty the Bladesman suspected a curfew
had been ordered. It made their task that much easier. He paused often, motioning for the othersto wait,
while he scouted ahead.

Only once did he spy an armed party, but they were moving away. He waited until they were well out of
earshot before he signaed the others. They reached the palace undiscovered. Now came the tricky part.
Agan, he sgnaled for them to stop, while he gpproached the main gate. Hopefully, he would know the
guard on duty.

He approached cautioudy, waiting to be stopped. He made it dl the way to the bars before he was
noticed.

"Who'sthere?'

The Bladesman moved his head closer to the lantern. He recognized the guard's voice before he was
close enough to see him. The man'snamewas Torsus.

"Remember me?'

The guard gasped. When he spoke again, it wasin awhisper. ™Y ou shouldn't be here. Word isyou'rea
traitor.”

"And you believethat?™
“No."

The Bladesman smiled and motioned the man closer. "I have served the throne faithfully for more years
than anyone. | would never do anything to hurt Dathan. And now, | gpproach the castle by mysdlf, to
hear these words from your lips." He hung his head asif in pain.



The guard stepped closer. "Most of the guards don't believe it, but what can we do? It's Zdlaran. He's
the only one Penthor listensto. | wish the Duke were il dive." "Dangerouswords,” said the Bladesman.
"Ligen..."

The Bladesman's hand shot between the bars and grabbed Torsus by the neck. The knifein his other
hand went to the guard's throat.

"l am no traitor. Penthor is. | have the rightful heir to the throne with me, Dathan's daughter Cyanne.
Openthegateand I'll Iet you live. | have no quarrd with you, but | must get insgde. | can dlow nothing to
sop me."

The Bladesman waited amoment, prepared to use the knife if he must. At asingle nod from the guard, he
released him.

"Just unlock the gate."
The guard massaged histhroat, while athousand conflicting thoughts raced through hismind.

"I'm not asking you to open the main gate. | am done. If you want, | will pass you my wegpons through
the barsfirgt and enter unarmed. All | ask isthat you let mein.”

Intheend, it was Tarsus inability to see the Bladesman as atraitor that made the difference. He looked
around, then removed the key from his belt. He unlocked the door and pushed it open just enough for the
Bladesman to enter.

Onceinside, Kestryl bowed. ™Y ou will be rewarded for this."
The Bladesman's hand shot out and hit the guard, knocking him unconscious. "At some point.”

He stepped outside again and motioned for the othersto join him. He waited impatiently for them to
arive.

It had been easy o far, but gaining entrance to the castle was not taking the throne. The night was still
young. Origindly, he had planned to gain access through the servants quarters, but just as he began to
move, they were spotted. One of the guards on his rounds saw them and started to shout. The guard
turned and ran, continuing as he went to make noise.

Tanrif pulled the short bow from his shoulder and in one swift movement took him out, but the damage
had been done. Stedlth was no longer anissue.

The Bladesman ran forward, Tanrif beside him, the othersfollowing asthey entered. It wasimperative
they reach the main entrance before one of the guards could drop the portcullis. They ran dong the west
wall of the castle and turned north at the end. The gate was still open, but therewas aflurry of activity
within. None of the guards had projectile weapons, which was indeed fortunate. A good archer could
have single-handedly put them out of commission.

Guards were collecting in the main hall, though the portcullis had not yet been lowered. Thefirgt thing you
doif the outer perimeter is breached isto drop the palace gate. Why they had yet to do sowasa
mystery to him. He made amenta note to rectify the deficiency, as soon as Cyanne regained the throne.

Hewas amog at the entrance, only astep ahead of Tanrif, when the great iron gate began to fall.

He didn't have time to think through the consequences. He dove forward and rolled under the portcullis,
just asit dammed closed. When herose, to his surprise, Tanrif was standing beside him.



Cyanne, Andres and the mercenaries were locked out. It was the two of them againgt the entire palace
guard. The Bladesman took off at a dead run acrossthe main hal, Tanrif on hisheds. The guards,
surprised any of the intruders had made it through, only now began to move. Even asthey approached,
the Bladesman's goa became obviousto Tanrif.

Acrossthe hdl, anarrow stairway led upwards. A single man might be able to hold a great number of
adversaries, if he could gain those stairs. Tanrif raced forward, gaining his objective astep ahead of the
Bladesman.

"Upthedairs" shouted the Gondylarian, "down the narrow corridor to the right. Raise the gate, I'll hold
them.”

Tanrif needed no further urging.

The guardstried to take the stairs, but many were new and the Bladesman's experience and superior
position carried the battle, for awhile at least. Still, it would not be long before someone fetched a bow
and the Bladesman would have to retreat. For now, he did whatever he could to buy Tanrif time.

Tanrif, sword drawn, gained the second level. Two guards approached, weagpons drawn, but he could
tell from the way they held themsdlves they would pose little problem. He made short work of them,
barely even waiting for them to fall, before searching for the corridor the Bladesman had described. Only
one such passageway fit the description.

Heran down itslength, until he reached adoor at the end. He kicked it in, not bothering to seeif it was
locked. The mechanism to raise the gates was smply arope wound around a crank. It looked heavy,
and the length of the crank handle told Tanrif it had been designed for more than one operator.

Still the Bladesman was depending on him. He sheathed his weapon and placed both hands on the
wooden handle. He strained againgt the weight of it, but dowly pulled the crank afull revolution. Then
another. He could hear the cheers from outside as the gate rose, first afew inches, then afoot. He
strained againgt itsweight for aslong as he could, but eventually it became too heavy and he was forced
torelesseit.

To hissurprise, the crank stayed where he left it. Apparently, there was some mechanism that kept the
gate doft.

Hisintention was to run back down to aid the Bladesman, but the Gondylarian met him at the top of the
steps. The sounds of battle from below told Tanrif the others had made it through.

The Bladesman yelled over thedin. "Thisway."
Tanrif again drew his sword and followed, never |ooking back.

They ran through paace corridors. Passing servants, the only people they encountered, dove out of the
way. Within minutes, they reached the throne room entrance. To the Bladesman's surprise, the doors
were wide open. Perhaps the news from below had not yet reached thisfar.

Penthor sat on the throne, surrounded by a dozen guards, no doubt the best the palace had to offer. The
gpan of time had changed the Duke. His eyes held a smoldering fire the Bladesman had never before
seen. Tanrif rounded the corner and like the Bladesman stopped.

Penthor rose and spoke, his voice echoing throughout the chamber. "Y ou dare to bring weapons into the
presence of the Duke of High Gondylar?'



For an answer, the Bladesman drew both of his blades. "Have you sounded the Horn?"

Fear crept into Penthor's eyes, but he didn't back down. "1 am the Duke of High Gondylar. You area
rebd and traitor. | will watch you die." With those words he sat upon his throne and the palace guard
attacked.

The Bladesman advanced, using both swords. Tanrif, screaming in Taovarian, charged into the fray.
Clearly they had expected more trouble from the Bladesman than a young outlander, so at first Tanrif had
aneadertimeof it.

From the throne, Penthor observed the melee. The young man's reckless style pointedly contrasted with
the Bladesman more defensive posture, but for al that, guardsfell.

Penthor did not believe two men could beat his best dozen guards, but it seemed, for atime, they would.
Then, the outlander became engaged in aduel with one of Penthor's best, while another moved in behind
him.

Tanrif searched for an opening, swesat dripping from hisforehead. He could sense the man behind, though
there was nothing he could do about it. If he turned his atention from his opponent for even amoment,
he would be dead.

"Bladesman," he yelled, though he knew there was nothing the more experienced warrior could do to
hdp him.

Kestryl glanced in Tanrif's direction and immediately grasped the Situation. Without amoment's
hesitation, he jumped away from his opponents and threw one of his swords. The blade entered the
guard's back and emerged from his chest. The man behind Tanrif fell, hisblade clattering to the stone
floor.

Without his second sword, the Bladesman didn't fare aswell. Two guards pressed him backwards.
Another three till stood between him and the throne.

For another minute, the battle wore on, then it happened. The Bladesman's sword was knocked from his
grasp. On the throne, Penthor smiled triumphantly. 1t would not be long now.

The Bladesman took another step backward and felt the ssone wall behind him. "It'samost over,
Outlander!™

He had never called Tanrif that before. Rage filled the young warrior. It couldn't be over. Not after all
they'd come through. Not when they were so close.

In afit of fury, Tanrif knocked his opponent's blade aside and jumped past him, dodging wildly as
Penthor's rear guard swung at him. Tanrif kicked the man away, and with one great |leap, gained the stairs
to the throne. He placed the point of his blade to the Duke's neck. The battle for the throne of High
Gondylar was over.

Chapter Sixteen - A Treasure Long Hidden

Cyanne ran through palace corridors, followed by Parth and his men. Andres was somewhere behind,
but sheld lost track of him in the confusion. She prayed she was not too late. Images of Tanrif lying dead
filled her thoughts until she wanted to scream. How could they have been so stupid? What had they been



thinking? They were only two men againgt the entire palace guard.

She reached the third floor and turned toward the throne room, ignoring the sudden painin her side. As
she gpproached, she listened for sounds of battle. WWhen she heard none, her fears grew like acancer in
her ssomach. She sumbled, but caught hersalf. Whatever awaited, she must continue. If anything
happened to Tanrif or the Bladesman, Penthor would pay.

She rounded the corner. The throne room doors stood open. In spite of her fatigue, she increased her
speed. She entered and stopped, stunned at the scene before her. Penthor and the guards that il lived
sat disarmed against the west wall of the throne room. Ironicaly, Penthor sat beneath the Horn of
Tenithior. She would soon have to ded with him. The thought gave her no comfort. The Bladesman
stood before them, while Tanrif stood further back, bow held ready.

She heard the others come up behind her. They aso stopped to stare. Tanrif smiled as he gestured to the
throne. "1 believe this belongsto you."

Hedid not attempt to disguise the tearsin his eyes.

Cyanne stared at the thrones, gray stone on agray pedestals. They were not magnificent, nor were the
steps leading up to them. It was athrone that should never have been hers, would never have been hers,
were it not for the Bladesman and Tanrif. She could dimly remember her father sitting there. Now the
seat was hers and with it, the responsibility of ruling the Dukedom. She had never redlly believed this
moment would come. Now that it was here, she didn't know what to do first.

She made a conscious effort not to look at Penthor. She walked toward the throne, feeling the weight of
leadership increase with each step. It seemed like it took her forever to climb the three steps cut into the
stone base. When she reached the top, she stood, looking down &t it.

She hesitated briefly before she turned and sat, keeping her face expressionless. It was not comfortable.
It would never be comfortable. It should never have been hers. Silencefilled the room. At the
Bladesman's prompting, the prisonersrose. All eyeswere on her...onher, expecting the Duchess to know
what to say. She scanned the room, hoping she looked regal.

"Penthor, stand before me."

Penthor stepped away from the wall and stood, defiantly meeting her gaze. The years had indeed
changed him.

The Bladesman moved to stand behind him. "Kned in the presence of your Duchess."

When Penthor made no effort to comply, the Bladesman kicked the back of his knee. Penthor fell
forward, landing hard on his hands. He started to rise again, but the Bladesman held him in position.
Penthor knew better than to struggle.

"Y ou stand accused of treason and have been accused of arranging the murder of Dathan and Amalga of
High Gondylar. What speak you?!

Kestryl dlowed him to rise. The color drained from hisface at the sound of Dathan's name. When he
gpoke, there was no evidence of hisearlier attitude.

"Young lady, | confess| did try to prevent you from taking the throne, but | did not, could not, have done
anything to harm the Duke and Duchess. If you are who you say you are, you know that. Asfor trying to
stop you, | was given the throne by Dathan himself and Amalga never gave any indication she disagreed
with that decision. | have been crowned Duke of High Gondylar. How can | be accused of treason?



More to the point, how can | believe you are who you say you are?’

There were gasps from many present. Cyanne looked thoughtful. "How indeed? What would satisfy you?
Anything | say could have been taught me by Kestryl. | anwho | claim to be."

"Then proveit."

"How?'

"TheHorn of Tenithior. If it sounds, | will accept your identity.”
"Bladesman, fetch the Horn of Tenithior.”

The Bladesman crossed to the wall and carefully removed the ancient relic. It wasthefirst time hed ever
held it. It was heavier than he thought it would be. The silence was complete as he turned and
approached the throne.

"Giveit to Penthor," she commanded, eyes growing hard.

Penthor took it and stared asif he'd never seen it before. All eyeswere on him as heraised atrembling
hand. He blew into the Horn. A rich, mellow sound filled the room. Tearsformed in hiseyes, but he
forced himsdf to continue blowing until he had no breath | eft. When he stopped, the Bladesman took the
Horn from him. Hefdl to hisknees.

"Y our Highness. | did not know...I thought..." The rest of hiswords could not be heard above the sound
of hissobs. The gods had spoken. Therightful ruler was once again on the throne. His own conclusions,
as certain as heldd been, wereincorrect, for no man could question the will of the gods.

Cyanne spoke. "'l do not, and never have believed you to be atraitor. If you are guilty of anything, itis
bad judgment. Hardly acrime againgt the throne. All charges againgt you are dropped.”

The Bladesman moved forward asif to protest, but asingle glare from the Duchessfroze himin his
tracks. He stepped back, and dropped his head. Penthor might be pardoned, but that wouldn't stop the
Bladesman from watching him.

"Tanrif, sand beforeme.”

Tanrif walked before the throne as Penthor had done, but knelt on one knee by his own choice. He
bowed his head and stared at his foot. The Bladesman nodded approval.

"Wereit not for your valor, | would never have reached the throne. | am forever indebted to you. For
your loya service, |, Cyanne, the Duchess of High Gondylar, knight you. Arise, Sir Tanrif, Knight of High
Gondylar.”

Hedidn't bother to hide his astonishment. At least he didn't cry. He met her gaze and she smiled at him.

"A celebration shal be held tomorrow at noon. Penthor will handle the preparations. In addition to
knighthood, for your service, devotion and love, | name you consort to the throne. A wedding feast will
be called for one week hence. Penthor, you will arrange that aswell.”

Many of those present gasped. It was unheard of for royalty to marry anyone not of noble birth. And
Tanrif wasn't just acommoner, but an outlander aswell. They couldn't have been more astonished if she
had chosen agoat as her consort. Cyanne smiled at the expected response. She was Duchess now and
thingsin High Gondylar were going to change.



"Bladesman, sand before me."
The Bladesman kndt.

"For your continuing service, | admit | am at aloss. | do not know how to reward you. Therefore, you
may make arequest, and if it isin my power, | will grant it."

The Bladesman rose dowly, looking & Cyanne asif no one else were present. "l wish only | serveyou
better than | served your parents. And only | may grant that.”

It was Tanrif's turn to nod.

Cyanne sighed. She had expected such an answer and could think of nothing he needed anyway. So...
"Very wdl, Bladesman. But should you require something, do not hesitate to ask for it."

He turned from the throne, even as Andres was called to knedl.

"Captain Andres, for your service and loyalty, | knight you Sir Andres, Knight of High Gondylar, and
offer you abarony.”

Andres stood and regarded Cyanne frankly. "If | may make asmall request, Y our Highness?'
Cyanne nodded.

"I have no desirefor land. My loveisthe sea. | wish only to return and serve Y our Highness as a Captain
in the Gondylarian navy."

Cyanne nodded once, aware of the growing murmur from those present. They had aready seen much
they had never seen before. Now, aman had turned down abarony. "Very well, Captain Andres, but it
would please me much if you would at least stay for the wedding.”

Andres smiled and winked at Tanrif. "Y our Highness, | wouldn't missit for the world.”
"Parth, stand before me.”
The mercenary stepped forward and bowed. He did not knedl, though no one said anything.

"Asthe new leader of Denworceno's men, you have a choice before you. Y ou will bewell paid for your
sarvice. Then you may return to the frontier, or if you wish, you and your men may remain in Gondylar as
my eiteguard.”

"My Lady. Wewill need timeto discussit.”

"And you shdl haveit. Until such time asyou are decided, you may stay in the palace as my persona
gueds.”

He smiled at her and stepped back to his men.

"Those of you who fought against me have achoice aswell. Svear featy to me now, remainin my
service or leave the pdace asfree men. | will not punish you for following orders.”

Many of the guards rose at once, but Penthor was thefirst to swear fealty that night. He was far from the
last. News of the magnanimous gesture spread throughout the castle and soon the room wasfilled with
those who wished to remain in the service of the Duchess. As each swore loydty, Cyanne gracioudy



appointed each to their previous posts. When it was all over, Cyanne dismissed everyone, except for
Penthor, the Bladesman and Tanrif.

Cyanne waited until the throne room doors were closed before she spoke.
"Okay, Kestryl. Tdll your tale to Penthor. Everything that happened since my mother's death.”

Penthor listened with growing astonishment as the Bladesman spoke. When he mentioned the assassins,
Penthor interrupted. "1 sent no assassins. | never would lower mysdlf to associate with such filth. Y ou of
al people should have known that."

"Then why, when | questioned him, did the assassin name you?'
Penthor didn't have an answer. Cyanne did.

"Because someone was trying to turn the two of you against each other. Perhaps the same person who
paid Skandl to take us. High Gondylar has a hidden enemy. That same enemy sent the storm that killed
my father. Penthor, why did you start dl of those rumors?’

"My man Zelaran has an extengve intelligence network. I've seen the proof of its accuracy on more than
one occasion. After Kestryl sent me that n's head, | began to suspect Amalga's death had driven
him over the edge. Lord Zelaran's reports supported the conclusion. | did what was necessary to secure
the throne"

"The House of Freyrath doesn't have such resources,” said the Bladesman. "At least it didn't when | left.”

"Which means," said Tanrif, ""he devel oped them after the fact. Someone placed him here. Our hidden

"WhereisLord Zdaran now?' asked Cyanne.
"In hisroom would be my guess.”
Penthor had dready turned toward the door. The others followed him from the throne room.

Lord Zelaran's room turned up empty and most of his persona possessions were gone. Cyanne sent a
page to check the stable. While they waited, they searched, though they learned nothing from what he'd
left behind. The page returned shortly. Lord Zelaran's horse was gone.

"Damn,” said Tanrif. "If only we'd known sooner. It's hard to fight an enemy you can't see.”

"Right," said Penthor. "We need to think. Who is powerful enough to summon a storm with motive
enough to want Dathan dead?”

Kestryl, who had been pacing, turned toward the others. "The Darkdom of Vykon."
"What?' asked Cyanne.

"The Dark One."

His comment was rewarded by three blank stares.

"When | wasin Stratus, Demendil showed me the swords used in the attack againgt his shop. Tanrif
thought it was the work of the Sarithan, but he was wrong. | examined the weapons. Demendil told me a
mage had taken up residence in acavern complex called Vykon. He cdls himself the Dark One. Those
blades bore hismark. If he'slived thislong, who knows what power he might possess.”



"Would this Dark One be capable of summoning astorm, such asthe onethat killed my father?"
"I'm not sure, but it's not out of the realm of possibility.”

"If he hasthat kind of power," said Penthor, ""he might have been the one to send the ns after you
aswell. He obvioudy knew whereto find Cyanne."

The Bladesman was stunned. The ideahad never occurred to him.

"And when | questioned the |ast assassin, he knew just what to say to throw me off track.” He looked at
Penthor. "I may well owe you an apology when thisisall done." Penthor shook hishead. "It is| who
should apologize. | was blind to have listened to Zelaran. Now what else can you tell us about this Dark
character?'

"Not enough. And the only man who might know has abandoned High Gondylar." He thought about the
empty caves of Dauber Uaks and wondered if the Dark One had had something to do with the mage's
disappearance. "1 believeit iswith Vykon and the Dark One we must ded.”

"After thewedding,” said Cyanne.

Tanrif closed his eyes adlowing the feather bed to carry him away from consciousness. For thefirgt timein
months, he was able to relax. Cyanne was on the throne and he was to marry her. For now, at least,
there were no battles to fight. It was good to befree, if for only ashort time.

It was to those thoughts he drifted off and in deep she came to him. He recognized the Goddess of
Magic from hislast dream. Thistime, she did not speak. He rose and followed her into the hall. Outside
they passed aguard, who paid them no mind. Tanrif had to remind himself it was adream. For along
time they walked, until he was completely disoriented. He tried to speak with her, but lorana remained
dlent. Finaly, just as he fdt he was on the verge of some important discovery...

Rapping on hisdoor caled him from deep. Part of him fought the rise to consciousness, but in the end he
was called back, hisdream all but forgotten. "What...who isit?'

"Penthor.”

Outside, the Gondylarian sun beamed through the windows, promising yet another warm day.

"What do you want?' Go away. | want to sleep.

"Breakfast will be served shortly, after which your training begins™

Tanrif 9ghed and sat up, muscles protesting the movement.

"l just helped take over a Dukedom. Don't | get aday to recover?’

"I think not."

Tanrif rose, ignoring the pain in hislegs, and donned his clothes. He walked to the door and opened it.
"Traning? Wha traning?'

"Asroya consort, you have certain obligationsto meet. Y ou have to learn proper court etiquette.”

"| see. Give meaminute.”



Hewalked to the basin and filled it from the pitcher Sitting next to it. While he washed up, Penthor kept a
running monologue on what the day would hold for him, but Tanrif waan't listening.

He had been in the middle of adream. Something about |orana and the Gondylarian paace. He could
amost remember, but each time he thought he had it, Penthor would say something requiring aresponse
and it waslost again.

Finaly, with asigh of resignation, he followed Penthor from the room and gave up on the dream
completely.

It was abusy day for Tanrif. Penthor led him around, never once stopping to rest histongue. Tanrif
ignored most of what he said. He wastired and annoyed.

In the morning, he wasfitted for armor, but until it was made, they had to find something that fit him for
the ceremony. They eventually located a suit of plate, though it was heavy and uncomfortable even before
the day's heat kicked in.

He spent along time learning to move in it and vowed he would never own such armor. He didn't see
how anyone could fight wearing anything that bulky.

Penthor also rehearsed the knighting ceremony with him. Certain responses were required. By the end of
the morning, he had them memorized.

The midday meal was awelcome bresk. It was the first time since morning that Penthor left him in peace.
The respite was too brief however, and in short order the older man was back, filling his earswith yet
moreinanedrivd.

It wasn't that Tanrif didn't want to learn Gondylarian customs, he just thought thet after thelong march to
Gondylar and subsequent battle, hed have been able to relax for aday or two.

Hedidn't see any of the others until just before the ceremony, when he ran into the Bladesman. Penthor
had gone to check on last minute details, giving Tanrif amuch needed break. He greeted the Bladesman
enthusadticaly.

"Am| glad to seeyou.”

The Bladesman amiled briefly, then unsmiled, asif he thought better of it. "How isit going? Areyou
reedy?'

A look of exasperation crossed Tanrif's face. "Ready? With Penthor dogging my every step, how could |
not be? Even bees don't buzzallthetime"

The Bladesman's smile returned. He put acomforting hand on Tanrif's shoulder.

"Just think. After today's ceremony, it's only aweek until the wedding. My guessisyou're going to be
seeing alot of Penthor.”

""She should have had him executed.”

At that moment, Penthor returned. Still smiling, the Bladesman strolled away. Thelast thing he heard was
Penthor's voice.

"Now remember, when the trumpet is sounded...”

Cyanne, the Duchess of High Gondylar, sat on her throne. She till had trouble thinking of herself as



Duchess. She had anumber of choresthat had to be handled as soon as possible and didn't know how
to go about any of them. Perhaps she should have |eft Penthor on the throne.

Before her, members of the court sat impatiently, waiting for the knighting ceremony to begin. She
recognized severd from the day before, but couldn't remember any of their names. Among these were
nobles of houses known to beloya to Dathan. At least those who had aready been at the palace, which
was not many. They would spread the word amongst the others and the power playswould begin. She
did not look forward to it.

The ceremony would be small, but it was al Penthor could manage on short notice. It didn't matter. If all
it did was give Tanrif atitle, it would be enough.

The sound of atrumpet called her attention back to the moment. At the end of the throne room, guards
opened the double doors and Tanrif strode down the aidein full plate. She had to suppressasmile.

Tanrif moved with exaggerated caution that made him look amost pompous. She was certain the cause
for his doth was the armor, which, according to Penthor, held been complaining about al day.

As Tanrif made hisway down the aide, nobles craned their necksto get alook at him. Thiswas amost
dlly, asno part of hisbody wasvisble. Most of them would have to wait until the wedding to get their
first look at the new Duke. When he reached a place about ten paces before the throne, he knelt.

Cyannerose, Sgnding the gueststo do likewise. She began the ceremony. Tanrif did not completely
understand the words. Ancient Gondylarian was quite different than the modern language with which he
was familiar. It had something to do with loyalty and honor though. Those words, at least, had remained
the same.

Hetried to look at her, but found he was having difficulty focusing through the dit in hisvisor. Blasted
helmet. Hefdt asif hewasin an oven and the fact he had to stay on one knee throughout the entire
ceremony didn't help.

Cyanne had reached the point in her speech where he was required to respond. He remembered the
ancient Gondylarian words. Penthor had made sure of it. He felt uncomfortable with the language, but
performed admirably. In spite of hisirritating nature, Penthor was a good teacher.

Tanrif made it through the ceremony flawlesdy. When it was at last over, herose, dowly so hewouldn't
topple and immediately turned to exit.

Penthor warned him that if he stayed long, he would find himself surrounded by curious Gondylarian
nobles. Tanrif had no wish to be interrogated, so after the guards closed the doors behind him, he
returned as quickly as he could to hisroom. The sooner he could rid himsdlf of the plate mail, the happier
hewould be.

Unfortunately, he found he could not remove it without help. He did manage to remove the gauntlets and
the helm, but that wasiit. He waited for what seemed like eternity, until finaly there was aknock on the
door.

"Comein."
To hissurprise, it wasn't Penthor, but Cyanne. When she saw him, she burst out laughing.
"Doyou likeit so much?'

"Likeit?I'mtrying to figure out how to get it off."



Cyanne moved towards him. "Here," she said, only barely containing her mirth, "let me help.”

She deftly began undoing the ties and buckles. "All you had to do was summon a servant. That's what
they're herefor.”

Tanrif glared at her. "One might have said so in thefirst place.”

That night, Tanrif had the same dream, and again the night after. Each night loranacameto him and
guided him through countless palace corridors. Thistime, he remembered the dream upon waking, but
Penthor and histraining left Tanrif littletime to explore. Still, he used what time he did haveto his
advantage.

As Penthor led him through the castle from place to place, Tanrif continually looked for the corridor of
his dreams. He was certain he would recognizeit if he saw it...if it even existed.

Each day, Penthor would wake him early. Within minutes, the lessons would begin. For the most part,
Penthor spoke of the customs of the Dukedom and what would be expected of him as Duke, but there
was more. History lessons, legends and how to deal with the rest of the nobility also found their way into
the day'steachings.

Y et Tanrif found he had trouble concentrating. Each day, he became more and more obsessed with
finding the corridor. He thought about little el se.

Penthor became increasingly exasperated with Tanrif'slack of concentration. It eventudly became so
bad, he requested an audience with the Duchess.

"Areyou sure you want to go through with this? He's hardly what | would call royalty."

Cyanne sghed. She had seen the conversation coming, athough she didn't think it would happen so
soon.

"Perhaps not in the kingly sense, yet must | remind you he proved more loya than you."
Penthor bit back aresponse. He would not be distracted from his purpose.

"Y our Highness, surdly you understand what | mean. He has no regard for proper etiquette and is not
only aforeigner, but acommoner.”

"HeisaKnight of High Gondylar, Penthor. Y ou weren't born to royalty either, yet you sat on the throne
for dmogt ayear.”

"That istrue, but | wastrained for it. He does not wish to accept any formd training and, believe me, |
havetried. All he doesiswalk around asif in adaze."

Cyanne chuckled. " Perhaps he's never been in apaace before.”
"| find nothing entertaining about this Stuation.”

Cyanneturned away and walked afew steps to the window. When she again looked in his direction, she
looked anything but amused.

"Itistrue heisnot the portrait of nobility a Gondylarian might paint, yet heis strong and noble, intelligent
and sengitive. He will make a good husband and sire strong children. And | love him, Penthor. What else
should you need to know?"



"My Lady, though you are young, you are now the Duchess of amighty nation. Y ou have many
responsibilities. Loveis not aprerequisite for marriage, as1'm sure you're aware. Y ou could, for
example, marry a Dominan noble and bring peace between our two lands.”

"Peace with Domina? Never! My father would turnin hisgraveif he ever heard those words, especialy
fromyour lips.

"Dathan was agreat man, Penthor, perhaps one of the greatest that ever sat on thethrone. Yet he
married the woman heloved, even though she was Ethrdlen. Isthere some reason why | should not
follow my father's example? If not, this conversationisover. | will marry Tanrif as scheduled and thereis
nothing you can do to deter me. Speaking of the wedding, how are the plans coming?'

Penthor didn't get a chance to answer, for at that moment, Tanrif burst into the room. He was swegting
profusely and his bresth came in ragged gasps.

"Penthor...Cyanne."

Penthor winced at theinformality.

"Cyanne, may | speek to you aone?’

Penthor opened his mouth asif to protest, but the Duchess spoke firmly.
"Certainly. Penthor wasjust leaving. Weren't you, Penthor?"

The older man nodded and bowed before turning to exit. Cyanne saw him shaking his head before the
door closed.

"| think helikesme," said Tanrif. "Isthere any way | can seeaset of plansfor the paace?’
"I'm surethereis, but why?"

"Theres another Amulet of Dreaming here."

"Areyou certan?'

"Absolutdly. I've found the generd area, but can't get closetoit. I'm hoping the planswill give me some
due”

Cyanne ydled for a page and a young boy approached.
"Istherearoya architect?'

"I'm not sure, Y our Highness."

"Well, find out. If thereis, bring him too me."

The boy moved to comply.

The plans, when they findly arrived more than an hour later, showed little. The areain which Tanrif
sensed the Amul et appeared to be solid rock. There was no entrance from any side.

They searched the entire perimeter, but the paace walls yielded no clue. The Situation maddened Tanrif,
for he knew the Amulet was there, but had no way to reach it. After many hours of pursuing false leads,
Tanrif collgpsed againgt the corridor wall, tired and frustrated.



"If only | weren't so sure™
Cyanne embraced him, but there was nothing she could do.

Crow, the roya architect, was a good enough craftsman to read between the lines, but no matter which
way histhoughts traveled, they soon found themsalves at a dead-end. Only his natural Gondylarian
obgtinacy prevented him from giving up.

He continued to pour over the drawings, while Tanrif and the Duchess spoke in hushed whispers. The
ideagtruck him like lightning. At the sound of his shout, both the Duchess and the outlander turned to
look at him.

He seemed embarrassed by his outburst, but was too excited to apologize.

"Thereisaroom directly above this supposedly solid area. Perhapsthereisaway to gain access from
there

Before held even finished his sentence, Tanrif was dready on the move with Cyanne only astep behind.
Crow had to stop to gather the plans, and so they were forced to wait for him, once they'd topped the
dairs.

The architect led them down the corridor and around a corner to a second corridor that drew immediate
response from Tanrif.

"l know thisplace. | saw itin my dreams.

They were gripped by excitement as Tanrif opened adoor at the corridor's end. The room beyond was
indistinguishable from dozens of othersin the palace. It was adtting room. A number of large
comfortable chairs were scattered about, each with its own table besideit. A large ornate weave covered
the floor and handsome tapestries adorned two walls.

Tanrif began to move the furniture into the hdlway outside. Through the stone at hisfeet, he could sense
the Amulet directly below. There had to be away down!

Thefloor turned out to be solid. No door marred its surface. They had removed every piece of furniture
and the entire weave, before Tanrif finally gave up and dumped againgt the wall. He had been so sure.

The architect watched the progress with great interest. The young outlander's enthusiasm and confidence
had not been lost on him. He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled around the floor, tapping with
asmdl malet as hewent.

He did not expect to find anything and so was surprised when the sound changed. He tapped again to
make sure, but there was no mistake. The floor near the center of the room was not as solid asthe rest of
it. Tanrif and Cyanne were aready approaching. They had heard the difference too.

Tanrif motioned them back and unsheethed his dagger. Turning it backwards, he struck with dl his
srength. He watched with satisfaction as a section of the floor fell into the darkness below.

"Bring light," he said, without taking his gaze from the opening.

Cyanneremoved alamp from awall bracket and walked over, but even when she held it closeto the
hole, the rays from the lantern did not penetrate the blackness. Tanrif went so far asto lower the lantern
into the opening.



To hisamazement, the dark area ae the lantern'slight. He continued to lower the lantern until hisentire
hand entered the opening. It waslogt to darkness as soon as it passed through the floor. Tanrif turned
toward Crow.

"Get rope. I'm going down."

In another room, far away, the Dark Onefretted. Thusfar, dl his plans had cometo nothing. His brilliant
nation of the Duke and Duchess had led nowhere. Cyanne, who was as powerful as her father,
perhaps in some ways more powerful, sat on the throne. The Bladesman stood beside her, further
strengthening her position. And there was the matter of the outlander, who remained an unknown
quarntity.

What little the Dark One was able to learn about him, came from rumors and informants. He did not like
what he was hearing, though there were only two facts he considered rdliable.

Fird, thisyoung foreigner had been ingrumental in the defeat of Skandl. Already stories of thefdl of
Denworceno had immortalized the young warrior. If haf of what he'd heard could be believed, the
outlander was indeed formidable.

The only other fact the Dark One had come by, was that he wore amagic gem on achain around his
neck. One of his more knowledgeable informants had seen it and suggested it might be a Amulet of
Dreaming. The oddswere againgt it, but only afool would completely dismissthe possibility. Didn't he
himsdlf hold the fabled Gauntlet of Teleportation?

Which aso puzzled the Dark One. How could such apowerful relic have sat unprotected in acavefor so
long?Why hadn't the Bladesman found it? If that wasn't what he was |ooking for, why had he gone so far
out of hisway?

The possibility it had been placed there for him to find had crossed his mind, though for thelife of him, he
couldn't think of who would do so. Even Scarha had been unable to answer these questions.

Just asthe cave had been protected from scrying by the gauntlet, so must the outlander be protected by
the necklace. Magic too strong for the psychic to penetrate.He had to act. By now, they may well have
someideaasto theidentity of their hidden enemy. He could not afford the luxury of assuming himself
safe. Hewould not underestimate them again. He would have to hit strong and fast. It was the only way
he could maintain an advantage.

As he paced the room, adaring plan began to form. A strike so bold and unexpected it might just
succeed. In the darkness, he smiled. The next time he faced them, would be inhisdomain.

While Tanrif tied the rope around hiswaist, Cyanne paced the floor.
"Y ou're sure you know what you're doing?'
It was not the firgt time she'd asked since he announced his decision to descend into the darkness.

Tanrif checked the knot and shrugged. "When you're dedling with the unknown, who can say? All you
can do istake as many precautions as possible. Three guards will lower me down. The ropeistied about
my waist, so my handswill befree. In one hand I'll have adagger, in the other alantern. What € se would
you suggest?"

"I don't know. Just be careful, okay? Four days before the wedding, we don't need you injuring
yours=lf."Or worse. "Just take alook and come back up. Don't touch anything, okay?'



"Okay, but stop worrying. I'll befine.”

He kissed her and nodded to the guards who held the end of the rope. He sat by the edge of the hole
and swung hisfeet over. It looked asif hislegs ended just below the knee. He took a breath, as one
does before diving into apool and entered the area of darkness. Cyanne forced herself to watch as his

body dowly disappeared into the opening.

In spite of his reassurances, he held his breath as he descended. Once his head entered the area of
blackness, it was asif he had no eyes. He had never concelved of such total darkness and found the
experience both interesting and unnerving.

He continued to descend, though hisinability to see made it impossible to judge how far heéd come. A
short timelater, hissight returned. He released his breath and called up.

"Cyamne?’

There was no response. Perhaps the area of darkness absorbed sound aswell aslight. The very concept
madehim dizzy.

The room below was asmal bare chamber. The only objects breaking the gray monotony were the
four-foot tall white pedestal that stood in its center and the beautiful gold necklace resting uponiit.

Asthe guards above continued to feed rope, the pedestal grew closer and closer. He could clearly see
the gem st into the necklace and found he could not take his eyesfrom it. Once again, Tanrif was
captivated by an Amulet of Dreaming.

The dagger fdl from hishand. The dlatter of it hitting the floor didn't even register. All thoughts of caution
forgotten, he reached out and grabbed the gold chain, unable to remove his eyes from the scintillating
colors. Almost without thinking, he tugged on the rope. His descent stopped. He continued to stare at the
necklace, obliviousto the passage of time.

A level above him, Cyannelooked intently at the opening.
"He tugged once and that wasit," said one of the guards.
Cyanne walked to the edge of the opening and shouted, "Tanrif! Can you hear me? Tanrif... Tanrif!"

She waited only ashort time before she turned to the guards. "Bring him up.” The guards pulled on the
rope dowly but steadily, until Tanrif, necklace in hand, emerged from the darkness. Consumed as he
was, Tanrif only bardly realized he was moving. The effect of the gem on the guards was so strong they
amost dropped him. Cyanne was sei zed by the s multaneous urge to hug and kick him. As soon asshe
felt the pull of its power, she turned from it, so she would not be affected. Only after Tanrif was back on
solid ground again, did sherisk a closer look.

"It'sthe necklace of Elenol the Fair!"
"Thewhat?' asked Tanrif. Helooked around asif puzzled asto how he'd gotten there.

"Elenal the Fair was the fourth Duchess of High Gondylar. Legend says she had awonderful magic
necklace. When she died, there was agreat search for it. Many claimed it was hidden in the palace.
Most of the educated assumed it was amyth, but | don't think anyone knew it was a Amulet of
Dreaming. Perhgps not even Elenol hersdlf.”

"We mus be careful .



Now that he was free from its spell, he made sure not to look directly at it. "Unlike other magic artifacts,
the Amulets of Dreaming affect different people differently. This necklace might prevent aperson from
aging, or might kill them immediately. Thereisno way to know beforehand. | was extremely lucky when |
put on thefirst one." "Perhaps we can consult a psychic, or have amage do an augury, before we chance
it"

Tanrif held out the necklace. Cyanne took it, and they embraced.

The guards looked at each other and |eft the room. It seemed they were no longer needed.

Chapter Seventeen - The Wedding

Asthe nuptials drew nearer, Tanrif found he had preciouslittle time for himself. He was measured for
formal attire and trained in the complex ceremony which, to make things tougher, was written completely
in ancient Gondylarian. He was a so taught the intricate and beautiful wedding dance.

Penthor coached him on every aspect of public behavior. This Tanrif hated most, because it meant
congtantly having to be conscious of what he was doing and with whom. Things had never been this
difficult in The Skyshore Ream.

It seemed everyone in High Gondylar had a certain status and that status dictated each and every one of
their actions. Tanrif felt there was no reason for him to act like someone he wasn't, certainly not to
impress agroup of nobles he had nothing in common with anyway.

Penthor would have none of that however, and by the eve of the wedding, Tanrif was behaving likea
Gondylarian noble, dbeit grudgingly.

Penthor was pleased with himself. He'd taken an outlander who waslittle more than a barbarian and
taught him passable mannersin record time. The boy was still somewhat unpolished, but was at least
presentable. Penthor's feat wouldn't be found in the history books, but often it was the little things history
overlooked that made all the difference.

Nor was training the young outlander the only demand on histime. Besdes that thanklesstask, he aso
had to arrange aroya wedding in the smdl amount of time held been given.

He had interviewed amyriad of entertainers and selected a smal percentage of them to perform. Hed
prepared the menu and ordered the supplies from the market. He issued invitations to the nobles he
thought would be most likely to attend--at |east the ones he thought to be loyal--and il hiswork was
not done. Fortunately, he only had one more day to go. Then he would finaly be ableto relax.

Wel, not redlly relax. With Cyanne so new to her throne, his advice would be sought congtantly.
Unfortunately that meant spending more time with Tanrif. Penthor sighed, then laughed.

If Tanrif werethe worgt punishment he would suffer for his stupidity, he had done well.

When Cyanne opened her eyes, thefirst sght that greeted her was sunlight filtering through the twin wisps
of blue sk bordering her bedroom window. She stretched lazily, watching the play of color asthe breeze
gently shifted them about. Then sheredlized what day it was. Within hours, she would be married.

She thought about her decision to marry Tanrif. Penthor was againgt the union, as was the Bladesman.
Certainly mogt of the nobles wouldn't be happy ether. Wasit possible she was making amistake?



Many of the castle guards had taken to calling him Outlander, though in thisinstance the dur contained an
element of respect bordering on awe. Tanrif's exploits grew with each telling.

Even without embellishment they were impressive. He had earned the respect of the guards, but what of
the nobles? It was bad enough shewas haf Ethrellen. They might have tolerated that, but how would
they react to an outlander on the throne?

The support of the nobles was necessary. Without that support, the crown could easily become a
dangerous accessory to her wardrobe. History had played out that hand often enough for her to know it
astrue. If enough of the highborn were against you, you could not long hold the throne.

She rose and donned her robe, tying it at the waist. She walked to the portrait of her parents that hung on
thewdll over thefireplace.

Am | doing the right thing? Is this the man with whom | wish to spend the rest of my life?She
alowed imagesto fill her mind. She pictured Tanrif fighting, eating, laughing, deeping. Therewas
something about him that seemed to defy logic, asif what he looked like, and what he truly was, were at
odds with each other. What would her father have thought of him?Would her mother gpprove of her
marrying an outlander? She laughed. Her mother, being Ethrellen, had been held in even lower esteem.
Andshehad married alowly Gondylarian. At least, that's the way her parents had seen it. She thought of
something her father used to say. That it should come to her after so many years, bordered on
unbelievable. She could dmost picture him Stting on the throne, pipein hand, talking to ayoung knight or
noble.

"The only sure man isadead man. Therest of us have to take our chances."

She knew then sheld never be sure and it didn't matter. Tanrif had proved both hislove and loyalty
repeetedly. He had risked hislife in her defense any number of times. Could she do any lessfor him?
Over the course of time, she might regret her decision, but there was nothing to be done about it now.

Nothing, at least, but to prepare hersalf for the big day. She called a servant to draw a bath for her. She
was going to be married in afew short hours and had much to do.

"How do you expect meto movein this?' asked Tanrif for thethird time.

Penthor sighed. "L ook, thisisawedding ceremony, not abattle. You'll befine." "Easy wordsfor you.
You're used to this blasted hest. | fed like I'm being roasted.” Penthor smiled at the image. "Just relax. It
will be over before you know it."

He watched Tanrif as he laced up his shoes and tied them. When he looked up at Penthor, hisface held
something the older man had not yet seen there, an expression akin to uncertainty. In spite of hisdidike
for the young outlander, Penthor felt a pang of sympathy. Tanrif was amost certainly entering aSituation
for which he wastotaly unprepared.

"l guessthisisit. | mean, I'm really getting married. | can't believeit."
"Neither can|," agreed Penthor, under his bregth.

"What was that?"

"l sad, everything will befine

"l wish | had your confidence."



"Sodol,"” replied theelder, "sodo I."

The light buzz of conversation permested the air of the chapd. Many of the highborn were present
including barons and baronesses, high knights, viceroys and much of the clergy. The chapd was packed

to capacity.

Snatches of conversation rose up from the buzz only to belost again. Most of the court had not yet seen
Tanrif, but it waswell known he was born acommoner.

In sharp contrast to this deplorable fact, stories of his heroic exploitsin the name of the Duchesswere
aready well on their way to legend.

A single note from the harpsichord brought the room to silence. Not a person stirred. Even the colors
formed by the sun shining through the stained glass seemed to crystalize. Penthor himsdlf played the
instrument. Once he had everyone's attention, he began the ancient Gondylarian wedding march.

Notes, powerful yet subtle, floated over the guests, who turned in their seats, craning their necksto view
the bridal party. Severa young ladies and men of the House of Gondylar led the way, but the crowd
barely noticed them. They were waiting to see what the new Duke and Duchess looked like.

The collective gasp was probably more directed at the Amulet of Dreaming than at Tanrif himsalf. He had
not been sure he was going to wear it, but was happy he did. The guests, of course, had never seen
anything likeit and many were dready reforming their opinions of the young foreigner.

Hewalked dowly, evenregdly, up the aide, every eyefollowing his progress. Hafway to the dtar, he
stopped and knelt.

Cyanne entered, followed by her bridesmaids. It had been sixteen years since most of the court had seen
her and some never had. The quiet undercurrent of countless whispered conversationsinformed Penthor
the assembly was suitably impressed. The new Duchess was indeed beautiful.

There had been rumors, of course, but even the most vivid description did not do Cyanne justice. Her
light blue dresswas smple, yet elegant. She wore her black hair high, like acrown. She flowed smoothly
to where Tanrif knelt. If any had doubted her lineage before, they would be hard pressed to question it
now. Clad as she was, it seemed asif she were the epitome of royalty.

She knelt beside Tanrif and extended her hand, which he took. They rose as one and proceeded the rest
of theway to the altar.

All eyesfell upon the curtain that separated the chapel proper from the temple of theinitiates. For along
moment, nothing happened. Then the curtain moved, and atal woman emerged.

Pythianawas the High Priestess of Shebafor al High Gondylar. On her tunic she wore the wolf's heed,
the symbol of the Goddess. She spoke above the musicin aclear, strong voice.

"Today, we have convened to witness amiracle. For whenever two souls are bound for eternity, itisa
miracle. Nor are the two people knegling herein any way average. They are blessed with royalty and
nobility. There can be no doubt this union was dreamt by the Goddess, long before they themselveswere
aware of it. | have heard of their adventures, and can see the signs. Being called upon to join two souls
S0 destined isthe highest privilege that may be awvarded a priestess.”

She turned to them and spoke. "Cyanne look at Tanrif. Tanrif look at Cyanne. Drink of each other and
alow your truest selvesto touch.”



Tanrif and Cyanne both turned and astheir eyes met, the nervousness they had been fegling began to
dissolve. So lost werethey in that gaze, they didn't hear the rest of the ceremony. Not that either of them
gpoke enough of the ancient tongue to understand what the priestess was saying anyway.

The music stopped and returned them to the moment. They leaned forward, lipstouching in akissthat
was far more than just physica. They could dmost fed the forcesthat wove their soulstogether. They
rose as one to the cheers of the assembled, turned and began the dow walk down the aide. The guests
stood and followed immediately behind.

Again, the harpsichord sounded. If any of the guests were surprised a battle march accompanied the
roya couple back down the aide, they didn't show it. After dl, the new Duke was awarrior. What more
fitting way to welcome him to histhrone?

Only Penthor stared in puzzlement at his own hands, wondering why he played what he had, instead of
the more traditional piece hed intended.

Tanrif sared a the misshapen lump before him. "Areyou sureit's edible?’

Cyanne leaned closer and laughed. "Of courseitis. Try it. If you're curious, I'll tel you what it is"

"What | don't know, won't hurt me." He picked it up and took a bite, smiling as he chewed. "Very tasty.”
"l toldyouyoud likeit." Cyannesmiled a him.

It seemed asif it wereimpossible not to smile. The wedding feast wasin full swing. Penthor had done a
tremendous job. The food was excellent, as was the music. For the most part, they played traditiona
Gondylarian folk tunes, though at one point, they tried their hand at some music from north of The
Mistressaswell. While Tanrif was glad for the thought, he wished they'd stuck to what they knew.

After the med wasfinished, Cyannerose.
"L et the entertainment begin.”

She wastired and wished the celebration was over, but she would not deprive Tanrif of the full
experience of aroya Gondylarian wedding.

Weaily, she eyed the line of entertainers, immediately identifying which were jesters, which were
acrobats. There was even amagician and ajuggler in line. She amost sighed, until she turned toward
Tanrif, who sat watching the dancers with dmost childlike ddight. Just for the expression on hisface, it
wasdl worthiit.

The serving girl was young and blond. Perhaps she would have been pretty, had anyone taken thetimeto
run acomb through her hair or wipe the grime from her face. All day long, al she could think about was
the royal wedding and how beautiful the Duchess must look, and how handsome the Duke. If only she
could get to see them. Unfortunately, she had many dutiesin the kitchen and Thelanna, the mistress of the
kitchenswould begt her if she were to leave them undone. Not that Thelanna was mean, but Se-gen was
only aservant and lived by the good will of those above her.

Asthe day drew on, she became more and more obsessed with the wedding. Perhapsif she hurried, she
could catch aglimpse of the celebration and get back before anyone noticed.

She had to wait until Thelannalleft the kitchen before she set out. Shetried to act casudl, but attended her
chores hafheartedly. Finally, just when she thought the mistresswould remain dl day, Thelannarose,
looked sternly about and strode from the room.



At lagt! Cautioudy, Se-gen approached the kitchen door and, holding her breath, peered down the
corridor. She looked both ways. There was no one in sight. She returned her gaze to the kitchen.

The other servants, intent on their own duties, ignored her. She didn't know how much time she had, but
knew if she were caught, abesting would be getting off easy. Still, if she could see the Duchess or even
the Duke, it would beworthit.

Shefdt athrill as sheleft thekitchen at arun, trying as she went to figure out the fastest way to the
courtyard where the wedding feast was being held.

Soon, she could hear the laughter of the guests. As sheran, shetried to picture the object of their mirth.
Perhaps she would even see acrobats.

She had dmost reached her goa when she heard footsteps behind her.
"Se-gen, whereare you?'

Thelanna's voice rang out clearly through the halls. Shelooked around for somewhere to hide, but there
was nowhere, except for one side corridor she'd seen before, but had never entered.

"Se-gen, if | catchyou, I'll flay you good, you silly girl.”

Panicking, she fled down the corridor. Thefirst door she came to was, much to her dismay, locked. The
footsteps drew closer.

She continued further, trying doors, until findly, one of them creaked open. She glanced over her
shoulder, then turned to enter the room. She took asingle step forward and screamed.

Shewas dill screaming when Thelannafinaly reached her.

Penthor watched with satisfaction. This celebration had been one of his better efforts and he was
pleased. The acrobats were absolutely outstanding, and the dancers had also outdone themselves. Now
aJester held the stage and there was much laughter at hisantics.

He was not so involved with the performance, however, that he failed to notice the palace guard break
from the castle at adead run. The guard dowed and looked around. Moving quickly, but fast enough to
avoid attracting attention, Penthor made hisway toward the entrance. The guard saw him gpproaching
and waited.

The man started to speak, but Penthor motioned him insdefirst. He didn't want anything to ruin the
celebration. Whatever the guard had to tell him, he could ded with himself.

Behind him another wave of laughter erupted asif to lend contrast to the grim expression on the guard's
face.

Though Tanrif and Cyanne had been unaware of Penthor's departure, nothing escaped the Bladesman's
watchful gaze. He was curious as to the nature of the disturbance. Certainly it would have to be
something important to draw Penthor from the cel ebration.

He cast his gaze about, making certain all was as should be. Penthor's departure had increased his
vigilance tenfold. He had failed to protect Cyanne's father, nor could he save her mother. He would not
dlow himsdf tofail again.

Once he ascertained everything seemed to be in order, he moved from where held been standing, to an



area between the royal couple and the courtyard entrance. If any trouble came from that direction, the
Bladesman would be ready for it.

Penthor raced down the corridor, following the guard the short distance to the storage rooms. One of the
sarving girlswasthere, aswell as Thelanna. He walked to the open door and looked insde. Hisface

grew pae.
"What happened here?"

Thegirl looked up a him, eyesred from crying. "All | wanted to do was see the Duchess in her wedding
dress. Honest."

Penthor knelt down by her side. "The body was hanging like that when you found it?"
The girl nodded.
"Do you know him, Sir?" asked the guard.

Penthor forced himsdlf to stare at the corpse. The cause of desth was obvious. The meta chain il
circled his neck. Hisface was red and swollen, his eyeslooked asif they were trying to escape his head.
Histongue, blue and thick, hung limply from his dead mouth.

Even if he had known him, how could anyone recognize aface so distorted by death? Still, he had seen
the man before. Recently even. Helet his mind drift back through the past week, then suddenly, he
realized who it was. He cursed and spun. "By the wrath of Shebal" He turned towards the guard, "Keep
these two here"

He ran back toward the courtyard faster than he/d ever run before.

Eventualy, even Tanrif began to grow weary. The entertainment was excellent, but the combination of the
Gondylarian heat and the week's pressures were findly getting to him. Though he was enjoying the show,
yawns emerged from his mouth more and more frequently. The juggler had Sarted at the far end of the
courtyard, but he approached as he performed, until Tanrif could clearly see the five knives he kept in the
ar.

"He'squite talented,” he said, stifling another yawn.

Penthor broke into the courtyard at arun. Already he could see he wastoo late. The Bladesman saw
Penthor, followed the direction of his stare and understood. Kniveswere knives and ajuggler's would kill
as permanently asan n's.

It happened very fagt. Tanrif felt the danger before he recognized from whence it came. He knocked
Cyanne's chair over backwards and threw himself to the ground in the same motion. The knifewas
aready flying, not at Cyanne, but at him. He grabbed the table leg and pulled it up and towards him, just
managing to interpose its wooden surface between himsdlf and the blade. He fdlt it Strike the table and
heard its solid thunk, even though he couldn't seeit. He ducked lower.

The assassin had shifted positions and was trying to get aclear shot a the new Duke when the
Bladesman dammed into him. The juggler turned, bringing the knife to bear on the Gondylarian. From his
stance, the Bladesman knew he faced an expert.

Guests panicked. Many rose and tried to back away from the spectacle. The Bladesman hit the assassin
hard in the midriff, while grabbing hiswrigt at the same time. Penthor tried to move closer to the melee,
but found himsdf blocked by fleeing guests.



The would-be assassin twisted free and turned again towards the Duke, but to his surprise, Tanrif was
only afew feet awvay.

He pulled back hisarm to throw, but the Bladesman swept hislegs from under him and the blade went
wide. Tanrif was on him then.

The speed with which the new Duke struck, bore out the stories of his abilities. He hit the assassin

severa times, until the Bladesman grabbed his arm. He looked down, ready to strike again, but there was
no need. His assailant was only barely conscious. The festivities were at an end. Guests were escorted
from the courtyard under guard until it could be determined if one of them had anything to do with the
attempt on Tanrif'slife. The Bladesman, Penthor and two guards watched the prisoner closely. Cyanne
wasfing, if abit shaken. Apparently, she was more upset by the rip in her gown than by the attempt itself.
With that worry off hismind, Tanrif could concentrate on the n.

"Who areyou?'

The man smiled asif hedidn't have acarein theworld. "My nameisBone. | an aMaster Assassininthe
order of Sarith."

Cyanne had joined them in time to hear his answer. She opened her mouth to speak, but Tanrif cut her
off.

"l haveto admit, I'm tired of thisgame.”

Bone looked around. There were too many for now. He would have to make his escape | ater.
"Assassnationisno game.”

"No, | supposeitisn't. Did it ever occur to anyonein your order that had Galith not attacked me in the
first place, | might never have even heard of you?"

"l am an Assassin. | follow the orders of the Priesthood.”

"l see. You redlize by staking me, you've put mein apostion where | haveto defend mysdf. I'd redly
rather not haveto bother. I'll tell you what. Tl your priestsif they leave me done, I'll return thefavor.”

"Y ou can't rdlease him," said the Bladesman.
"Why not? If they accept the offer, | won't have to worry about them any more. Isn't that right, Bone?"

Bone nodded. The Bladesman looked at Cyanne, then back to Tanrif. The three moved off to thesideto
talk. Bone watched, amused. If he could convince the Duke to release him, it would save him the trouble
of escaping. However, he was certain the boy was wasting histime.

For one thing, the Priesthood would never be able to trust him and sooner or later, would want the
potentid threat removed. For another, Tanrif till had to pay for the Assassin held killed back at the ranch
housein Ularon. Varon Imgard had aready been taken care of. Tanrif'stime would come.

"What do you think?" asked Tanrif.
Cyanne looked past him at the Assassin. "I'm not sure. Do you think it wiseto let him go?

"It doesn't matter. HE's only one Assasain. If wekill him, ther€ll be another. And another after that. Face
it. There are only two ways out of my current predicament. | can either convince the Assassns| am no
threat or | can go after them and try to eradicate them from the face of Corithim. Which do you think



would be easer?'

The Bladesman shook hishead. "I'm not sure either is possible. I've never heard of anyone convincing the
Assassins of anything. On the other hand, they are not an organization that can be easly dismissed.”

"So | gathered. | say we send him back to the Priesthood with a couple of guards and amessage. If they
believe me, I'll be safe. If they dontt, I'velost nothing.”

They continued to talk for atime, but in the end, there was really no choice. Bone was escorted under
guard to one of the cdllsin the paace dungeon. Tanrif and Cyanne turned to leave, when Penthor cleared
histhroat. They looked at him.

"Thereisanother matter | wish to discuss, though it is considerably lessimportant than what has
transpired here."

Changing the subject might take the royal couple's mind off a problem that couldn't be readily resolved.
Penthor had always been good at such diversions. Cyanne looked at him puzzled.

"The serving girl. The one who discovered the juggler's body. Should she not be rewarded? She did save
the Dukéslife.

Wearily Cyanne nodded. "Y es, of course. Bring her to the throne room in fifteen minutes.”
Penthor turned in time to see the Bladesman's nod of approva before he lft.

Tanrif and Cyanne walked to the throne room, followed by agaggle of guards. With Bone il in the
palace, the Bladesman was taking every precaution. Once inside, Cyanne crossed the room and climbed
the steps. She turned and sat on the throne. Tanrif had stopped several feet shy of the platform.

"Wdl, comeon,” sad Cyanne.

He looked at the throne asif it might bite him. "'l don't know..."

"What's not to know? Y ou're the Duke. The throneisyours.”

Hetook another step forward and stopped. "But I'm not royalty..."

"I'm afraid you are, by marriage if nothing else. And don't forget, Sir Tanrif, you aretitled aswell.”
He climbed the steps dowly, but paused again before he sat.

"My mother felt the same way, you know. She didn't often Sit on the throne, because she was Ethrellen
and many of the Lordswouldn't stand for it. | don't want that to happen to you. Aslong aswe remain
married, you are the Duke of High Gondylar.” Until that moment, he hadn't grasped the redlity of his
Stuation. Tanrif was partly respongible for the third largest nation in the world. If the Sarithan Assassins
had been scared of him before...

"But | don't know how to run a Dukedom."

"And | do? Well learn, Tanrif. But for now, you have to compose yoursdlf. Y our first audience is about
to commence.”
"What?' He hdf rose out of the seet.

"Thegirl, Tanrif."



"Oh, yegh."

Cyanne turned toward the entrance just as the double doors opened. Thelanna entered and walked
down the aide, followed by ayoung blond girl. Penthor entered too, but remained in the back of the
room.

Thelannakndlt, rose, then hurried from the chamber. As soon as she was gone, Penthor signaled the
guardsto close the doors. Only then did he approach the roya couple.

Thegirl trembled as she knelt before them.
"Arise, child," said Cyanne, softly.

The girl stood and licked her lips nervoudy. "Honestly, Y our Highness, | didn't mean any harm. | just
wanted to see you in your wedding dress, that's al.” The girl was on the verge of tears.

"Do you know why you're here?' asked Cyanne.
Theyoung girl nodded. "I'm to be punished for leaving my dtation.”

Cyannerepressed asmile. "No. Y ou are not here to be punished. By leaving your station, you saved the
Dukeslife. Did you know that?

The girl shook her head. Cyannelooked at Tanrif, and he took over. "I am forever in your debt. What
reward may | offer you? Nameit. If itisin my power, | shal grant it." The girl didn't know whét to say.
She began to speak, and broke down crying. Tanrif stood up and went to her, going to one knee. "What
isyour name, child?'

"Se-gen," shereplied, through sifled sobs.

Tanrif put an arm around her. He could clearly see Cyanne's expression of gpprova over the girl's head.
"It'sokay. No oneis going to punish you. Would you like a pretty dressto wear, like the Duchess has?’
Astonished, Se-gen could only nod.

"Very wdl. You shdl haveone.”

"How old are you, Se-gen?' asked Cyanne.

"Bleven”

"Penthor, could it possibly be arranged that Se-gen be moved out of the kitchen, and made a personal
servant of mine?'

"Of course, Y our Highness. It will be done.”

Se-gen's eyes widened with astonishment. The persond servants of the Duchess got to take baths and
attend plays and wear dresses. She cried again, and threw her arms around Tanrif, who was still beside
her. He picked her up and exchanged smileswith Cyanne.

"Go now," said Cyanne, "and get your things. Penthor, show Se-gen to her new quarters.”

"With pleasure,” replied Penthor. He turned and exited with the girl, leaving the Duke and Duchess dlone
and amiling.



Tanrif read the letter for the fifth time. Penthor, who stood beside him, had helped him draft it.
To the Grand Master of the Sarithan Assassins,

| have been aware for sometime of a prophecy that names me as the executioner of your Brotherhood. |
have had anumber of attempts on my life since then. If these attempts continue, | will have no choice but
to work toward your undoing.

At thispoint, I have nothing againgt you. Let uskeep it that way.

| have been assured by those with knowledge in such matters that not every prophecy comesto pass.

Y ours could be one of them. All | ask isthat you leave mein peace. If you do, | will offer you the same
courtesy.

| urge you to consider these words for both our benefits.

Sr Tanrif, Duke of High Gondylar

"Do you think it will work?" asked Tanrif.

Penthor shook hishead. "No, | don't. But & very leas, it will buy you sometime while they consider it."
"And then what?'

"Then you're going to have some very tough decisionsto make.”

Two days later, Bone was placed in the custody of two guards and released with the task of bringing the
Duke's message to the Idands of Dawn. He was glad to |eave the Gondylarian palace behind.

Part of him wanted to dispatch the guards and double back for another crack at Tanrif, but therewasa
more important task to attend. He had to get word to the Sarithan Assassins that Tanrif was the Duke of
High Gondylar and as such, more dangerous than ever.

Had he been able to, he'd have passed the message to the Priesthood or even a Brother, but having no
real knowledge of the Gondylarian hierarchy, he didn't know whom he could trust with such important
tidings, or even whereto find them.

Hewould wait until they reached the coast before making his escape. Then he would decide what to do.
Hewas only certain of onething.

The Grand Master would never trust Tanrif.

Chapter Eighteen - The Darkdom of Vykon

For the next two months, both Tanrif and Cyanne learned what it meant to rule the third largest nation on
Corithim. With Penthor and the Bladesman to guide them, their introduction into Gondylarian politicswas
eased congderably, however, there was il plenty to cometo terms with.

One of the big surprises of those early days was the support offered by many of the Gondylarian noble
houses. Theroyd couple had expected far more resistance. In retrospect, they should have expected
Cyannes hirthright to be welcomed, after dmost ayear of acommoner sitting on the throne. Many might
have protested Cyanne's mixed ancestry, but at least she was born of noble blood. Penthor's reign had
angered many Gondylarian nobles.



Of coursethe Dark One of Vykon remained a problem. The Bladesman gathered what intelligence he
could, though it was dow going. The Bladesman had to look far and wide for information, though he
eventually learned at least some of what he needed to know. The one invauable bit of information he
received, came from Penthor, who found an old map in the paace library. The map showed quite clearly
thelocation of the Caverns of VVykon, though the feature was absent on subsequent maps. Kestryl
wondered if the Dark One had arranged the omission.

Tanrif eventualy began to practice with the palace guard. Though he ruled the Dukedom, he was
determined to stay in shape. For one thing, the Sarithan were till out there. He doubted very much they
would leave him be. Sooner or later, that would have to be handled. Of course, the problem of Vykon
might aso require his skills, though he wasn't as certain what his blade could do againgt asorcerer. Still, if
you didn't know what to expect, you prepared for aworst-case scenario.

Within a couple of weeks, his skills returned to an acceptable level, though of course sparring with
Kestryl had produced better results. At least he managed to stay in shape, which would have been
important, even if he didn't have such powerful adversaries. And so it went, one day running into the next,
each day alearning experience for the new Duke and Duchess, and on the whole, life was grand. Kestryl
cautioned repeatedly against complacency, but after al they had been through, it felt good to relax for a
while

As soon astheroya couple appeared, the guard snapped to attention. Tanrif dowed when he recognized
him. Cyanne entered the royd suite, leaving the door gar.

"Good evening, Kelering. Y ou fought well today.”
"High praise from you, Outlander. Y our sword isthe envy of the entire guard.”

"A kind exaggeration, but awelcome one. Believe me, I'm glad | have someone to practice with. | used
to spar with Kestryl, but since we released Bone, he's been positively paranoid.”

"With good reason. Boneiis, after dl, a Sarithan Assassin.”
"Yes| know. I've had my problemswith them on more than one occasion.”

Periodicdly, Tanrif would bring up his past experiences with the Sarithan, if for no other reason than to
add to his growing reputation. He hoped tales of his strength and skill would help win over some of the
Lords.

High Gondylar was a country that respected warriors, evidenced by the fact Sheba--the Goddess of
Honor, Combat and the Hunt--was its patron deity. He half suspected Penthor's worship of Mitramight
have led to some of his problems securing aliances. Not that the Goddess of Wisdom wasn't respected
in the great Dukedom, but worship of Sheba clearly dominated the landscape.

Hewasjust about to launch into atelling of his battleswith Galith, when ascream from inside the
bedroom cut him off.

Tanrif flung open the door and entered. A man in adark cloak stood behind Cyanne, his gauntleted hand
covering her mouth, his other arm wrapped around her waist.

Cyanne, in afrenzy, managed to draw the man's weapon, but it clattered harmlesdy to the floor before
she could useit.

Kéllering stepped into the room, as Tanrif drew his blade. Then, as both men charged, the intruder and
the Duchess disgppeared from sight.



Tanrif raced forward. "Get the Bladesman." He started to ook around and redlized the guard was il
gtanding in the doorway. "Move dammit!"

Kdlering hurried from the room.

Tanrif searched, but found nothing, except for the dagger. He examined it closdly, though it provided little
information. He paced until the Bladesman arrived afew minutes |ater.

"What happened?’

Tanrif described the scene, then offered the dagger. The Bladesman turned it over and after afew
seconds nodded, asif it confirmed his suspicion.

"What isit?'

He held the blade out and pointed to an engraving near the base. " See that small symbol? It's the mark of
Vykon."

"Damn hiseyes. The Dark Onel"
"Precisdly.”

"But what does he have to gain by taking Cyanne?" asked Tanrif. "Why not just kill her? He certainly had
the opportunity.”

"Why indeed? Perhaps he wants you and me out of the way aswell."
"Hethinkswell go after her.”
"Won't we?" asked the Bladesman.

"No, you will not!" The voice came from the doorway. Both turned, surprised to find Penthor standing
there.

"Y ou can't afford to do anything that will endanger thelife of the Duchess. If she's been taken, there will
be demands. All we can do iswait for them."

Tanrif shook hishead. "Even if we did everything Vykon asked, there would be no guarantee against
treachery. We must go to Vykon and rescue Cyanne. It isthe only course opento us.”

Penthor looked aghast. ™Y ou would risk her life on such a hopeess attempt?' He turned towards the
Bladesman for support. " Surelyyoucan reason with him."

"It isnot my job to reason with him. In Cyanne's absence, heistheruler of High Gondylar. | do not
council, Penthor, but obey."

Tanrif studied the Bladesman. "Then obey me. Tel me what you think we should do.”

The Bladesman walked to the window and looked out. If there was a moon that night, he couldn't seeiit
from his current vantage and little of the city could be seen beyond the paace walls. He turned back
toward Tanrif.

"I don't believe it would be profitable to bargain with the Dark One. | have no doubt any ded he accepts
will be our undoing. We can wait to hear his demands and then, armed with what clues we can glean
from that, decide what courseisbest. It will give ustimeto prepare.”



Penthor and Tanrif both nodded agreement. It was the only sensible course of action.

"I'll go get things Sarted,” said Penthor. "Whatever we decide, it can't hurt to plan ahead.” He bowed.
"Y our Highness. Bladesman." He departed without waiting for adismissal.

The Bladesman stared at the door long after Penthor had | ft.
"You dill don't trust him," said Tanrif.

"Should I? My firg impulseisto go after the Duchessimmediatdly. Every moment we lose might cost
Cyanne her life, but we can't leave tonight. Let usrest now, while we can. We have many long days
before us”

"Y ou lied to Penthor."

"l did no such thing. Y ou asked me what the best course of action wasand | answered. | never said it
waswhat | would do. | do not question the Duchess judgment, but you must admit there is reason for
caution. Penthor was, at the very least, completely takenin by Lord Zelaran. Even if he meant well, and |
am gtill not certain that was the case, he was still incompetent. Therefore, | choose not to confidein him.
He will redize where weve gone soon enough, but hopefully not too soon. Now, if | may be excused, |
have some preparations of my own to be about.”

Tanrif nodded curtly. He followed the Bladesman to the door and closed it behind him. A wave of fatigue
swept over him, but heignored it. There was too much to do.What could he and the Bladesman done,
do againgt aman that could summon storms and instantly trangport himsalf back to his subterranean lair?
What hope did they redlly have? Was there some sort of strategy that might work against such
overwheming odds?

He walked to the chest of drawers and pulled open the one on the bottom. He had seen Cyanne access
the hidden compartment, but spent afew minutesfiddling before he was able to manage it himsdlf. Had
he not known it was there, hed never have found it.

They would need every advantage they could muster. The second Amulet of Dreaming was anitem he
could no longer ignore.

He reached in and removed the necklace of Elenol the Fair. He knew what he was about to do was
dangerous, but at the sametime, necessary. lorana had guided hislife to this moment. She had given him
one Amulet dready. She would not abandon him now.

Hewalked to thelooking glass and studied hisreflection. Perhaps it was just a moment'sfancy, but it
seemed to him asif held aged ten years since the last time held seen himsdlf. He sighed. No eighteen-year
old should look so wegthered.

Hewaswearing the first Amulet aready, which seemed to be glowing brighter than usud, unlessit was
hisimagination. He stared at the necklace before dowly lowering it over his head.

Asthe Amulets approached each other, they seemed to react, pulsing asif dive. When the new Amulet
touched his chest, the two gems began to shimmer. Tanrif watched asthey drifted toward each other.
The Amulets mesmerized him. He could not stop what was happening, any more than he could tear his
eyes away from the spectacle.

Asthey drew closer, the stones became almost fluid. The first gem parted and flowed around the second,
incorporating the new massinto itsalf.



When will was once again his own, he studied the image in the mirror. The gem hanging from thesingle
chain around his neck didn't look any larger than it had before, though itsintensity seemed to have
increased. He waited to feel some sort of effect, but aside from the fact he was no longer tired, there was
no change. Disappointed, he turned from the mirror and prepared to retire.

Hetook histime undressing and did into bed. He didn't think he'd be able to rest without Cyanne beside
him, but had to try. He was adegp just moments after his head touched the pillow. It was still dark when
he woke.

Helay for atime, thinking. Not long ago, he unloaded shipsfor aliving. Lessthan ayesar later he wasthe
Duke of High Gondylar. It did not take a sage to redlize there was more a work here than mere chance.
Both Cyanne and Lylea have said as much. Someone was pulling strings and he was the puppet. He sat

up and stretched, anger beginning to build. He made the decision. He would no longer dance for anyone.

Part of him wondered at his building rage. He had never felt thisway before. Certainly not about lorana.
He returned to the mirror and studied his reflection. Could the second Amulet have something to do with
his newfound emotion? Or wasiit the fact hiswife had been pulled into the games of the Goddess? He
wondered if hewould ever know.

Herose, dressed quickly and went to wake the Bladesman. He wasn't certain when held made the
decision, but before heleft for Vykon, hewould visit the temple of lorana. If there were any answers,
that would be the place to find them.

The streets of Gondylar were still dark when the guard closed the gate behind him. A welcome chill
belied the coming hest of the gpproaching Gondylarian day. No matter how many years held spend here,
Tanrif would never grow accustomed to the hedt.

Hewalked quickly, boots clattering over cobblestones. The Streets were silent. It gave him achanceto
think.

He thought of al the circumstances that had brought him to this place caled the present. It had been less
than ayear since he rode out from hisfather'sranch in Ularon. What extraordinary forces came to bear
on hisexigtence that |eft him the sole sovereign of the third most powerful country in the world.

A prophecy, achance encounter in the Shop of Demendil, the assassination of Dathan and Amalga, the
Amulet of Dreaming and now, Cyanne's kidnapping. Somehow, it didn't seem very different from the
other events.

Events beyond his control swept him one way or the other like alesf in the wind. There was someinsane
plan afoot that he could almost grasp, but not quite. Even his childhood had worked to carve awarrior
from the raw substance of hisbeing. Could the control over his destiny have begun even then? In that
case, Varon Imgard had been part of it too.

Only loranacould control destiny to such adegree. That any being, even the Goddess of Magic, could
manipulate hislife so blatantly, made him furious. Y et what payment had he aready received? Would he
have ever met Cyanne had lorananot intervened in hislife?

He shivered in the cool predawn air, knowing he'd never know for sure and it really didn't matter.
Whatever the price, in the end, he would haveto pay it.

By the time he reached the temple, the eastern sky was beginning to brighten. He walked up the seven
stepsto the great iron doors. He thought about knocking, but instead, pushed the door open and entered
uninvited. If anyone had aright to bethere, it was he.



As he entered, apriest standing by the entrance motioned to the sword on his belt. Even in The Skyshore
Ream, entering atemple with awegpon was considered ill mannered. With ashrug, he unbelted his
sword, and handed it over. Then he strode down the aide.

On ether sde behind him, empty rows of benchesfilled the room. In the front, kneding behind the dtar,
apriestesswasin the midst of prayer. He did not wish to disturb her, so he stood silently, waiting.

Marble columns ran dong the sides of the room supporting the vaulted ceiling. Murals of magica
crestures and great wizards were painted all about the place, and scul ptures of such beingsinhabited
srategicaly placed niches. There was an opulence here he had never seen in the temples of Skyshore,
though his experience with temples had been sorely lacking.

Tanrif knew alot about taverns, but next to nothing about houses of worship. His recent deductions | eft
him wondering if hisfather had kept him away from such structuresintentiondly. He was uncomfortable
with the thought.

At last sherose and looked at him, the picture of composure. He was certain he didn't ook as cam.
"l am Tanrif," he said, when he redized she wouldn't speak fird.

"I know."

"l camefor advice."

A dight smile creased the priestess lips. "Are you the type of man to take advice?' "Not normaly, but
the circumstances are exceptional. If you know who | am, you know why I'm here."

Hewaited for the dight inclination of her head to indicate agreement before continuing. "'l need to find my
wife. Nothing €lse matters. | need to know if what I'm about to do isamistake.”

"Whatever decision you make will be the right one. No one can guide one who isdestined. Y our decison
iscorrect by definition. The only advice| can giveyou isthis. Take the Horn of Tenithior with you.
Sound it a the moment of greatest need and aid will arrive.”

He stared at her, trying to absorb what she had said.
"| didn't ask for this."

"No mortal chooses hisdestiny. Be glad yours has brought so much to you. Many go through their entire
existence, never having had experienced even asmal portion of what you have. They lead blind lives, not
redlizing how big theworld is, or how exciting. I'm not saying it comeswithout aprice, but it isasmall
price. Oneday, you will understand this."

Tanrif dropped hishead. "'l think | dready do. | ask only for your blessing. Then | will be off. We must
leave at daybreak."

"May your quest be successful in the name of my mistress, lorana.”

Heraised his head to look at her, but before their eyes could meet, she turned and disappeared behind
the curtain in back of the dtar.

Tanrif turned to leave and just caught aglimpse of afigure leaving through the main doors. Quickly he
made hisway down the aide. The priest who had taken his blade was till there.

"l require my sword.”



The priest extended his hands presenting Tanrif with ascimitar.

"l saidmysword,” said Tanrif, not bothering to hide the edgein hisvoice.
"With al due respect, Y our Highness, thisisyour sword.”

"Itisnot the one | gaveyou.”

"It isasyou say, but thisisyours."

Tanrif took the weapon from the priest. He felt anger begin to swell insde him, but as soon as he touched
it, something about it tugged at his memory. In spite of the taboo, he drew the blade. His heart skipped a
beat when he looked at it.

"Wheredid you get this?'
"The gentleman who just | eft gaveit to me."

Tanrif ran out onto the street, but there wasn't asoul in sight. He didn't reenter the temple, but instead,
ran dl the way back to the castle asif pursued by demons. Perhapsthat wasn't far from the truth, for his
new blade was the very same weapon he had found in Varon Imgard's closet when he was a boy.

The Bladesman paced the roya chambers while the younger man told him of hisvisit to the temple of
lorana. Afterwards, he asked to see the sword. A few practice cuts later, he admitted he had never seen
itsequa. He examined the blade before handing it back. The markings on the sword werein the old
tongue with which he had passng familiarity.

"Itiscaled Lordsblade.”
"Lordsblade,” repeated Tanrif. "Do you supposeit's magica ?'
"Well let'ssee. You weregiven it in the temple of the Goddess of Magic, were you not?"

"I have something e seto tell you. Thisisnot thefirst timeI've seen it. When | was growing up, | found
thisvery same sword in a hidden compartment of my father's closet.”

"Thisone?Y ou're certan?'

"If you found this weapon, wouldn't you recognize it ten years later?"
"Point taken. But how did it get here?’

"l wish | knew."

Tanrif stared at the blade and shuddered. If the sword did nothing else, it proved something. His father
had been in on the conspiracy since the beginning. If he ever saw Varon Imgard again, Tanrif would have
some questionsfor him.

"There's one other thing | forgot to tell you," said Tanrif. "We're supposed to bring the Horn of Tenithior
withus"

The Bladesman drew a sharp breath.
"If blown at atime of need, we will receive aid. At leadt, that's what the priestess of loranatold me."

"Wed better get it now and be gone before anyone goes to the throne room."



"Right, I'll get the Horn and meet you by the stables.” Tanrif turned to leave,
"I'll seeyou in afew minutes. Oh and Outlander..."

Tanrif stopped.

"Whatever you do, try not to be seen.”

Tanrif chuckled and continued from the room, well awvare even the Duke might have ahard time
explaining what he was doing absconding with an ancient Gondylarian relic.

A short time later, they were on the road. Since both Fireball and Shadow were still back on the Sea
Serpent, they had to select new mounts. The Bladesman, true to form, chose asolid black beast that was
strong, though not particularly large. Tanrif picked aspirited white stalion.

They wasted no time saddling up, in spite of the stable hand's protest that it would be his pleasure to
serve them. They wanted to be gone as soon as possible. It wouldn't be long before Penthor found them
missing. Hopefully, he wouldn't guess where they'd gone, until later when they didn't turn up.

They rode steadily throughout the morning and most of the afternoon, benegth the harsh Gondylarian sun.
They stopped that evening in the small town of Wathren where they ate ahot mea and paid for aroom.
Neither spoke much. There wasn't anything to say. The Bladesman dept wdll that night, but Tanrif'srest
was riddled with nightmares.

For three days, they traveled south. On the morning of the fourth day, prairie dowly gave way to hills. As
they approached their destination, the grass vanished altogether, as did occasiona shrubs that had been a
regular festure until then. It was asif no living thing could tolerate the negative energy generated by
Vykon.

The desolation was complete. The only life formsthat seemed to be able to survive this closeto the
cavern complex wereflies, which were plentiful.

Tanrif had never seen so many in one place, except perhaps on aday old corpse. They were smal, black
and gpparently hungry. Five minutes did not pass without one of them dighting on Tanrif and biting into
him. Each successve bite brought alouder exclamation of annoyanceto hislips. The Bladesmanrodein
dlence, asif immuneto the ravenousinsects.

Tanrif hoped they would reach the caverns before nightfall. He didn't ook forward to spending anight in
those blesk surroundings.

However, when the entrance appeared before them, he was anything but relieved. It was asif Corithim
had sprouted a mouth with which to swallow them. A mouth that had sucked the surrounding areadry of
al anima and plant life. Perhgps the flies were drawn to the stench of dezath.

Tanrif tried to advance, but his stalion refused to move. A quick glance told him the Bladesman seemed
to be experiencing the same difficulty. For atime they struggled with their steeds, but soon redlized it was
futile. They took what they needed from their saddlebags and, as there was nowhere to tie the horses,
walked dowly toward the entrance. Neither relished walking back through the barrenness through which
they had just passed, but there was no choice.

The Bladesman knelt and lit alantern. They gpproached cautioudy, though they could clearly see nothing
awaited them in the entranceway. Still, the atmosphere of the place was enough to put even the bravest
warrior on hisguard. Both drew their blades, asthey crossed the threshold and entered the Darkdom of
Vykon.



Cyannesat in acell, far benesth the surface of Corithim. She had not been harmed since her abduction,
though she didn't understand why. Thelittle information she'd gleaned by eavesdropping seemed to
indicate she was only there as bait. The Dark One of Vykon was obsessed with Tanrif.

Every question held asked her led back to the young warrior from across The Mistress. Even she, the
Duchess of High Gondylar, was not asinteresting to the Dark One as the young outlander who had
fought to put her on the throne.

Waiting was the hardest part. That Tanrif would come after her, she had no doubt. Hopefully he was
smart enough to know he was walking into atrap. How that knowledge would help him, she couldn't

begintoimagine.

Shewas so lost in thought, she didn't hear the lock in the cell door click, but she could not missthe Dark
One, as he stepped inside.

"They have arrived,” he announced asif he were her butler.

She looked a him expectantly. He didn't come down to her cdll just to tell her that. When she didn't
react, he continued.

"If you wish, you may join mein the throne room. | assume you are curious asto how | intend to trap
them. We can follow their progress together.”

The words throne room had been stressed, asif to imply she was now in hisrealm. Cyanne grew angry.
Before she could stop herself, she blurted out, "What entitles you to athrone?”

She knew, even as she said it, it had been amistake, but there was no taking it back.

The Dark One smiled. It was not a pretty sight.

"What entitles anyone to athrone? The ability to take and hold it, nothing more. Tell me, are you entitled
to the throne? Was your father?'

"My father was agreat Duke."
"Ahyes, the great Dathan. Y ou'd be too young to remember the earlier years of hisreign.”
"Obvioudy."

"He was quite a noble man your father. Attractive. Intelligent. Powerful. And he returned from atrip to
the South with an Ethrdll wife. Those were hard years, as1'm sure you can appreciate.”

He paused and Cyanne licked her lips nervoudy. She had no ideawhere the Dark One was going with
this, but wasrelatively sure she didn't want to heer it.

The Dark One continued. "There were many assassination atempts on Amaga. Some which werefoiled
and some which never came to pass. And the Duke would do anything to protect the love of hislife.

"All before your time, of course. He was just ayoung man. He didn't have alot of support in those early
years and your mother's presence didn't help. But he loved her. He loved her enough to kill for her, did
you know that?'

Cyannelegpt to her feet. "No!"



"Oh, so innocent you are. So many men, daughtered for the merest dight against your mother. These
were not assassins. These were Gondylarians. Loya Gondylarians. People that would rather have seen
their beloved Duke married to a human. Dozens were put to desth before people learned to speak less
fredly. Innocent people, who wanted nothing more than what was best for the Dukedom.”

"l don't bdieveit."

"It doesn't matter what you believe. It'samatter of public record. Penthor could tell you al about it, I'm
sure. Perhaps you'll ask your precious Bladesman when you see him. It must hurt for you to think of the
noble Duke Dathan asamurderer.”

"Hewasnot!"
"He murdered my son, who was guilty of nothing but talk!™

Cyanné's eyes grew wide. She did not speak again.

"Hewas asmart boy. Strong too. He wasn't interested in magic though. And he was Gondylarian through
and through. More than once, he followed your father into battle, against my wishes, | might add. His
crime was grumbling about your father's choice in women. A crime he paid for with hislife. Now ask me
again what entitles me to the Gondylarian throne. Nothing can bring him back. Even I'm not powerful
enough to do that, though | continue to search for away. | can't bring him back, but | can avenge his
passing. And | sure as hell can make sure those responsible never have that kind of power again.”

Could the charges againgt her father be true? She didn't think it likely, yet wouldn't her father have done
anything to protect her mother? How many people had Tanrif killed to protect her?

Cyanne dropped her head, but would not cry. If her father did it, he waswrong, but it didn't matter. It
dill didn't judtify the existence of Vykon.

The wide corridor narrowed considerably, until there was just barely room to walk abreast. Tanrif 'snew
sword shone in the lamplight. Occasiondly, he took a practice cut with it. If he blanked his mind, he
could dmost fed the power emanating from it.

The Bladesman's eyes were everywhere. Not a pebble rolled across the ground without him taking note.
They continued on.

The cavernswere amaze of crisscrossing corridors, occasionaly opening into larger chambers. Every
now and then, acorridor soped sharply downward. Descending such passages were tricky. On more
than one occasion, Tanrif had to turn sideways and haf dide, haf walk to the bottom.

Often they heard soundsin the distance, though they saw nothing dive. Even the flies shunned this place.
Sometimes they stopped to edt, but neither brought up the topic of deeping.

Asthey progressed, they redlized it wasless and lesslikely they would be ableto find their way out. With
ashiver, Tanrif recalled the first time he had been lost in the underworld. Next to VVykon, the atmosphere
inthe Mines of Silverguard had been positively cheerful.

Cyanne stood in the Dark One's throne room. She had been offered a seat, but had enough of Dathan's
blood in her to observe proper etiquette, even as the prisoner of an enemy.

A few feet away, Scarha gazed into ahuge piece of quartz. Though the room wasfilled with people,
Cyanne's focus was on the psychic and the stone before her. Scarhawas following her rescuer's progress
and reporting what she saw to the Dark One. What neither Scarhanor the Dark One knew was Cyanne
could also see the shapes that moved within the surface of the crystd. 1t was asif the stone magnified her



dready existing psychic energy, dlowing it to reach new heights. She didn't say anything. Any hidden
knowledge she possessed, might be used against her captor.

The Dark One waited until Scarha finished describing the scene before addressing the Duchess.

"Yes, my dear. Y our brave and noble husband has come for you, as | knew he would. However, before
you start entertaining fantasies of rescue, let me show you what | havein store for Tanrif and his
companion. Y ou are interested, no?"

Cyanneturned to look at him, but bit back aresponse. He would not get another rise out of her.

"No matter. Allow meto demongtrate the peculiar powers of the snake throne. Guards, bring in the
prisoner.”

A commotion from the doorway drew her attention. She turned and watched, as a man was dragged
fighting and kicking before the Dark One. She could sympathize with the poor wretch, though she didn't
know what to expect. Strangely enough, when the guards released him, he stopped struggling.

"I believe you know our friend here...if nothing else by reputation. Allow meto introduce my former
servant. Stand straight, Lord Zelaran. Y ou are in the presence of the Duchess of High Gondylar.”

Cyannetook a step forward and stopped. There was nothing she could do to him the Dark One could
not top. She smiled and spoke.

"So you're the one who convinced Penthor to stand against me.”

"With alittle help from the Bladesman and his note, yes." Zelaran spoke hesitantly, unsure wherethis
interview was going.

"l found him trying to skip out on me, after your men stormed the castle. | should have known hewasa
Spineless coward.”

Both Cyanne and Zelaran turned to the Dark One. It was his show.

"My dear Zdaran, herein VVykon, we have waysto reward failure. Have you anything to say in your
defens=?’

"Would you ligeniif | did?’
"Of course nat. But it might prove entertaining.”

Zdaranraised hishead. "l am aLord of the House of Freyrath. | will not beg for mercy. Nor will | say
anything to entertain you. If | anto dig, let'sget toit.”

"Bravely spoken. Very well, | have, asthey say, other mattersto attend.”

With those words, the Dark One closed his eyes and traced a symbol of power inthe air. The ancient art
wasdl but lost and Cyanne watched with interest.

When it was done, the Dark One sat on thisthrone and directed his expressionless gaze toward Zelaran.
At firgt nothing happened.

Then the hapless Lord ssumbled forward and fll to hisknees. His eyes bulged with fear. He seemed to
be fighting some invisible force, which drew him closer and closer to the throne.



Cyanne watched the battle. He struggled to hisfeset, but there was no way the traitor could stand against
the ancient art. Still she found hersdf holding her breeth asinch by inch, Zelaran moved closer.

Severd members of the court smiled in anticipation, while others turned away. Cyanne, fascinated,
forced hersdlf to watch.

Lord Zdlaran's face contorted, as strain painted new lines on it each second. Sweat began to form on his
forehead, but try as he might, he could not resist the force that pulled at him. Findly, he stood just before
the throne, but the force did not relent. Still pulled forward, he fell again to hisknees, then dowly, was
drawn downward, asif he were being forced to perform obeisance to the Dark One.

Hisface drew closer and closer to the snake throne's black pedestal. He fought with al hiswill, but the
Dark One's strength was far beyond him.

Hisforehead touched the black stone. Instantly, Zelaran's body vanished asif it had never been there.
Cyanne shook hersdf. "What happened to him?"

"I've stolen his soul. Not that it was worth very much, mind you, but failure can't be tolerated. Asaruler
yoursdf, I'm sure you understand.”

Cyanne turned from the pedestd, fighting her rising panic. Was such athing possible?

The Dark One was still speaking and she hurried to concentrate on hiswords. Anything to distract herself
from theimage of Lord Zelaran's last moments.

"Hislifeforceis now mineto do with as| please. Would you care to guesswhat | have in mind?
Cyanne shook her head.
"Then attend.”

The Dark Onetook a staff from whereit rested beside the throne. Holding it before him, he began to
chant. Hisface took on alook of intense concentration. Once again, Cyanne found she could not turn
from the spectacle.

As he spoke the find syllable of the incantation, a dark shape did from the pedestal beneath the snake
throne. Had she not aready been watching for something, it would have been amost impossible to see.

Though held stopped chanting, a second figure joined it, then athird. It was asif someone had peded a
shadow off awall and given it the ability to walk in the light. The Dark One smiled.

"A welcoming committee of sorts.”
Another shadow emerged from the blackness.

"I'm certain Tanrif and the Bladesman will havetheir handsfull. Did | mention that they have no weapon
that will harm my dark servants? No? It should be interesting, don't you think? Oh, one more thing. Each
time one of these little darlings touches your woul d-be rescuers, they will draw from them their precious
lifeforce, until both Tanrif and the Bladesman become like them. Dark reflections of the living world
under my command.”

Cyanne watched as yet another of the creatures stepped from the stone. She looked again at the crystd,
and thewoman standing beforeit. Tanrif and Kestryl were till walking, though from the looks of things,

they weretiring.



She closed her eyes, strength momentarily deserting her, for how could even Tanrif fight crestures such
asthese?

The darkness did nothing to block out the Dark Oné's voice. "Go forth, my darlings and return with a
prize. Bring me the Duke of High Gondylar and his companion.” Cyanne whispered aslent prayer to
Sheba, but she did not think it would make a difference. She wasin the Dark One's rellm and was not
even certain the Goddess influence could be felt in this place.

The caverns seemed to go on forever. Man-made artifacts became more common as they progressed
deeper into Vykon. Sometimes they would come upon markers of stone or signs hanging on thewalls,
though neither could interpret the glyphs marking the way. Occasiondly, they would passadoor set into
anatura stonewall, though none of the ones they had passed thus far seemed to serve any purpose,
except separating one group of caves from another. Perhaps, in an emergency, they could be locked,
seding off certain areas from the main caverns.

Progresswas dower as they became more fatigued. Still, neither Tanrif nor the Bladesman considered
camping. The very amosphere of the place made deep impossible.

They were waking through a corridor that looked like every other, when Tanrif stopped. The Bladesman
noticed immediately and stepped in front of him. Tanrif wasthe Duke. If there was anything out there, it
would haveto get through him first.

Tanrif peered intently into the darkness. The air grew colder. His eyes were everywhere, trying to find a
reason for hisgrowing fear...but he saw nothing.

Ahead, the corridor opened into alarge cavern. Insde, he could make out stalactites and stalagmites,
some o old they touched, forming natura stone columns. If the Dark One were going to ambush them,
thiswould bethe placefor it.

Cautioudy they continued, the Bladesman waking just a step before him, when Tanrif caught sght of
something moving off to theright. Hewhirled, sword flashing in the light of the lantern, but nothing was
there. The Bladesman jumped in front of him. He hadn't seen anything himsdlf, but had learned to trust the
young Dukesingtincts. "What did you see?'

"I don't know. Something moved in the shadows, but it vanished so quickly it might have been my
imaginetion.”

As soon as he spoke the words, the first shadow appeared. It looked like nothing more than awisp of
darknessin the shape of asmall humanoid. Only it'ssmdler Sze and clawed hands st it gpart from
Tanrif's own flickering shadow.

The Bladesman was faster than Tanrif and his sword diced an arcin front of the younger warrior. The
blade passed harmlesdy through the figure, asif it weren't there. Again he took acut and again his sword
passed through, unchecked.

A single clawed hand reached for him. Asit passed through hisright arm, his sword clattered to the
ground. It felt asif he'd been stabbed with an icicle. The numbness spread quickly and the Bladesman
retreated a step. How could he protect the Duke, if his weapons could not touch their attackers? His
mind raced, but he could think of no way to defend Tanrif.

There were more of them now, darting in and out of the shadows. Tanrif leagpt forward, swinging
Lordsblade sdearm. As soon as the blade touched one of the shadowy shapes, blue flame raced along
its curved edge.



A high pitched scresm emanated from the thing asit was banished back to its own realm, but the other
shadows, gtill bound by the Dark One'swill, drew closer and surrounded him.

Outsdethecircle, the Bladesman leaned againgt apillar. Hisright arm hung at hisside. Hisblade was
powerless againgt their opponents. He could do nothing to aid the Duke. Fearfully, he watched the battle,
knowing if Tanrif logt, he would never be ableto forgive himsdlf.

But Tanrif, it seemed, had no intention of losing. He had seen what had happened to the Bladesman, and
was careful not to dlow the hell-gpawned things to touch him. Tanrif danced among them, between them,
and as he moved the creaturesfell back in fear.

Tanrif dashed again. Another unnaturd shriek pierced the darkness and another shadow faded. The next
cry came from Tanrif. One of the shapes had legpt forward and passed a clawed hand through Tanrif's
left arm. The warrior howled in pain, but did not pause in hismotion. Another scream filled the air, just as
the echoes of Tanrif'swere fading.

The Duke continued to dodge amongst them, though more dowly now, whether by design or from fatigue
the Bladesman could not say.

The shadows, seeing him dow, gained confidence. Helplessly, the Bladesman watched. With one mighty
swipe, Tanrif's flame engulfed sword passed through two of them, banishing them to the sound of their
screams.

Therewas only asingle shadow left. Tanrif faced it and moved Lordsblade into position. The cregiure,
having seen what the weapon could do, faded back a step. Then, without warning, it jumped right
through Tanrif's body. The Dukefroze, asif dl the strength to move had deserted him. The Bladesman
raced forward. If he could take the sword from Tanrif's hand, he could finish the baitle.

Tanrif stood like astatue. Kestryl moved swiftly between Tanrif and the shadow, which was only now
turning.

Hereached out for Lordsblade. He felt the surge of magic, before he actually touched it. Blue flame shot
from the sword, forming asphere of energy around the Duke. The Bladesman was lifted from the ground
and thrown backward. Severa stalagmites were shattered by the force of the explosion. The entire
cavern shook from it. Fortunatdly, there was enough support remaining that the ceiling did not collapse.
AsKestryl struck the wall, the echoes of the dying shadow's screams washed over him. For severa
moments, helay prone, breathing heavily, the pain tremendous. Though he was badly hurt, he couldn't lie
there. Tanrif might aready be dead.

The Bladesman rolled over on his Side, supporting hisweight on hisright arm. Helooked down at it.
Only ashort time ago, it had been dangling usdesdy at hisside, but now, though it hurt, it was useable.

He had heard of the chilling touch of certain magica creatures and had been sure only the most powerful
priest or mage could hedl such an &ffliction. Why then was hisarm working?

His eyes scanned the room and fell upon the Duke. Tanrif lay on the ground curled into a ball,
Lordsblade ill in his hand. He was completely motionless.

The Bladesman rose painfully, still feging the remnants of the chill inhisarm. He had tried to grab the
sword and it had protected itsdlf. The flame must have burned the chill from him, just asit had destroyed
the creatures themselves, but at what cost to Tanrif?

Weak from the touch and the flame, the Bladesman found he could not support his own weight. He sank



to hisknees and doubled over. Heremained that way for many minutes.

Cyanne gazed at the crystal, barely ableto restrain her tears. She could not take her eyes from the battle,
though she could see no way for her husband to survive it. My husband. How easily the title comes.

Evenif shewere able, she knew shewould not turn from theimage. She was Gondylarian. If any harm
befdl Tanrif, the Dark Onewould pay. That she was his prisoner would not deter her. She would find
some way to avenge her husband's degth.

She watched with growing amazement at what should have been adaughter. Shejumped in surprise,
when Tanrif's blade burst into blue flames. It was only then sheredlized his sword was one sheld never
seen before. Where did he get it?

Asthe battle unfolded, it seemed like he might escape unharmed. When she saw him fdll, the tears came.
He could not die. Not Tanrif. Not now.

She was crying so hard when the explosion cameit did not hurt her eyes. Scarha, of course, had been
keeping the Dark Oneinformed of the happenings. When shetold of the explosion, he came off the
throne.

"Damnit! | wanted him divel"

Cyanneignored him. She watched as the Bladesman was thrown to the edge of the chamber. She
watched him try to stand and saw him fdl. She waited with him through the long minutes. Shetried to
concentrate on Tanrif to seeif he was breathing, but he wastoo far away.

The Bladesman, when hefinaly moved, did not attempt to regain hisfeet. Instead he crawled toward the
motionless form of the Duke.

Cyannefound it strange, seeing the Bladesman so tentative and vulnerable. He moved dowly on his
hands and knees, confusion and fear blatant on hisface. Shefelt dmost like avoyeur. She held her
bresth when hefinally placed an ear to Tanrif's chest.

Thelook of relief on the Bladesman'sface told her her husband was Htill dive, but there was no telling
how long it would be before he regained consciousness or how severe the damage.

For many hourstheimagein the crysta remained virtualy unchanged. Cyanne wondered why the Dark
One didn't take them while he had the chance. Perhaps he was not through toying with them, or maybe
he wished to see what would happen if he waited. The man was, if nothing else, patient.

The Bladesman sat motionless, cross-legged next to the Duke, who till lay with hisknees clutched to his
chest. Cyanne waited with them, barely daring to take her eyes from the scene.

Finally, Tanrif turned over onto his back. His voice was wesk but clear, afew minuteslater when he
spoke.

"It'stoo dark to be heaven and too cold to be hell. | must till be dive.™
Cyanne's eyesfilled with tears. Somehow, she knew, Tanrif would find some way to save her.

Though Tanrif had regained consciousness, he was not in any condition to travel. Kestryl stood watch
while the Duke rested, though he found himself unable to deep. He didn't remember much of the battle
and was amazed when the Bladesman told him the tale. He had till not sheathed L ordsblade. He studied
the sword, wondering what other surprisesit might hold.



It wasn't long before the sound of footsteps reached them. Though he wasin no condition to fight, Tanrif
forced himsdlf to hisfeet. Kestryl, arm il in pain, drew hisweapon aswell. The trouble was, neither
would be able to handle another battle.

Still they stood their ground, staring into the darkness. It wasn't long before the first of the guards came
into view.

The Bladesman was relieved the newcomers were human, though as they continued to arrive, he grew
concerned. There were too many of them.

Tanrif walked up to stand beside him, Lordsblade held loosdly at his side. Under normal circumstances,
the young warrior would have falen into any of the numerous guard positions hed spent alifetime
learning. Thefact hedidn', indicated the extent of hisinjuries.

The soldierswalked until they were afew feet away, then charged. Tanrif, for al hisfatigue, made agood
accounting of himsdlf in that battle. Likewise, the Bladesman took his share of the enemy ouit.

Y et there was no way they could besat the overwhelming odds againgt them. Tanrif dashed asfast and as
hard as histired body permitted, but in the end, he was hit from behind with astout club. Shortly after,
the Bladesman joined him.

The guards bound them and carried them into the depths of Vykon.

Consciousness did not come at once. Instead, pieces of conversation floated in the ether around him. The
seaof pain hindered comprehension. He was about to drift off again, when asingle voice penetrated the

fog.

It wasacrud trick for hismind to play. Tears stung his eyes when he heard it, though he couldn't make
out the individua words. The voice spoke again and he struggled to understand.

"Cyanne," he said, whether doud or to himself he couldn't be sure.

With tremendous effort, Tanrif fought the rest of the way to consciousness. He opened hiseyes and sat
up, ignoring the pain that suffused him. His eyes searched wildly, passing over warriors, asmall
haunted-looking woman, alarge man on athrone and findly hiswife.

With greet effort, he found his feet, though he didn't know if he could remain standing for long.
Ingtinctively, he placed hishand to his chest, surprised to find the Amulet of Dreaming still there. He
almost took a step toward her, when he heard the groan.

Helooked down to hisleft. On the ground beside him, lay the Bladesman. If the condition of the
Bladesman's face was any indication of hisown, he was asorry sight indeed.

Helooked at Cyanne again and redlized his mind was not functioning properly. He should be running to
her, embracing her, but he felt duggish and weak. He amiled as confidently as he could, but the frown she
returned told him she wasn't convinced asto the extent of hiswell-being.

Thetal man on the throne stood and walked down the steps toward Tanrif. Without thinking, Tanrif
reached for his sword. The tall man laughed.

"Isthiswhat you were looking for?' He held Lordsblade before him. "Quite atoy you have here. Of
course, now that you've arrived, you won't be needing it."

Hisvictorious smile chilled Tanrif to the bone.



The Bladesman was on hisfeet now, but like the Duke, he had been disarmed. "Who are you?' asked
Tanif.

"Forgive my poor manners. | am your host, the Dark One of Vykon. | would so like to thank you for
joining us”"

Tanrif scowled, more at the fact the man was holding his sword, than a what he was saying.

"Well, you worded the invitation so nicdly, | didn't think | could refuse. It'sa pity we can't stay. Come on,
Cyanne. Were going home."

The Dark Onée's eyes grew hard. "I don't know what kind of people you are used to dedling with, but
youreinmyrealm now. | decide who stays and who goes.”

Tanrif's smile seemed amost genuine. He circled the Dark One as he spoke, until he stood between the
man and histhrone. Against thewall, he noticed their possessionslaid out on awooden table. If he could
makeit just alittle closer, he might be able to get one of the Bladesman's swords. He needed to buy
time. Y ou know, it was abrilliant plan. Y ou only made one smal miscaculation.”

Tanrif had brought himsdlf dangeroudy close to the throne. Cyanne eyed the pedestal nervoudy. She
wanted to warn Tanrif, but didn't see how she could.

"Y ou took my wife. Y ou took my sword. I'm afraid you're going to have to pay for your actions.”

Echoes of the Dark One'slaughter filled the chamber. "And who is going to make me pay? Y ou? Look
at yoursdf. You can barely stand. Bravery isanoble gesture, but idle boasting is quite another matter and
not becoming of the Duke of High Gondylar. Y ou do amuse methough. | think, after I'm through with
you, | may have you stuffed. Of course, first I'll let you watch me take your woman. That too should
prove entertaining.”

The only warning the Dark One had was the low growl. The young warrior uttered asingle word in the
old tongue. Blue flame raced along L ordsblade's curved edge until it engulfed the entire sword, including
the hilt. The Dark One gasped in pain before the scimitar clattered to the ground. Tanrif took a step
toward him.

The Dark One became enraged. He said aword of hisown, followed by agesture and his staff flew from
its place by the throne. He caught it easily in hisright hand. With amaicious smile, partly to cover his
pain, the Dark One spoke.

"Y our time has come, Outlander.”

And Cyanne understood. The Dark One had wanted Tanrif aive only to stedl his soul. He must have
sensed something different about Tanrif. Different enough to desire the Duke's power.

Tanrif stepped forward, asif he were going to take the Dark One barehanded. Cyanne shouted a
warning and the Bladesman advanced a step before the Dark One raised his staff and drew asymbol in
theair.

Tanrif'sforward momentum dowed. He felt hisbody start to turn againgt hiswill. "Good-bye, Outlander,”
said the Dark One.

Tanrif fought the force that suddenly gripped him, but found himself drawn inexorably backwards.
Cyanne was screaming, but he couldn't allow himself to be distracted. All his concentration was focused
on pulling away from the black stone that sat benegth the Dark One'sthrone.



The Bladesman sprang forward in an attempt to distract the Dark One, but struck an invisible wall that
proved impenetrable.

Tanrif was amost touching the base. Despite his best efforts, he could not fight the force controlling him.
Even as he watched, his forehead approached the shiny black surface.

The stone was cool againgt his head when he touched it. Cyanne stopped screaming. Severa moments
passed. Findly the force that held him faded. Tanrif rose and turned. Many of Vykon's minions gasped.
Cyanne looked asif she were going to faint. The Dark One's eyeswidened in fear as Tanrif moved
toward him. He raised a single gauntleted hand and vanished asif held never been there.

Tanrif bent to retrieve his sword and the Bladesman snatched hisfrom thetable asheran by it. Asan
afterthought, he returned to the table and took the Horn of Tenithior aswell. If loranas priestess had
spoken the truth, they might soon need it. Cyanne grabbed alantern from ahook on the wall and moved
to stand beside them.

Theminions of Vykon were clearly confused. Without the Dark One, they had no direction. Certainly
none of them would attempt to take on a power from which their own Lord had fled.

"Comeon," shouted Tanrif. He grabbed Cyanne's hand and ran from the cavern into the closest passage.
The Bladesman followed a step behind. Asfar as he could tell, no one pursued.

For along time they ran through twisting tunnels. The Bladesman was ableto block the pain from his
injuries. Tanrif had aharder time of things, but focused on his newfound rage. lorannawas behind it dl,
and she was asking too much. Without the anger, he would certainly not have been able to make it much
further.

They had no idea of where they were or how much time had passed. If they didn't soon locate something
to eat, starvation would put arather horrible end to their surprisevictory.

They waked until they were ready to drop, always pushing themsdves around the next corner. If they
stopped, they might not have the strength to continue.

For many hoursthey staggered forward until finaly, rounding a bend in the corridor, they saw adender
shape jutting from the wall. It looked like nothing so much as a petrified snake, ready to strike.
Cautioudy, they approached.

It wasn't until they were just afew yards away that Cyanne was able to put aname to the shape. A glint
of hope entered her eyes. Shewas, sheredized, looking at the arm of the Dark One, sticking out from
the stone of the cavernsthemsealves. In his haste to escape Tanrif, he had placed himsdlf inside solid rock.
On his hand, the magic gauntl et reflected the lamplight back at them.

Cyanne pointed to the armored glove without touching it.
"Thisiswhat alowed him to transport himsdf instantly to the palace and back here again.”

She carefully removed it from the outstretched arm, wondering if somehow, he was till dive within the
stone.

"Thisisour only way out,” she said.
They stared a the protruding human arm. Tanrif spokefirs.

"Apparently, it isnot without its dangers, but it seemswe have no choice.”



Even after he turned away, he could not erase the sight from his memory. Cyanne handed him the
gauntlet and he donned it, not knowing why he should be the one responsible for their fate.

The Bladesman and Cyanne huddled close to him. He didn't know how to work it, but hetried. He
closed his eyes and thought about the palace in Gondylar. He tried to pictureit asvividly as possible.
When he looked again, they were ill in Vykon. He tried twice moreto no avail. Then an idea occurred
tohim.

"Okay lorana. | get it. You're the Goddess of Magic. Y our will controls the Gauntlet, not mine. | can't do
anything againg the Sarithan Assassinsif | sarveto death in Vykon. Do what you will with us.”

As s00n as he spoke the words, hefelt asharp pain in his head. His ssomach lurched and everything
went black.

Chapter Nineteen - The Final Battle

Theglare of the sun was all but intolerable after the dark passages of Vykon. The air, however, was
sweet and they took it in deep breaths, while waiting for their eyesto adjust.

Tanrif forced himself to look at the sun through spread fingers. As soon as he could see, he turned a
complete circle, searching for some landmark that would revea their wheregbouts. If the growth of lush
vegetation was any indication, it was nowhere near Vykon.

They stood in alarge, dmost perfectly circular clearing. The grass was knee high. The trees surrounding
them were not familiar, but looked tropical. The only man-made artifact in sight wasastatue on a
pedestd standing in the clearing's center.

Even before he was close enough to see the statue's features, Tanrif knew it was lorana. He sighed and
walked forward, determination growing with each step. One way or another, the manipulation would
end.

The Bladesman was the first to see the figure emerge from the woods. He placed a hand on the hilt of his
blade, but Tanrif continued on, either unaware of theintrusion or not worried by it.

Cyanne hesitated, then followed her husband. She sensed Tanrif's mood, but didn't understand the cause
of it. They had escaped the Darkdom of Vykon. The Dark One, their enemy, was dead and her parents
deaths had been avenged. If they suddenly found themselvesin astrange place, it certainly couldn't be
any worse than the one they'd | eft behind. Unless he knew something she didn't. She quickened her pace
to catch up with him.

Asthey advanced, so did the stranger. The figure wore ahooded cloak and carried a staff, but there was
nothing about its approach that bespoke danger.

To Cyanné's surprise, as soon as the figure came within range of Tanrif, it bowed low, touching its head
to the ground. From the look on the Bladesman's face, he was as surprised as she.

Tanrif took it in stride, though the expression on hisface darkened. " Get up.”
Thefigure complied.

"Whereisthis?'



For a second the newcomer didn't answer, asif confused by the question.
"Y ou are on Fandar, in the Idands of Dawn. Weve been awaiting your arrival.”
If Tanrif was surprised it was awoman's voice that answered, he didn't show it. "For how long?!

Hedidn't wait for an answer. He walked past the woman and approached the statue. 1orana seemed to
smiledown a him, which enraged him even more.

Cyanne wasn't sure which confused her more; the fact that they had been expected or that her husband
seemed to know that would be the case. Tanrif spoke again, making no attempt to mask his anger.

"I want to talk to the High Priestess.”

The woman bowed her head and turned. Tanrif followed immediatdly. Cyanne and the Bladesman
exchanged puzzled glances before faling in behind.

The great hall was crowded with the chosen. The Grand Master of the Sarithan Assassins |ooked over
his people with undisguised pride. It wasrare for so many of both the Brotherhood and the Priesthood to
be assembled in one place, but plans needed to be made. With Tanrif till in High Gondylar, thismight be
their last chance to meet safely. The course of action decided during the days to come would seethe
Sarithan Assassins through the next century.

Severad months ago, the most powerful members of the Brotherhood had dl started to converge on the
Idands of Dawn.

Even Ezewdramade thetrip for thefirst timein hislife. Fortunady, it didn't takehim long at all.
Apparently, there had been some arrangement between Sarith and Xenia, the Goddess of the Sess, for
the high priest had completed the voyage in record time.

At firg, the Grand Master didn't understand the purpose for the gathering, but one of the prieststold him
Sarith had ingtructed them to go to the Idands of Dawn in their dreams. They'd been arriving for weeks,
until the capacity of the Temple-Fortresswas beginning to fee the strain.

It wasn't until Bone returned from High Gondylar that the reason for the gathering became apparent. It
was the news Tanrif had become Duke that sparked the meeting. With his newfound power, he was
more of adanger than ever. Somehow, they would have to stop him.

He nodded to the priests he recognized, somewhat saddened by the fact he didn't know more of them.
He wasn't surprised. Many were from territories with which he had minima contact. He couldn't expect
to know them dll.

Hewaited until the assembly had been seated, before he rose and walked toward the pulpit. Ezewdra
stood there dready. In the religious hierarchy of Sarith, the High Priest was the only man considered to
be on an equd level with the Grand Magter. That was how it had been since time's beginning.

The Assassins and the Priesthood had an equd place in the eyes of the Goddess and each carried out
Her plans. The Priesthood chose the targets and the Brotherhood performed the art.

Though the congregation conssted largely of Assassins, ahealthy percentage of the ruling Priesthood was
represented aswell. The time had come for unity. Tanrif was the worst threat they had ever faced, but
somehow, they would triumph, asthey awaysdid.

He nodded to Ezewdra. The High Priest motioned the audience to silence. He waited before speaking,



alowing the suspense to build. Most of them had only the vaguest ideawhy Sarith had guided them here.
Some had been waiting monthsto find out. With any luck, he would be able to relate to them just how
blesk the situation was. "Over the centuries, the Sarithan Assassins have grown in power. Eventhe
mightiest of men fear our wrath. Kings bow and knights knedl before us, rather than risk our ire.”

Every eye was on him. Even those who didn't know the agenda of the meeting, were aware such
gatherings occurred only once or twicein acentury.

"It has been many years since the Brotherhood has faced acrisis of thismagnitude. Y ou have dl heard
the prophecy of Tanrif the destroyer, who walks Corithim at this very moment.

"Every attempt to defeat him hasturned againgt us. Already heisdirectly responsible for the death of two
Assassins and indirectly responsible for the death of aMaster Assassin.”

A low murmur rose from the congregation. He continued without pausing.

"That by itsalf would not have prompted this meeting, but thereis more. Since then, he hasgone onto
marry the Duchess of High Gondylar. This means he now has many powerful dliesand an army at his

dispod.”
He did pause then, to let it sink in. They had to be made aware of just how much was at stake.

"He has forever changed the shape of the Gondylarian frontier by destroying the mercenary Skandl, who
had been useful to us upon occasion. Attempt after attempt to stop him hasfailed and now we learn he
hasin his possesson an Amulet of Dreaming.”

Lessmurmursthistime. Apparently not everyone was familiar with the artifact. He pressed on.

"Now isthe timeto strike. We will plan amassive frontal assaullt, the likes of which the world has never
seen. We will bring the battle to High Gondylar and Tanrif will be destroyed. We must makeit so or he
will destroy us™"

The statement had the desired effect. The murmur rose to aloud buzz. He let them talk. The seed was
planted.

Now that each of them understood the intengity of the threat, they would lay their plans. Let Tanrif take
on the entirety of Sarith'sforce on Corithim. Even one so prophesied couldn't stand against thet.

The woman led them down awide path through the trees. The sun was even hotter herethanin
Gondylar, but after Vykon, it was welcome nonetheless.

It wasn't long before afew houses appeared in the distance. A short time later the woods fell away,
reveding asmdl town. Most of the houses were small, single-story dwellings. One structure stood above
the rest; the Temple of lorana.

It wasn't large, but it was so beautifully designed there could be little doubt magic had beeninvolved inits
congtruction. The doors were made of iron and were carved so ornately it might take hoursto see every
detall. That the Temple wasthe only stonework in the village, made it seem larger than it redlly was.

The woman walked to the doors and pushed one open. She motioned for them to enter. Theinsde was
also well appointed, though none of the opulence held seen in High Gondylar was present. Insteed, the
entire place was like awork of art, with no surface uncovered by mural, no niche without a statue.
However the statues here were made of stone, rather than gold.



Inside, apriestesswaited. Sheled them to aback room that seemed to be an office of some sort. There,
behind a desk, sat amiddle-aged woman, who would have looked more a home serving in atavern than
hereinthe Temple.

Shewas about fortyish with stresks of gray in her short brown hair. Shewas dightly overweight. In
contrast to her ordinary appearance, her eyes sparkled with life and intelligence. She smiled asthey
entered, but it seemed a sad smile. She rose and nodded her head to Tanrif, then sat again and picked up
aquill.

"I'll beright with you."
She wrote another few sentences, while the three stood, uncomfortably. At last, she looked up.

Tanrif was not fooled by her appearance. He knew he was looking at one of the most powerful people
on Corithim. Still, hewould not bow to her. The sacrifice required of him exempted him from having to
show respect to those who held hisleash. He would do their work, but he would not do it smiling. Let
them at least be aware he knew the price of their machinations. Hisvoice was hard as stedl.

"I'm here. Let's get this over with."

If the woman was offended, she did not show it. The only sign she heard him a al, wasadight raisng of
her eyebrows. She did not lose her amile.

"Welcome, warrior. | see you know why you're here?"
He nodded once.

"A boat waitsin the harbor. The Sarithan even now meet to discuss how to dispose of you. If you leave
today, you can make it to their fortress by dawn tomorrow. They ill believe you'rein High Gondylar.”

"Andif | succeed?'
"Thenyourefree”

"Just likethat. Y ou take my life, mold meinto what you need to accomplish your gods...will | truly ever
befree? Will | ever find it harder to take alife? Will | ever stop looking over my shoulder, or walk down
astreet without seeing figures lurking in the shadows? 1 will do what | must, but don't lieto me. | will
never be free and you know it."

Compassion filled the woman's eyes, but she did not address his statement. "I will have someone escort
you to the boat. loranabe with you."

Contempt filled Tanrif'seyes. "'l don't need your blessing for thet, priestess.”
Hewhirled and stalked past an astonished Cyanne.

Tarlak stood on the pier waiting. Those had been hisingructions and asthey came from the High
Priestess hersdlf, he would continue to wait.

He watched the road that led to the pier. Tarlak wasin aunique position. He was one of the few men
trusted by the priesthood of Iorana. He had worked long and hard to become so and the Sarithan
Assassins paid him well to stay that way. Hewould wait dl year if that were what was required. If his
yearsin the service of the Assassins had taught him nothing el se, they had taught him patience.

He watched with interest asasmall party approached. The private pier alowed the priesthood of lorana



to come and go undetected. Almost every idand had one and Tarlak knew them dll.

Hiskeen eyes missed no detall. It was a party of five. Two he recognized as priests. Two, from the look
inther eyes and the way they walked, were soldiers. The last was a noblewoman, though it was her
carriage, rather than her dress, that convinced him of the fact. No peasant held her head that high.

Hewaited until they were close, then bowed low. He stayed in that position until one of the warriorstold
him to get up. That surprised him. He had expected the Lady to say it.

"loranabe with you," he said to the priests.
"May Sheguideyour vessd," replied the priestsin unison.

Thewarrior who had told him to rise, stepped forward. It was obvious he wasin charge. Even the priests
seemed to defer to him.

"Your shipisfast?'

Tarlak nodded.

"Weleaveimmediady."

"Our degtination?"

Tanrif did not know the name of theidand the Assassins called home, but he was sure this man did.
"What isyour name?"

"Tarlak, my Lord."

"Well, Captain Tarlak, | have some unfinished business with the Sarithan Assassins. | need to reach their
fortress as soon as possible.”

Tarlak's eyebrows went up, but he kept his face passive. "They know you are coming?'
"No. But they'll certainly know when | get there"
Thetone of hisvoicetold Tarlak al he needed to know.

The Grand Master and Ezewdrawere done in the empty chamber. The meeting had gone much as
expected.

"Y ou were aways agood spesker,” said the Grand Master. "The meeting went well, yes?'

Ezewdra sat down heavily on achair. Lately, he had been feding hisyears. It would not be long before
Saith caled him home.

"Perhaps, but | am till worried. Every atempt to terminate him hasfailed and each hasleft himina
stronger position. Thereistoo much about him we don't know. Where did he get a Amulet of Dreaming?
How did he manage his vanishing act in the desert? Is he an unwilling pawn? Perhaps we go about this
the wrong way. Perhaps we should have accepted his ded.”

The Grand Master made no attempt to hide his anger. "Haven't we aready been through this? Tanrif
killed one of my men. He isrespongble for the death of two more. Only hisdemise will satisfy the code.”

To hissurprise, fury showed in Ezewdras eyes. "Do you understand nothing? The prophecy protects



him. If we send the entire Brotherhood to take him out, he will triumph still. No force we possess can
destroy him. Which is more important, your code or the surviva of the Brotherhood?!

"Without honor, the Brotherhood cannot survive."

Ezewdracontinued in agentler voice. "It istoo late for us, old friend. Our time on Corithim isat an end.
Wewill go through the motions, but we cannot possibly succeed.”

The silence between them was a pa pabl e thing that lasted too long, but neither waswilling to bresk it.
Findly, the Grand Master spoke, hisvoice aclenched fig.

"Perhaps you have lived too long and seen too much. Perhaps age has addled your wits. We arethe
Sarithan Assassns. We are talking about one man, barely more than aboy. Whereisyour faithin the
Goddess?'

"Just aboy. In lessthan one year he has left home, killed one Assassin and destroyed another, gottenrid
of Skandl and her men, obtained a Amulet of Dreaming and married the Duchess of High Gondylar. A
fairly impressve feat for one so young, wouldn't you say? When was the last time you accomplished as
much in adecade? Or | for that matter? Galith had used dmost those very words to describe Tanrif and
look at what happened to him. Call me afoal, but | believe the prophecy isatrue one and that nothing
we do can changeit. | can only pray | amwrong.”

"Then by dl means, pray. Therest of us prefer action.”
The Grand Master turned and walked from the room.

Cyanne stared off the starboard bow, watching the sunset glint off the water. Tanrif had become aman of
few words, none of which had been conducive to conversation. Something had changed in him and she
needed desperately to figure out what it was and how to remedy the Situation. Asthings stood now, she
wasn't ableto talk to him. More than anything else, she wanted Tanrif back the way hewas. And she
wasn't surethat could ever happen.

Shewas so logt in thought, she didn't notice Tarlak approach. When she finaly looked in hisdirection, he
bowed.

"My Lady."

Cyanne motioned for him to rise and returned her gaze to the ocean.

"Itisnot right so pretty awoman should carry such sadnessin her heart.”

"l hadn't redlized it was so obvious."

"Itisnot, but | have made an art of, shall we say, observation. It isthe young man, isit not?"'
"Heismy husband."

"Heislucky. | do not wishto pry. If | am sailing into dangerous waters, please let me know. It'sjust that
my congtant travel often leaves me yearning for conversation.” "Y ou're not disturbing me. | am happy to
talk. | am in the mood to...my companions are not."

"Then, | am fortunate indeed. Tell me. The young man, heis quite specid to you, no?"

Cyanneturned to look at the captain, carefully. There were too many things she didn't know, and only a
few of which shefdt certain. The captain was not one of them. "I love him. | dwayswill. Tanrif isagood



man, but thetrids of the last year are beginning to catch up to him."

At the sound of the name, Tarlak's heart raced. Tanrif of the prophecy? Could it be the same man? Even
with dl histraining, he could just barely keep hisface passve. He didn't dare deposit Tanrif on Torlyn.
Hewould have to take care of the problem before they arrived.

When he looked at her again, the woman was looking at him with a mixture of suspicion and concern. He
leaned heavily againg therall.

"Forgive me, My Lady. | am recovering from an illness and sometimes | take on too much.”

Sheturned away just in time to watch the last ray of light disappear below the horizon, but she did not
speak again. The captain made his apologies and, like the sun, disappeared from sight.

Penthor paced the throne room. It had been too long since Cyanne had been abducted. Too long since
Tanrif and the Bladesman had ridden off to rescue her. Hewas still upset they had left without aword.
He had warned the Duke not to go.

Soon, he would have to make a decision, whether he wished to or not. There had been no word from
Vykon and that bothered him most of al. What had become of the Duchess?

He stopped to look at the place where the Horn of Tenithior used to hang. What had happened to it?
Who had taken it and why?

There were those who suspected he hid it so when he again took the throne, there would be no way to
disprove hisclaim. Had VVykon taken it for some unknown reason, or did Tanrif and the Bladesman teke
it with them?

The most frustrating thing about the situation was there was nothing he could do but wait, and pray
Cyanne would somehow make it back to Gondylar unharmed.

He walked toward the thrones, but sat on the stepsinstead. He would not sit in the seat of power, until
he was sure Cyanne was gone for good.

An hour after Cyanne went below deck, Tanrif emerged. He didn't want to see her. He needed hisanger.
He had not seen the Bladesman since the beginning of thetrip and did not see him now. That didn't
bother him either.

Tarlak approached and he sghed. He didn't want to talk to anyone. He turned and stared into the
darkness, hoping the man would take the hint.

"Good evening, My Lord," said the captain pleasantly.
Tanrif did not reply, but studied the reflection of the crescent moon on the water.
"Tanrif, look out!"

The Bladesman's warning arrived just short of too late. He whirled and jumped backwards. The captain
held adagger in hisright hand. Even in the darkness, Tanrif knew the blood dripping from it was his. He
reached for his blade, before remembering he had | eft it below deck. He did not see areason to wear it
on the ship.

Hetried to block, but theinitid wound dowed him and Tarlak was quicker than he expected. The
captain ducked ingde Tanrif'sguard. Thistime, Tanrif felt the blade asit entered.



He gasped in pain. He saw the Bladesman race forward as he sank to his knees. Tarlak turned, but the
Bladesman's sword diced into him. Tarlak's body spun around, hit the rail and flipped overboard.

Tanrif clutched his ssomach. He could fed the warmth running over the back of hishands. It was over.
lorana could touch him no more.

The Bladesman yelled something Tanrif couldn't understand. He didn't know how much time had passed
before he heard Cyanne's voice. Hetried to open his eyes, but couldn't tell if he succeeded. Cyanne was
whispering to him, but the world of words was dready beyond him. He was dying. The Sarithan
Assassins had won after al. Asbreath left his body, the last sound he heard was the voice of hiswife,
findly clear dbovetheroaringin hisears.

"I will avengeyou, my love."
Tanrif, the Duke of High Gondylar, was claimed by sweet blackness.

Many hourslater, Cyanne wasfindly adeep. The Bladesman stood nearby trying to cometo termswith
hislatest failure. It was Dathan dl over again.

He had been too late to save Tanrif. At least he had avenged his death. As soon as Tarlak went
overboard, before he even hit the water, Kestryl had dropped his sword and tried to stop the bleeding.
Cyanne appeared to see what was going on, no doubt disturbed by his shout.

In the end, there was nothing he could do. He took the Amulet of Dreaming, said some ancient
Gondylarian words, al he could remember from the prayers, and lowered Tanrif's body into the sea. It
was the best he could do under the circumstances. He grieved it could not be more.

It seemed amazing to him Tanrif'slife had been taken so easily. The young Duke had clearly not expected
trouble from one of lorana's own. He had been completely unprepared for the attack and no doubt
distracted by his upcoming confrontation with the Sarithan. It was easy to forget that any life could be
claimed by the lucky thrust of a dagger...even Tanrif's.

Cyannesreaction changed from grief to anger every few minutes. The loss of her husband was more than
she could take. Kestryl didn't know what to do. Hewas asoldier.

Hetried to comfort her, but had no experience to guide him. More often than not, hiswordsled to
another outburst of grief. Finally, after aperiod of hours, she had grown cam. Then she spoke. Asher
words unfolded, he felt aburning sensation begin in his ssomach.

"Wemust go on,” she had said. "Thereis no way to bring him back, but at least we can avenge him.
Degth to the Sarithan Assassing!”

The gleam in her eye told him she could not be dissuaded. Still, he had to try. Even with an army, an
assault on the Assassinsin their own stronghold would be foolhardy. The two of them didn't stland a
chance.

"His death isavenged. Tarlak is dead by my hand.”

"No! Tarlak wasonly theinstrument of his destruction. It was the Assassin's collective hand that wielded
him. All of them. We will wipe them from the face of Corithim."

"It'ssuicide. It is not what he would have wanted. Of that | am sure.”

"So sure, Kestryl, aways so sure. Maybe you don't know as much as you think you do. Things are not



adwaysasthey seem.”

The edgein her voice made the Bladesman uncomfortable. It was not the first time held heard it. Still, he
pressed on.

"Tanrif spent hislife protecting you. He would not want you to die avenging his death.”

"It doesn't matter what he wants--he's dead! 1t will never matter what he wants again. Only what | want
isimportant and | can't haveit. | want him back, Kestryl. | want him to see his child grow up. | never told
him, Kestryl. Can't you understand that? | never told him!™

The Bladesman's ssomach burned asif he'd taken the blade himsdlf. He hoped she didn't mean what he
thought she did.

"What are you saying, Cyanne?' It had been along time since he'd called her by name.
"l bear hischild," she said softly. "And | never told him."

There was nothing left for him to say. He sat helplesdy beside her, overwhelmed by emoation. Cyanne
cried for many hours, until finaly, she dept.

The Bladesman kept hislondy vigil throughout the night, a man haunted.

Without the captain, the crew was reluctant to continue, but afew well-chosen words by the Bladesman
convinced them doing so would bein their best interest. The next morning, the ship reeched its
destination.

Torlyn was nothing like they thought it would be. Theidand that housed the Fortress-Temple of the
Sarithan Assassins should have been somewhat more foreboding. Instead, Torlyn was hometo athriving
segport, the largest in the Idands of Dawn.

Goldport was like any other city, complete with merchants, soldiers, progtitutes, beggars and thieves.

Cyanne, had she been alone, would have been aprime target for the latter, but one look at the grim face
of the Bladesman was enough to put off even the most hardened crimind. At least they would have no
trouble staying hidden in the throngs.

They rented aroom in a cheap inn and spent some time in the tavern next door. Information was not hard
to come by. The Temple of Sarith was the center of most of theidand's gossip.

Assassins and priests dike had been arriving in droves for months, more every day. Rumors said agreat
meeting was to be held to dedl with somekind of problem, though none could say what the problem was.

The Bladesman was certain it had something to do with Tanrif. Of course, the Assassins had no way of
knowing their problem was aready solved. They certainly didn't need hundreds of Assassinsto ded with
Cyanne and himsdif.

It wasn't long before he formed a plan. Cyanne and he could pose as priests, enter the temple, do what
damage they could without being discovered and try to sneak away in the confusion. A suicide misson
gtill, but better than adirect assault. Hetried again to talk her out of it, to no avail. The Duchess had her
heart set on vengeance. The Bladesman faced a double problem. On one hand, he was bound to obey
Cyanne, on the other he was sworn to protect her. Worse ill, she carried the unborn heir to the
Gondylarian throne in her womb. It was not a single person he had to protect, but two.



Cyanne's eyes gleamed as Kestryl laid out his plan. He was no longer certain of her sanity, but he would
obey her, regardless.

He needed the garb of two priests, one mae, one female. There were so many of Sarith's servants on the
idand, finding what he needed wouldn't be difficult. The only problem he might have wasfinding aplace
he could strike without witnesses. He left the Duchess done in the room and set out into the city.

He walked through the crowds, looking for targets. He needed to find a priest about his size and follow
him until the opportunity to take him out presented itself.

The problem was, he seldom found a priest traveling one and didn't want to have to tackle agroup of
them. Not that he had any compunction about killing the servants of the Goddess of War and Cruelty,
but such acommoation would draw eyes and he wished to remain anonymous.

At last hefound histarget; apriest of Sarith just dightly larger than him, walking done dong the edge of
the street. The Bladesman got ahead of him and ducked into an aley the man would soon pass. He
forced himsdlf to stillness. He could afford no mistakes.

Fortunately the aley was empty. He did not use his blade. He didn't want to get blood on the priest's
robes. It would not be the first time he had to kill barehanded. He half-crouched in the shadows,
watching and waiting like abird of prey. The sound of afootfal reached his ears. He leaned forward.

Asthe priest appeared, he reached out. He placed one hand over the priest's mouth, the other on the
back of hishead. With asharp jerk, he pulled hisvictim into the aley. Still holding the priest's heed, he
twisted it with al his consderable strength. He hoped the loud crack would not draw attention. He
waited, barely daring to breathe, but nothing happened.

He dragged the corpse deeper between the buildings and lowered him to the ground. He stripped the
figure and cut histhroat, attempting to disguise the incident as arobbery. He threw the priest's robes over
his own attire and entered the street. His next target was going to be awoman.

Aloneinthe dark, Cyannelay on the bed. The fact she would never have consdered staying in aplace
like this before never occurred to her. She could only think of onething...revenge.

She placed ahand on her belly. Though she knew achild grew insde, it did not show yet. Likeall
Ethrellen, she knew from the moment it was concelved. It would be aboy, if she survived what wasto
come. And shewould survive...somehow.

She sat up and stared into the gloom. It did not occur to her to light the room's single candle. How could
there be light without Tanrif? She stood and walked to the table in the corner. Two physical possessions
were dl that was|eft of her husband. The Amulet and the sword.

She studied them both, but didn't reach out. For them to be here, away from their master, waslike a
crime. Who could do these itemsjustice now that Tanrif was gone?" Cyanne." The whispered voice
came from somewherein front of her.

"Hello?" Shelooked around, but there was no one. "What do you want?"

The impression of motion caught her eye. Sheturned her attention to the table. At firgt, she saw nothing.

Then the scimitar seemed to shimmer, asif she were viewing it through water. She reached out to touch
it, forgetting what had happened to the Bladesman when held tried to take it from Tanrif'shand. She
placed her pam tentatively on the cool, curved surface of the blade.

"Cyanre..."



She giffened dightly, but did not remove her hand.

"What...who are you?"'

"l am Lordsblade.”

"You'reasword. You cannot speak."

"Then perhaps you traverse the road to madness.”

She amost pulled back, but forced hersalf to remain. She had to know what was going on.
"What do you want?"

"l sense and share your grief, but you must keep the faith. Y ou cannot turn back now. Do not let Kestryl
sway you. Y ou must destroy the Sarithan Assassins.”

"Without Tanrif, thereisno hope."
"Thereisawayshope. They took him from you, Cyanne. Raise me up."

She grasped the sword's hilt, gasping as she felt the wegpon's power surge through her. Blue flame
engulfed the blade. Her hatred for the Assassins grew tenfold. Her hand tightened around the hilt until the
flow of blood to her fingers stopped completely. Her breath became labored and her teeth clenched in

fury.

When she again opened her mouth, agrowl emerged that would have sent many abrave knight fleeing.
She raised the sword above her head. She trembled with the effort of containing her rage. The longer she
stood thus, the brighter the blade grew until it was too painful to look at, but she would not, could not,
turn away. The growl in her throat became a scream so terrible, any who heard it would bolt in terror.
Anyonethat is, but the Bladesman.

The door to the room opened and he entered, shielding his eyes againgt the brightness. He wore apriest's
robe and held another in hisarms. Cyanne looked through him asif he didn't exist. Hetried to move
forward, but found himsdlf unable to advance or even speak.

He waited, crouching in the doorway, until the blue light faded. The spell was broken.
"Put it down, Cyanne."

She did not understand the urgency in hisvoice, but complied anyway. He closed the door behind him
and moved toward her. The sword's blue flame still danced in her eyes.

"Areyoudl right?'

She looked puzzled for asecond, asif she didn't understand the question. Why shouldn't she be? It took
her time to answer, asif sheld forgotten how to communicate with words. When shefindly did, her voice
was hoarse and much deeper than it had been.

"Never better.”

He didn't understand what had happened, though he had to assume it was more of lorana's doings. He
was hel pless againgt the power of the gods. He approached, holding the robe before him.

"Here" he said. "Tonight, we hunt Assassins.”



The Fortress-Temple was alarge, imposing structure made entirely of black stone. It could have dmost
been ashadow of the Gondylarian palace. The Temple was the dominant structure on Torlyn. Even from
Goldport it could be seen, though it was quite adistance away.

The moon was aready high in the sky by thetime they arrived. Priests and Priestesses came and went
fredy. Here on their own idand, the Assassins did not fear attack. It was easy for Cyanne and the
Bladesman to gain entrance to the Temple. That there were so many foreign clergy on theidand made
infiltration that much easier. They made their way into the Temple proper, weapons concealed benegth
the loose robes. Cyanne insisted on taking Lordsblade and while she didn't don the shard, she had it on
her person. The Bladesman carried his own wegpons, and, as an afterthought, took the Horn of Tenithior
aswdl. He wore the Gauntlet of Teleportation on hisright hand.

They moved dowly and confidently among those assembled, until they chanced upon alargely deserted
passage. After making certain no one was looking, they ducked insde. If they were going to be hunting,
they needed to get away from the herd.

They had no ideawhere they were, or where they were heading. At fird, it didn't seem likely they would
find anyone. Then a priestess appeared further down the corridor. As she approached, the Bladesman
moved forward to meet her. When possible, he would try to keep himsdlf between the Duchess and
danger.

When the priestess was beside him, he drew adagger and dit her throat. He made certain to push the
body away from him, so the blood wouldn't stain his robes. Cyanne never stopped walking. He hurried
to catch up to her.

A priest turned the corner right in front of her. Cyanne dashed, decapitating him with asingle stroke.
When Kestryl reached her Sde, he studied her. Luckily, she had struck her opponent with sufficient force
to knock him backwards. Otherwise, her robes would have been stained with blood, which would put
their next victim immediately on guard.

He watched as she stepped over the body and kept walking. Though the blue fire had faded from her
eyes savera hours ago, she was not the same woman he had encountered ayear ago in Journ. Whether
the change had been caused by Tanrif's death or her experience with Lordsblade, he could not say.

They continued that way for sometime. He took out two and Cyanne another three, before the distant
sound of alarm bellsfilled the hallways. One of the bodies must have been discovered. It would no longer

be easy.
Still, they killed three more priests between the two of them before they came upon a party of Assassins.

Even Cyanne, single-minded as she was, knew they couldn't win such an engagement. They turned and
fled.

The Bladesman would have felt far more confident if they knew where they were going. Twice, they
opened doors and ran through them and once they descended aflight of stairs. There the maze of
corridors was even more complex. They ran asfast asthey could, but the sound of pursuit never
diminished. Soon, they found themsdlves traveling down along corridor. The Bladesman prayed it wasn't
adead end.

The straight section dlowed them to increase their speed, but it made no difference. They could not seem
to gain any ground. The corridor ended at a stout wooden door. Cyanne pushed it open and stopped,
daing.



It was astoreroom full of barrels, shelves of food and bags of grain. There was no other exit. Behind
them, the sound of approaching Assassinsrose in volume until they could hear nothing else.

The Grand Magter sat in his study. While he had been disappointed with Ezewdras attitude, he did not
dwdl onit. The man was sill the High Priest and should have been beyond reproach. His own reaction
was far more troublesome than Ezewdras.

He busied himsdlf reading the reports brought to him by the Assassins of the Dominan borderlands.
Reports he amost never received. There was nothing unexpected in them, but it was good to stay in
touch with what was happening in the world.

The sound of aarm bells brought him quickly to hisfeet. Already, there was pounding on hisdoor. That
the Assassin opened it without awaiting areply, indicated the gravity of the Situation.

"What'sgoing on?'

"Some sort of invasion, Sir. We don't know who is attacking or how many there are, but they have
aready accounted for anumber of deaths.”

The Grand Magter scowled. An invasion? Who would be fool enough to attack them here? As he raced
down the corridor, he caught sight of the High Priest, surrounded by lesser members of the clergy.

Ezewdraremained cam, instructing those around him. Apparently he had not lost his edge. When the last
priest had |eft, Ezewdraturned to him.

"So it begins. Who would dare such an attack?*
"Y ou can't be suggesting what | think you are.”

"l suggest nothing. Can you recall atime when this Temple has been assaulted? | can't, and I'm somewhat
older than you. Wewill fight, but we cannot win. Our only consolation, if you could cal it that, is maybe
we can teke Tanrif with us”

Without another word, the High Priest turned and walked away. The Grand Master watched until he was
out of Sght.

The Bladesman leaned againgt the wall, fedling the weight of defeat. They would diein the
Fortress-Temple of Sarith. Though they had cost the Assassins, they had not cost them enough. Not
nearly enough.

Having nowhere else to go, they had entered the storeroom. Fortunately, there was a bar on the door,
and they had enough timeto drop it in place before their pursuers arrived. Not that it would help. The
end result would be the same.

The Assassnswould wait outside, while one of their number went off in search of an ax. However long it
took, trapped as they were, there was nothing they could do.

Kestryl even tried using the Gauntlet of Teleportation. He stared at his hand and tried to picture the
palace at Gondylar. He prayed to Sheba. When that failed he prayed to loranafor the first timein hislife.
He was startled when Cyanne spoke.

"It won't work. lorana controls the gauntlet. If she can purchase the lives of afew more Assassinswith
our deaths, shewill."

He studied her. The anger was il there. He had no doubt when the door findly did fal inward, she
would take at least one of them with her. It was not the worst way to die.

Rhythmic thumping against the door told them one of the Assassins had returned with an ax. Soon it



would be dl over. Perhaps, it wasfor the best.

Hefdt something under him and was dmost too tired to fed for what it was. He would haveignorediit,
had it been causing him less discomfort. He reached down and wrapped his hand around the Horn of
Tenithior. What had Tanrif told him? If the Horn was blown at the time of greatest need, help would
arrive. It seemed unlikely, but there was nothing else to do.

He placed hislipsto the Horn. The last time they'd heard it was the night Cyanne took the throne. The
sound that emerged thistime was completely different. For dl that it wasasingle note, it sounded asif he
were playing acharge.

From beyond the door resounded the roar of thunder. Outside, the sound of chopping stopped only to
be replaced by sounds of battle. Metd rang on meta and every so often ashout or grunt was heard.

For thefirg timein along time, the Bladesman began to fedl hope. Helooked at Cyanne. Shewas
aready on her feet, Lordsblade held ready.

He stood too, though he held hisblade limply at hisside, allowing hisarm to rest before the coming
battle. It was hard to judge how long they stood there. There was amomentary silence. . .then the sound
of the ax on the door resumed.

Each successive thump brought him closer to the edge. He saw Cyanne lean forward expectantly, the
fanatica gleam in her eyes making her seem dmost possessed. Perhaps that wasthe truth of it. The ax
blade peeked through the door. It would not be long now.

When the door did give way, it shattered completely, sending pieces of wooden plank flying in every
direction. He ducked until the shower stopped, then raised his blade. Cyanne was aready running
forward, gpparently obliviousto the fact she had received more than afair number of cutsfrom flying
debris. He watched as she lowered her sword. He had to ook twice before he could believe his eyes.

The corridor outside was strewn with dead Assassins. In their midst, stood a blood soaked Tanrif.
Behind him were more than adozen warriorsin ceremonia Gondylarian chain mail. Each held a
Gondylarian battle-ax in his hand.

Cyanne moved toward the door, but wasn't looking a Tanrif.

"Shebals Soul!"

Shetook ahating step and stopped again. The Bladesman followed her gaze.
The warriors parted and Dathan approached. He looked exactly as he had the day the storm claimed
him. He smiled at the Bladesman.

"Wl met, my friend."
The Bladesman looked at him, then Cyanne, but her lapse was over. The fire had returned to her eyes.
Kedtryl knelt.

"Get up, man. | an Duke no longer.”
The Bladesman rose. Tanrif spoke.

"The warrior-dukes of High Gondylar are hereto fight. It occursto me only now I'm one of them.” He
smiled, then thought better of it. "Wed better get amove on. We don't have much time.”

Cyanne nodded to her father and strode past him. Even Tanrif was no longer important. All she cared
about was vengeance. Y et now that Tanrif was back, there was nothing to avenge. Cyanne should have
been ecstatic, but wasn't. Kestryl believed he knew why.

lorana guided them still. It was she who controlled Lordsblade and it was L ordsblade that controlled
Cyanne. Aslong asthat Situation existed, there was nothing he could do but ride the tide of events. Ashe
|eft the storage room, the Bladesman paused before Tanrif.



"After thisisal over, you must tell mewhat it'slike to be dead.”
Tanrif amiled, grimly. "Before thisis over, you may find out for yoursdf."

Hewaked to the front of the group, then turned to address them.

"We have not been caled from desth for our own benefit, but that of 1orana. Aswe have risen, so must
wefdl beforethisisover.”

Cyanne tared a him, but didn't reply. Kestryl could tell she wasitching for bettle.

"Thefina battleisupon us. Let usfight to the last man. Let no Assassin survive." With those words,
Tanrif turned and strode down the corridor. Cyanne, the Bladesman and the warrior-dukes followed.
Dathan began an ancient Gondylarian battle chant and soon the others picked it up. Even Tanrif and
Cyannejoinedin.

Onething was certain. If the Assassns wanted to find them, they didn't haveto look very far. Asthey
chanted, the invaders moved faster. They destroyed everyone and everything in their path.

They entered alarge area, open except for adozen or so evenly spaced wooden supports. Suddenly,
there were Assassin's everywhere.

The Bladesman, redlizing Cyanne no longer needed his protection, darted amongst the enemy, leaving a
trail of dead as he passed. Tanrif was awhirlwind, and nothing could stand againgt his ondaught ashisax
fell again and again. Cyanne used Lordsblade asif she'd been born to the job and A ssassins went down
before her.

The Dukes chanted battle cries and screamed like banshees. The Assassins fought well, occasionaly
taking out one of the enemy, though Tanrif, Cyanne and the Bladesman seemed invincible.

More Assassins poured into the room, led by aman Tanrif ingtinctively knew wastheir leader...the Grand
Magter himsdlf. He smiled and pointed his ax. The Assassin charged, teeth bared. Tanrif swung his
wespon with al of his strength. The Grand Master ducked under it and the ax struck one of the support
beams. The blade bit deeply intoit. Tanrif pulled it out and dodged to the side. The Grand Magter's
blade swept past him.

"Thisonesmine," screamed the Grand Master and those gpproaching, backed off. Tanrif's next miss
completely destroyed the beam. He looked up at the celling and knew.

He glanced at the Bladesman, but Kestryl must have already redlized what he was going to do. The
Bladesman fought hisway closer to Cyanne. 1t would be up to the Gondylarian to get her out of there.
The Grand Magter and Tanrif fought for many minutes, neither able to gain aclear advantage. When the
opportunity presented itself, Tanrif struck out at hisredl target.

"Forget theintruders," yelled the Grand Master. Guard the beamd!™

Assassins scrambled to interpose their bodies between Tanrif and the wooden columns supporting the
ceiling. Y et none of them went for him. The Grand Master had made it clear Tanrif was his, and none
present dared risk hiswrath.

The remaining warrior Dukes saw the way to victory. Each attacked one of the beams, while Tanrif and
the Grand Master dueled. They made no effort to defend themsalves. Severd did significant damage,
before Sarithans took them ouit.

The Assassinswho had survived to this point, stopped fighting to watch that final confrontation. The
Bladesman tried to pull Cyanne toward the stairs, but she'd have none of it. Then, the unthinkable
happened. The Grand Magter struck and Tanrif's wegpon was torn from his grasp. Severd of the
Assassins cheered.

"Tanrif!" shouted Cyanne. He didn't haveto turn to know what she had in mind.

"Now!" At the sound of her voice, he whirled and caught L ordsblade. He turned back to the Grand
Master and smiled.



"It ends, Kestryl. Get her out of here.”
The Bladesman grabbed Cyanne's arm. She jerked it away.

The Grand Magter siwvung his sword and Tanrif brought Lordsblade to meet it. Asthe blades came
together, asphere of blue flame was born. The ground shook from the force of it. Walls shifted and stone
fel.

"Now Kestryl!"

Tanrif'svoicewas dl but lost above the sound of faling rock. He said more quietly, "Y ou owe methis,
lorana.”

At Tanrif'swords, the Bladesman, still wearing the Gauntlet of Teleportation, wrapped hisarmstightly
around Cyanne. A moment later, they vanished. Tanrif turned to make certain they were gone. The
Grand Master saw his opportunity.

He plunged his sword into Tanrif's ssomach. Lordshlade clattered to the ground and Tanrif sank to one
knee. The Assassin amiled grimly. He twisted the blade, sending ashock of pain through hisvictim.

"Victory ismingl”
Tanrif returned hissmile. | think not."

With those words, he did to the floor. He reached blindly for Lordsblade and just managed to grasp its
hilt with hisright hand. He spoke asingle word in the old tongue. Once again, blue flame erupted from
the weapon.

The Grand Master caught fire and screamed, but the surviving Assassins had no time to react to thisnew
threat, for at that moment, the ceiling buckled, taking most of the temple withiit.

From the outside, it looked asif the Fortress-Temple had sunk into the ground. Those caught inside had
little time to react. Unlike the Grand Master, Ezewdrawasn't even surprised when the ancient structure
began to collapse around him. Outside, it was dmost time for the sun to rise, but most of the Assassins
would never seethat sight again.

A handful may have survived, but it wouldn't make much difference. Theleaders of the Brotherhood and
the Priesthood had been destroyed.
The Cloud's prophecy had been fulfilled.

Epilogue

Asthe sun appeared on the horizon, Bone looked back to the Idands of Dawn. He had just barely made
it up the stairs and out the entrance before the entire structure collgpsed. With most of the central
hierarchy gone, the same would happen with the Brotherhood. He laughed as he rowed from the idand.

"Hereliethe Sarithan Assasans,”" he said softly.

In the distance, large birds of prey circled what was once the Fortress-Temple. He laughed again, aware
anote of hysteriahad crept into the sound. It had al been for nothing.

He had created his entire life around the Brotherhood and now it was gone. There was nothing left. He
had been an Assassin for so long, he didn't have any other concept for living. He knew only one thing.
From now on, hewould kill for his own purposes. He would answer to no one, especialy Sarith.



Theonly small note of satisfaction left him wasthat Tanrif had purchased the destruction of the
Brotherhood with hisown life. It wasn't enough, but it was dl he had.

He continued to row until the idand faded from view. 1t would be much longer before the image would
fade from hismemory.

Penthor stood before the Darkdom of Vykon. Behind him, the Gondylarian army filled the barren area.
Vykon had cost them too much. It was adisease in the body of High Gondylar and needed to be dealt
with--before it managed to destroy the Dukedom.

It had been weeks since Cyanne's kidnapping. A long time since Tanrif and the Bladesman had st off to
rescue her. They had never returned. Penthor once again sat on the Gondylarian throne. It wasa
responsbility he no longer wanted, but it was hisand he would not shirk it.

Thearmy wasjust aprecaution. In fact, his own presence was completely unnecessary. Hisinvitation to
witness the destruction of Vykon had been a courtesy, nothing more.

The Council of Mages had decided the Dark One had broken one of their rules. He had gone too far.
No mage was alowed to directly interfere with the running of nations. It had been that way for so long,
few could remember atime when it was otherwise. There was good reason for therule.

In the old days, when mages had been involved in the affairs of nobles, entire kingdoms had been
destroyed. High Gondylar was the sole remnant of amuch larger kingdom.

The involvement of magesin politics and war had cost far too much. To thisday, the areato the south of
the Great Dukedom was dl but uninhabitable. That lesson lingered on through the centuries. The mages
had rules and there were reasons for them. The Dark One of Vykon had broken them.

Heturned his attention to the twelve men who stood at the cavern's entrance. They were Corithim's most
powerful mages, led by Dauber Uaks himsdlf. Together, they would be powerful enough to do what was

necessary.

He watched as they moved and spoke. He had seen mages cast spells before, but had never seen such a
large number work in concert. There was something hypnotic about it.

They finished the incantation. A sound like thunder magnified filled the air. He covered hisearswith his
hands. Around him, soldiersdid the same.

Later, helearned the echoes of that sound were heard al the way back in Gondylar. In spite of the
roaring in his head, he forced himsdlf to watch as the cavern entrance collapsed in acloud of dust that
took the best part of an hour to dissipate.

When theair findly cleared, the Darkdom of Vykon was sedled, leaving no mark it had ever existed. He
felt apang of worry. What if Cyanne was dtill divein there or even Tanrif? Impossible, of course. They
had risked it al and lost. So had High Gondylar.

He turned his horse and began the long ride back. There were il thingsto do. Dominawas il there.
There were treaties to be signed and territories to defend. He had once wanted to be Duke, but that had
been long ago, in adifferent world. He would do his duty, but knew the throne could never redlly be his.

When he returned to the city, he would proclaim this day aholiday. In some small way, perhaps, that
would commemorate Cyanne, Tanrif and even the Bladesman. One day out of the year to honor them for
their sacrifice. It was pitifully insignificant, but it wasall he could do.



Penthor, the Duke of High Gondylar, started back toward the capital. The time for mourning was over.
He had a Dukedom to run.

Asthe sun gppeared on the horizon, the only sound was Cyanne's sobs. The Bladesman frowned so he
wouldn't cry. The Sarithan Assassns had been destroyed, but a what price to High Gondylar. Losng
Tanrif thefirgt time had been hard enough on her.

At leadt, they were home. He recognized the area. They were back in High Gondylar, not far from the
suite of caverns once occupied by hisfriend and mentor Dauber Uaks. He looked back at Cyanne and
for thefirgt time saw her as something more than the Duchess...and something less.

"I'm sorry, Cyanne.”
She stopped crying and looked at him. "I'm sure you are. That's what happens, isn't it? Bad things
happen and suddenly everyoneis sorry. Sorry doesn't mean anything. How could you?"

"How could | what?'
"How could you take me away from Tanrif?'

Kestryl was stunned. "M'lady...Cyanne, there was no choice.”

"Thereisawaysachoice”

"But the celling was going to collapse!™

"We could have saved him, Kestryl. Instead we deserted him. I'll never forgive you for that. Never."

She spoke the word with such findlity it struck the Bladesman as dmost aphysica blow.

"I'll just haveto wait for him."
"Wait for him?"
"Of course. What e'sewould | do?'

"Cyanne, Tanrif isdead.”

"How do you know?"
Kestryl opened his mouth and closed it again. He was certain the Duke lay buried beneath the ruins of
the Fortress-Temple of the Sarithan, but how could he proveit?

"I'm sorry, but nobody, not even Tanrif, could survive againgt such odds."
"Y ou said the same thing when the fire viper bit him. Y ou asked me to desert him then too.”
The Bladesman sighed. It was an argument he knew he would never win.

"Very well. Then at least let us sart toward Gondylar. On foot, it'll take usforever to get there.”
"Weé're not going to Gondylar."
"What?'

"It'sover, Kestryl. I'm not Duchess materid. I'm certainly never going to Sit on the throne again. Let
Penthor haveit. I'm sure hélll do fine."

"But youretherightful heir!"

"Yes| am. And I'm giving you adirect order. | never want to hear about the Gondylarian throne again.
At least, not until Tanrif returns. Areyou clear onthis?' "Yes, M'lady.”

"Good. Aslong aswe understand each other.”



The Bladesman shifted his gaze to Cyanne's sscomach. Inside grew the seed that wasthe last of Dathan's
line. Cyanne would never again st on the Gondylarian throne, nor would he mention it in her presence,
but aslong as the line continued there was till hope.

The Bladesman knelt, bowed his head and whispered a prayer to Sheba.

"L et melivelong enough to see Cyanne's child on the throne of High Gondylar. If you grant methat one
wish, | will never ask anything of you again.”
When helooked up, Cyanne was smiling, no doubt thinking of the day when Tanrif would return to her.

Here ends Book One of the Chronicles of High Gondylar. The story continues with Consigned to
Darkness and concludes with The Price of Freedom.



