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Chapter 1

Soldiers and Diplomats

Raising a tin cup to his lips, Tol of Juramona took a sip. The water was warm and brackish, but it
cut the thick coating of dust from his throat. He spat, noting it was tinged with red.

“Are you well, my lord?” asked his comrade, Darpo.
“Well enough.”

Tol had taken a hard knock from an enemy horseman. The blow had left his jaw black and blue and
loosened a couple of teeth. The plainsman who landed the blow was with the gods now. Tol had
separated his head from his shoulders.

During this brief lull in the battle, Tol and his men had ridden into a shallow draw to down bread
and water. Wine would have been more welcome, but after ten years on campaign, wine was in
short supply.

Tol removed his helmet. Beneath the heavy iron pot his long brown hair was soaked with sweat. He
untied the thong at the back of his neck, letting the breeze blow through his hair. The wind off the
bay was cool—too cool. Winter was coming, and life in the open on the Tarsan coast would soon be
even more difficult.

Through the swirling dust, Tol spied a rider galloping toward them. His company drew swords and
interposed themselves between their commander and the approaching stranger. When they saw he
wore Ergothian trappings, the warriors relaxed.

“Dispatch coming,” Frez announced. A spearman of great repute, Frez was one of Tol’s companions
from the early days in Juramona.

When Tol first came to that provincial town as a mere boy, twenty years before, Frez and his fellow
foot soldiers had been in the pay of the Marshal of the Eastern Hundred. Since then, they’d all come
far, in station and location. Tol, the farmer’s son, was now Lord Tolandruth, Champion of the
Empire; Frez and Darpo were his chief lieutenants.

The young dispatch rider hauled his mount to a skidding stop. “Message from Lord Regobart!” he
cried, voice cracking.

Tol dismounted and made his way to the rider, parting his men’s horses with easy shoves. Not a big
man, he was compact and very strong. Taking the dispatch from the messenger, he saw the youth’s
hands were shaking.

“Nervous, boy?” he asked, not unkindly.

“The enemy has sortied, sir!” The messenger’s fist spasmed, drawing the reins tighter and causing
his sweat-streaked horse to prance in a half-circle. “They mean to break Lord Regobart’s position!”

Tol studied the missive. His reading skills had improved over the years, but the abbreviated script
used by Regobart’s scribe was hard to decipher. Frowning, he held the square of parchment up to
Frez and Darpo.

“Does that say twenty thousand, or thirty?”



Frez, less literate than his commander, merely shrugged. Darpo, a well-traveled former sailor,
pushed blond hair from his face and peered at the writing. “Thirty thousand,” he said firmly.

Tol’s face split in a fierce grin. “They’ve come out at last!” he said, spirit rising in his voice.
“Anovenax has committed the garrison—the Tar sans have come out!”

He strode back to his horse and leaped into the saddle. “To your positions, men! At last we can
carry out the plan!”

By the dispatch rider Tol sent message to Lord Regobart to hold on. Tol and his men were coming
hard and fast.

Before departing the young warrior bared his dagger in formal salute. “My lord! I have long prayed
to Corij for this day!”

“So have we all, son.”

Tol’s retinue broke up, each man riding out to resume command of his horde of one thousand men.
Only Frez remained close by his commander’s side. The two of them rode down the ravine, toward
the battlefield where eighty thousand warriors and sixty thousand horses had churned, screamed,
fought, and died.

The Imperial Army of Ergoth had battled its way to the very gates of Tarsis. Behind its thick white
walls, the city’s thousand spires gleamed, despite the haze of dust drifting overhead. Beyond the
spires lay the Bay of Tarsis, dotted with numerous ships of the Tarsan fleet. The normally placid
blue water of the bay was dotted with whitecaps. A strong offshore wind churned the water and kept
the great galleys, crowded with highly paid Tarsan marines, from reaching land.

Tol squinted against the sunlight. Three, perhaps four, hours of daylight remained. The battle must
be concluded before sunset or their great gamble would fail.

He and Frez guided their mounts to the ridge above the ravine. On their right, battle raged between
Lord Regobart’s thirty hordes and the city’s army. The Tarsan commander, Admiral Anovenax, was
bold and brave but not much of a tactician—very like his opponent, Regobart. The admiral had
marched forth from the city with his entire garrison thinking to smash the Ergothian army and
enable the Tarsan fleet to dock. With the Tarsan forces thus united, the imperial hordes would be
outnumbered and cut in two. All that would be left to them was ignominious retreat.

However, the admiral’s plan had not brought him the swift victory he’d expected. Foiling his
triumph were the inhabitants of a cluster of tents set up on the rolling dunes two leagues from the
city. There, priests employed by the empire worked the powerful and prolonged wind spell that held
the Tarsan fleet at bay. Twice the Tarsans had tried to destroy the clerics; first, in a night raid that
failed, and then with magic of their own. Their hired magicians had called forth a flock of fire-
ravens, living birds made of flame. Imperial spellcasters countered with torrential rain, and the fire-
ravens were extinguished before they could do serious damage. Now Anovenax was concentrating
his attack on the tents.

Sixteen hordes were under Tol’s command, the six thousand horsemen and ten thousand infantry
which made up the Army of the North. All lay flat on their bellies, the riders’ horses likewise down.
Rolling dunes screened them from the sea and from sharp-eyed city sentinels.

The preponderance of foot soldiers in Tol’s command was unique in an empire forged by the Riders
of the Great Horde, hut Tol had made a specialty of leading men on foot. He and his tough, well-
trained, highly loyal force had won many signal victories. In the past decade they had marched all
the way from Hylo in the north, fighting eleven battles large and small, to arrive at this place, where
they hoped to end the war that had raged so long between Ergoth and Tarsis.

Tol drew his saber and lifted it high. “Rise up!” he cried. “Now is our time! For Ergoth!”

Sixteen thousand men rose as one. Shouting “Ergoth! Ergoth!” they came streaming over the ridge.



The horsemen spread out to confuse the enemy about their true numbers; the footmen marched in
close order to convey overwhelming strength.

As the first block of spearmen reached him, Tol got down from his rawboned gray mount and tossed
the reins to a surprised Frez. “T’ll fight this battle on my own two feet,” he said.

He accepted a spear from a nearby warrior, telling Frez to remain in the saddle, the better to bring
the news from other fronts. Frez dismounted anyway and sent both their horses cantering away.

“After the battle, you may flog me for disobedience, my lord,” Frez said to his glowering leader.
“But now, shall we fight?”

The going was hard—the soldiers had to slog through loose sand while burdened by the weight of
scale shirt and leggings. In addition, each man had an eight-foot spear ported on his right shoulder
and a brass and wood shield slung on his left arm. Tol was glad he’d taken the time for water,
brackish or not.

The din of combat grew louder with each dune they crossed. A vast melee was boiling under the
walls of Tarsis. Regobart’s force, nearly all cavalry, had been bent backward like a huge bow.

In the center of the battlefield was a bizarre sight: four enormous turtles, each six paces high, and
each carrying upon its back a tall wooden hoarding. The Tarsans had bought the creatures at great
expense from the breeders of Silvanost, where they were used to tow ferries across the Thon-
Thalas. From the makeshift platforms on the turtles’ backs, Tarsan archers showered the Ergothians
with arrows. No weapon in the imperial army could penetrate the shells of the giant turtles.

“Quarter turn, right!” Tol shouted.

The marching block of men slanted off, avoiding the slow-moving, implacable turtles. Arrows fell
on them like a deadly squall. Men toppled, pierced in the head or shoulders. The phalanx closed the
resulting gaps and kept going. They had no choice but to ignore wounded comrades; if they paused,
more men would fall. The surest way to save Ergothian lives was to come to grips with the enemy
as quickly as possible.

Riderless horses galloped past, eyes wide with pain and terror. Broken weapons cracked underfoot,
and the sand was stained with large scarlet patches. At Tol’s order, spears were leveled. A section of
Regobart’s cavalry scrambled to steer clear of the approaching block of warriors. Catching sight of
the banner of Juramona, Tol’s hometown, the cavalry let out a roar of approbation.

“Tolandruth! Tolandruth!” they chanted, raising high their bloodied sabers. Tol’s footmen pushed
through open lanes between the cheering horsemen.

The Tarsan soldiery grouped behind the spearhead of giant turtles was composed mainly of
mercenaries, with a few city dwellers pressed into the ranks. The mercenaries were a mixed lot:
leather-clad plains nomads, Thoradin dwarves wielding double-axes, and a few wild elves from the
forest lands, their faces painted with red, blue, and green loops and lines. Tarsan officers led this
contingent. Their bright golden headgear made them easy targets for the Ergothians.

Tol swung his phalanx smartly in a half-turn left. The leading ranks of the Tarsans, long-haired
sailors now serving as spearmen, recoiled at the sight of five hundred Ergothians maneuvering with
such unity and precision. Tol watched them brace themselves for the inevitable collision, setting
their feet firmly as inexperienced soldiers were wont to do. To his expert eyes, the Tarsans with
their spears couched looked like a picket fence standing in the path of an avalanche.

For the last few paces the quick-moving Ergothians leaned forward, now almost running. Arrows
flickered in from the platforms atop the creeping turtles. One creased Tol’s cheek. He ignored the
sharp sting, blinking away involuntary tears. The clash of arms was at hand.

Iron spearheads, backed by the weight of a full phalanx, hit the Tarsan line. They went down like
grass before a scythe, hurled backward into their comrades and knocking them likewise flat. Tol’s



men penetrated five ranks deep before they were stopped. Ergothians in the rear ranks laid their
spears on the shoulders of their comrades and pushed. All the maneuvering and strategy came down
to this: bodies of armed warriors shoving at each other.

On either side, other blocks of Ergothian spearmen struck the enemy line. Horns blared, and the
Tarsan ranks opened to reveal a corps of archers. At spitting distance they lashed the Ergothians
with arrows. The soldier on Tol’s right dropped, pierced through the eye. Tol put up his shield in
time to block an arrow coming at his face. The bronze-tipped shaft penetrated halfway through his
shield.

“Get those sons of snakes!” he cried.

Men four ranks in the rear broke formation and charged. The archers were northerners, from the
wild coast east of Thoradin. They stood their ground admirably, bombarding the Ergothians with
deadly missiles. At the last moment the archers melted back into the Tarsan army, several lofting
arrows backward at their foes as they ran. It was a masterly performance, and Tol grudgingly
admired their skill.

Freed by the pressure of Tol’s counterattack, Lord Regobart re-formed his horsemen and charged
again, aiming to cut off the Tarsans from their city. A small band of mercenary cavalry tried to
defend the gates but proved no match for the fury of Regobart’s Great Horde. With their guard
routed, the Tarsans had to close the city gate to keep Regobart out. The massive brass portals swung
shut just as the lead riders reached them. From atop the walls, stones, molten lead, and arrows
scourged the Ergothians. Lord Regobart recalled his men.

Cut off now, the Tarsans did a remarkable thing. Instead of surrendering or trying to fight their way
back into the city, they continued to drive toward the distant row of tents where the imperial priests
labored. For a moment the Ergothians did not react, so surprising was this bold move. The four
giant turtles ponderously changed formation from a wedge to a line. One of Tol’s phalanxes tried to
stop a green behemoth, jabbing it continuously with their spears. The beast’s shell and leathery hide
turned aside all their efforts.

Frez appeared at his commander’s side. “They’re not themselves today!” he shouted in Tol’s ear.
“They fight like wild men.”

Tol nodded. “They’ll expend every life they have to reach our mages—then their fleet will have a
chance to save the city!”

“Can we stop those monsters?”

Tol craned his neck to see over the sprawling battle. The hoarding on each turtle’s back held fifteen
to twenty archers. The wooden structures, pointed at the fore, reminded him of the forecastle of a
ship. That thought brought a grin to his face.

“Let’s board ’em!” he said, clapping Frez on the back.

Tol withdrew his phalanx, ordering the rest to keep up the pressure on the Tarsans. Marching swiftly
behind the line of battle, his men grounded their spears and drew swords. With about four hundred
men fit to fight, Tol sent a hundred against each of the four turtles.

“Scale them any way you can,” he ordered. “Rope and grapnels, a human ladder—whatever you can
devise!”

One group dashed off to the closest turtle. Bracing themselves against the nearly vertical slope of
the beast’s shell, they laced their arms together. More of their comrades clambered up their backs to
their shoulders and repeated the pose. Tol’s band used shields to create footholds for the next wave
to scale the great creature’s side. All this occurred under a constant hail of arrows. Fortunately for
the Ergothians, the safest place to be was up close to the crawling giants. There the turtle’s bulk
shielded them from the Tarsan archers.



Tol, Frez, and a dozen soldiers climbed the staircase of shields to the top and threw themselves onto
the turtle’s back.

The shell was steeply curved here, but the Ergothians were able to crawl up the smooth shell.
Tarsans on neighboring animals shouted and pointed at the encroaching enemy. More arrows
whistled in and several of the climbing Ergothians tumbled to the ground, their bodies studded with
white -fletched Tarsan missiles.

Tal reached a more level area and drew himself into a crouch. Survivors of his band gathered behind
him. All drew sabers.

With a shout, Tol vaulted over the low wooden hoarding and planted a booted foot on the chest of a
wide-eyed Tarsan archer. His men swarmed in behind him, howling for blood. Some of the archers
had star-headed maces for close combat, but these were no match for Tol’s swordsmen. The
Ergothians cleaved through the enemy in short order, shoving dead and wounded foes over the side
to clear the small structure. Soon only the turtle-driver remained.

The driver, a Silvanesti hired when the turtles were purchased, sat on the forward slope of the shell.
Bare-chested, wearing loose white trousers that ended above his knees, the elf was screened on each
side by a low wooden wall. His bare feet rested in niches carved into the forward face of the shell.

Tol put the edge of his saber to the elf’s throat and demanded he halt the beast.
Calmly the driver replied, “Kill me, and nothing will stop the great Zeboim.”

The turtle named for the tempestuous sea-goddess was by now only half a league from the tents
housing the imperial clerics. Frustrated, Tol sheathed his sword and ordered the insolent Silvanesti
dragged from his perch.

There were no reins or other obvious means of control, but with its driver gone, the turtle did slow a
bit. Tol slid into the leather seat and tried yelling for the creature to halt. Zeboim continued to plod
directly toward the vulnerable tents.

Frez leaned over his commander’s shoulder. “The elf’s nearly naked,” he said. “Mayhap the beast
needs to feel skin?”

Tol unwound his leggings and removed his boots and stockings. Planting his bare feet in the carved
niches, he tried to influence the giant with pressure from one foot, then the other.

Zeboim swung his huge head from side to side. A deep grunt gusted from his nostrils. Tol’s men
cheered him on, while he gave all his attention to the task. Sweat rolled down his face. Zeboim was
foremost of the turtles; Tol was close enough now to see the pennants on the tent tops. A solid wall
of Ergothian infantry had formed between the tents and the oncoming giants, a gallant, if futile,
gesture.

Tol’s men had seized a second turtle but failed to wrest the other two from their owners. Ergothians
on the captured turtles took up Tarsan bows and loosed arrows at the two beasts still controlled by
the enemy.

Tol exerted more and more pressure with his right foot. With agonizing slowness, the beast bore
into a turn until it was crawling straight at another turtle, one still under Tarsan control. Between the
slowly converging creatures the air was thick with arrows. A quartet of missiles shattered around
Tol’s naked feet and more thudded into the low-walled box that sheltered his upper body.

He glanced back to see the other beast captured by his men had halted for some reason, but even
that slight movement stirred Zeboim off his path. Wiping sweat from his eyes, Tol concentrated on
keeping the giant on his collision course.

“Stand ready, men!” he shouted.

The driver of the other turtle was so distracted by the general melee that he didn’t notice Zeboim’s



approach until it was too late. Zeboim’s nose touched his comrade’s shell. Then he kept moving
doggedly forward until gradually his head was forced back into his shell.

When the two domes collided, the impact shook Tol hard, though he was out of the driver’s seat in a
flash, sword drawn. His diminished band followed him as he leaped, still barefoot, onto the other
turtle. He snagged the rail of the enemy hoarding and swung a leg over it. Only a handful of Tarsans
remained on the platform, and when the blood-spattered gang of Ergothians stormed aboard, the
archers threw down their bows and begged for their lives.

Three of the four turtles had been captured. The last, the southernmost, experienced a mutiny when
the Silvanesti driver proved unwilling to continue the charge alone against the Ergothian tents.
Instead, he wheeled his beast away from the fighting and toward the seashore. The archers he
carried, unable to control the beast themselves, had no choice but to abandon their perch. The last
anyone saw of the fourth turtle and his driver, they were paddling far out to sea.

Their final thrust defeated, the Tarsan mercenaries grounded their arms and surrendered. Admiral
Anovenax had managed to escape capture with a small retinue of loyal retainers, and they re-
entered the city. But the surviving members of his army of thirty thousand were captured.

Back on the ground, boots and leggings restored, Tol reorganized his scattered forces. Casualties
had been heavy. He himself had received a few minor wounds. Loyal Frez had not even a scratch,
but word came that Darpo had been gravely injured. Tol found him lying on his back on the ground,
shielded from the glare of the setting sun by a wall of fellow soldiers.

Felryn Felryn’s son, cleric, healer and a friend of Tol since his arrival in Juramona, was working on
the wounded man. Sleeves rolled back to free his lean brown arms, Felryn probed Darpo’s side
gently for the head of the arrow. Darpo’s brown eyes were open, his face moist with sweat. The scar
that ran from his left eyebrow to his left ear stood out sharply white against his waxy pallor. His
gaze flickered briefly to Tol, but he had no strength to acknowledge his commander.

There was no better healer in the empire than Felryn, not even in the imperial household. Time had
thinned his curly hair and streaked its black with white, but the skill had not left his long, powerful
fingers. He located the arrowhead and deftly removed it. Darpo gasped. Felryn spoke to him
soothingly, applying a clotting powder to the wound. An assistant raised the injured man’s head so
he could sip a soporific from a silver cup. Darpo’s eyes closed.

“Will he live?” asked Tol softly.

“I think so, but that is in Mishas’s hands,” Felryn said. “I dress their wounds. It is the goddess who
heals them.”

Horns blared, the sound followed by the rumble of hooves. The foot soldiers parted ranks as a
contingent of horsemen thundered in. Leading them was a white-bearded warrior with a black
leather patch over his right eye. Lord Regobart had lost one eye in a duel when he was a young
man.

“My lord!” he hailed Tol. “The day is ours!”
Tol approached the general’s horse, replying more temperately, ‘“The battle is won, anyway.”

Behind Regobart were arrayed some of the highest warlords in the empire. Although their names
were a roll call of imperial glory, Tol’s many victories made him their equal. Even so, most of them
looked upon him as an upstart, a clever peasant whose martial success smacked of unnatural
influences or illicit magic.

Regobart would not allow Tol’s caution to tarnish what he saw as the glory of this day. “The war is
won,” he insisted. “I have summoned the city to surrender, and the princes and syndics have
signaled their willingness to parley.”

Tol frowned. It was true they had vanquished the last sizable fighting force in Tarsis, but the city’s



defenses were still intact, and the Ergothian armies were not equipped to conduct a long siege. In
spite of the efforts of the imperial priests, the Tarsan fleet remained in place, a potent threat. If they
escaped the bay, they could wreak immense havoc along the empire’s lengthy coastline.

None of these thoughts troubled the warlords arrayed before Tol. Triumph was evident on every
face.

“When is this parley to take place?” Tol asked.

“Tonight, four hours past sundown. A pavilion will be erected by the Tradewind Gate.” This was the
same gate through which the Tarsans had sortied that day.

The wounded and dead were removed to camp, and thousands of dejected Tarsan prisoners were
marched away under guard. Tol paraded them within bowshot of the walls, to make sure the city-
dwellers could see their defeated army. The sun, sinking into the bay, bloodied the white stone walls
and gilded the hulls of the Tarsan fleet, still held by magical winds and hovering like birds of ill
omen.

& sk sk sk ook

Tol hated diplomacy.

It was not that he opposed talk. In fact, he rather enjoyed it, and he thoroughly approved of any
measure that lessened bloodshed. Unlike the typical imperial warlord, who regarded his warriors as
expendable, Tol valued the life of every soldier under his command. Of humble birth himself, he did
not ascribe to the notion, common among noble Ergothians of the Great Horde, that dying for the
empire was the greatest honor a warrior could achieve. Tol preferred life to honor, as a rule.

Diplomacy, however, was something else again. It required him to wear his formal armor, a flimsy
set of plate enameled in imperial crimson, to tame his unkempt hair and beard, and to try to look
fierce and amenable at the same time. There would be interminable discussions of boring points of
trade, land rights, tariffs, and indemnities; veiled threats and counter-threats would be made, the
same ground would be covered and re-covered until a sane man felt like screaming.

In Tol’s tent, Kiya and Miya helped lace him into his fancy general’s armor. The sisters had been
with him fifteen years. Ostensibly wives and hostages given by their father, Chief Makaralonga of
the Dom-shu tribe, whom Tol had captured in battle, in reality the women were more like big sisters
(each was a head taller than he) than hostages. Wives they were not, either. Tol’s heart lay
elsewhere.

Tol studied his reflection in a dull brass mirror. Just past thirty, broad-shouldered and stocky, with a
square face and long brown hair, he had grown to look very like his father. Even the short beard he
sported, in place of the sweeping mustache favored by the empire’s elite, was very like Bakal’s. He
suddenly realized he was now about the age Bakal had been when Tol had left the family farm to
begin his training as a warrior in Juramona. Where was his father now?

The crimson armor, jeweled dagger, and velvet mantle Tol wore as a warlord and the General of the
Army of the North couldn’t keep him from looking like who he was. In spite of twenty years’
service and the favor he enjoyed from the imperial regent, Crown Prince Amaltar, he still felt like an
impostor hobnobbing with the high and mighty. The decade he’d spent campaigning in the wilds
had only strengthened that feeling.

Kiya flipped her long horsetail of blonde hair over her shoulder and announced, “You look like a
bushberry,” naming the bitter, inedible, and bright red fruit of a forest vine.

“A bushberry with whiskers,” Miya added. She had short golden-brown hair and a lighter build than
her warrior sister. In charge of Tol’s household and domestic affairs, she had a skill as a haggler



which made her the bane of merchants across the empire.

Tol divided a sour look equally between them. “Exactly what I needed to hear before facing the
nobility of Tarsis.”

Kiya made a dismissive sound. “You’re twice the warrior of any of those snobs.”

“And you’re the Crown Prince’s champion,” put in Miya. “When he becomes emperor, your star
will know no bounds. Why should you be unhappy?”

A face flashed into Tol’s mind—green eyes and a smile framed by a rich fall of dark brown hair.
Valaran. Ten years had passed since he’d last heard from his beloved, ten years of silence that
puzzled him. Despite the passage of time, the distance between them, and the fact she was married
to Crown Prince Amaltar, Tol still could not forget her. Val was lodged in his heart, a thorn that
could never be removed.

The sisters knew of that old pain, but with the practicality of their forest upbringing, they saw no
point in dwelling on it.

“You’re right, I’ve no reason to be unhappy,” Tol replied firmly, replacing his frown with a smile.
“Life is good.”

Kiya grasped him by the shoulders, staring hard into his eyes. “Let the Tarsans see the great Lord
Tolandruth in all his glory. By the gods, I wager if you glare at them the right way, they’ll melt into
their fancy boots!”

The jest had its intended effect, lightening his mood. Seating his ceremonial helmet on his head, Tol
stepped outside.

Torches blazed at the entrance to his tent, and his honor guard snapped to attention when he
emerged. All his old comrades were present, save the wounded Darpo: there was balding Frez, dark-
skinned Tarthan, Fellen the engineer, and Sanksa, the Karad-shu tribesman.

Looking them over with a grin, he suddenly missed Egrin, Raemel’s son, the man who more than
any other had made a warrior out of a clumsy peasant lad. Egrin had become Marshal of the Eastern
Hundred when his predecessor, Lord Enkian Tumult, dared to criticize Prince Amaltar’s leadership
during the worst part of the war against Tarsis. Removed as marshal, Enkian was made Warden of
the Seascapes, the wild, desolate northwest coastal province. Not only a demotion, it was a
dangerous assignment. Tarsan ships raided the Seascapes regularly. The previous two wardens had
died leading their men against Tarsan raiding parties.

Wind lashed at the burning torches and drove sand against the soldiers’ armor. Tol pulled on a pair
of studded gauntlets, the last detail of his formal outfit, and strode away flanked by his retinue. He
didn’t like twenty armed men following his every move, but generals were expected to have
entourages.

They marched through camp. At every junction soldiers turned out to cheer them. Even the camp
followers joined in. By the time Tol reached the pavilion where the meeting was to take place, the
whole Ergothian camp resounded with his name.

Lord Regobart was waiting outside the tent with his own large honor guard. He inclined his head
politely to his young colleague.

“Welcome, my lord. I was able to track you by your stealthy approach,” Regobart said.

Tol removed his helmet, smiling at the old warlord’s jest, and they conferred in confidential tones.
Regobart wanted to establish his primacy in the upcoming negotiations. He was twice Tol’s age, a
warrior of long service to the empire, and the scion of one of the oldest and noblest families in
Ergoth. His ancestor, also named Regobart, had fought at the side of Ackal Ergot, founder of the
empire, yet he knew the younger man had the acclaim of the troops and the powerful backing of the
prince regent.



“You speak for the emperor here, my lord,” Tol assured the elder general. “You understand these
matters far better than 1.”

Regobart looked relieved. “Shall we put our brand on these sheep?”

Tol did not believe the Tarsans would be so compliant. Nonetheless, he nodded agreement, and thus
they entered the great tent.

Regobart had spared no effort to make the pavilion extravagant. The center room was easily twenty
paces across. Thick carpets covered the sand, and light was provided by six brass candle-trees, each
holding twenty fat tallow candles. A trestle table in the center of the room was laden with ewers of
wine and beer. Along the rear wall a cold repast had been laid out on another table. The Tarsan
delegation hovered there, murmuring among themselves and eyeing the guards posted around the
room.

The entrance of the two enemy generals silenced the desultory talk. The Tarsans—eight men and
four women—sorted themselves into a line. The central place was held by a tall noble, finely made
and clad in a pale linen robe edged with gold. A gilded chaplet sat on his head.

“I am Valgold, Prince of Vergerone,” he said, pressing a beringed hand to his chest and bowing
slightly. “I speak for Tarsis.”

“Regobart, Lord of Caergoth.” The elder general gestured to Tol. “And this is Lord Tolandruth of
Juramona.”

Glancing down the row of enemy leaders, Tol spotted a face he recognized. It belonged to a woman
of striking appearance, with black hair and prominent amber eyes. She was elegantly attired in a
close-fitting gown of green velvet and stood with one hand on her hip, the other holding a heavy
goblet. Her gaze moved from Regobart to Tol and back, with no sign of recognition.

Prince Valgold began to introduce his colleagues: first, Syndic Trylani, a portly, balding fellow; then
Syndic Formigan, ebony-skinned; and Princess Shelei Gozandstan, a silver-haired matron dressed
entirely in white. Four strands of lustrous gold chain encircled her neck and hung to her waist.

Regobart bowed. “Princess Shelei and I have met. Greetings, Your Highness.” Unsmiling, she
acknowledged the general with a barely perceptible nod.

Syndic Pektro was the one with wine-stained fingers and crumbs in his brown beard. Prince Helx of
Mokai was a clean-shaven young man with a cruel expression and a dagger poorly concealed
beneath his purple robe. Syndic Tomo, a stout fellow clad in a leather-girded tunic, was the only
Tarsan still eating.

Masters Vyka and Rorino, and Mistress Xalia Tol, were immediately recognizable as priests. Plainly
dressed, all three wore incised amulets on chains around their necks and stood with hands clasped at
their waists. Vyka was the elder of the men; Rorino, no more than twenty. Xalia, about Tol’s own
age, wore the medallion of a priestess of Shinare.

The striking, raven-haired woman in green velvet was Syndic Hanira. Tol had glimpsed her first
some fifteen years earlier, in Prince Amaltar’s tent before the campaign against the forest tribes of
the Great Green. Later, she’d served as the Tarsan ambassador to the imperial court in Daltigoth.
She’d made an audacious appearance before the regent in manly attire, an act calculated to unsettle
the conservative warlords. It had worked. Tol certainly remembered Hanira.

The last Tarsan was a red-faced man whose hands and face bore many small cuts. This was Admiral
Anovenax. Tol was surprised to meet his adversary face to face.

“My lord admiral,” he said. “I compliment you on the good fight today.”

“Not good enough,” said Anovenax bitterly. He had a deep, powerful voice. Bawling commands
from the quarterdeck of his flagship, he must be quite impressive.



At Lord Regobart’s invitation, everyone took their places at the table. They presented an interesting
tableau. On one side, the twelve richest and most powerful people of the city of Tarsis; on the other,
only Tol and Regobart.

“Let me begin by saying we are here to bring about an end to the war between our states,” Regobart
began. “I have a list of our requirements given to me by the prince regent.” He held out a sheet of
parchment to Prince Valgold.

The prince quickly scanned the document, eyes darting down the short list. “This is unacceptable,”
he said bluntly. “Agreement would mean the end of Tarsis.”

“If the war continues, there will be no Tarsis,” Regobart replied coldly.
“That remains to be seen!” Anovenax growled.
“Would you care to try conclusions with us—again?”” asked Tol, bristling.

Regobart placed a hand on his comrade’s arm, and Prince Valgold called for calm. Valgold handed
the list of demands to the man on his left, the portly, balding Trylani. He read it and passed it down.
In moments, all the Tarsans had seen it.

Hanira spoke firmly. “Tarsis cannot live without the ships of its navy,” she said, gesturing with one
hand. Her fingernails were long and painted a pale rose color. Tol had never seen such a fashion, not
even in the imperial court.

Admiral Anovenax offered his vigorous agreement with this statement, but Lord Regobart
interjected, “Your raids on our coast must end. Either you stop them, or we shall.” At that Anovenax
took instant umbrage.

The arguments escalated, about fleets and trade and war indemnities to be paid to the empire in
gold. At one point Prince Helx’s harsh expression drew into an even fiercer frown, and he asked
sarcastically, “Why stop with gold? Why not enslave us all and be done with it?”

“I will gladly entertain alternatives,” Regobart answered, refusing to be baited. “Silver, copper,
grain—"

“Hostages?”
The single word from Hanira silenced the room.
Tol and Regobart exchanged a glance. Tol asked, “What do you propose?”

“That a certain part of the indemnity be rescinded in favor of a number of volunteer hostages to be
sent to Daltigoth in token of our peaceful intentions.”

“Noble hostages?”” Tol asked. “You, lady?”

Valgold flushed, and Prince Helx looked furious, but Admiral Anovenax snorted with amusement.
“As well try to put a panther on a leash!” he scoffed.

Most of the Tarsan men in the delegation laughed nervously and shifted in their chairs. Princess
Shelei frowned in reproof. The three clerics lowered their eyes. Only Hanira herself seemed
unperturbed.

“My countrymen jest with you,” she said evenly. “As head of the Golden House, I’ve had many
sharp dealings with them.”

“Golden House?” asked Tol.

“The guild of goldsmiths and jewelers,” Prince Valgold explained, then quickly shifted the subject
back to the more serious questions of trade.

The discussion lasted far into the night. Another meal was served by Ergothian orderlies. Wine
flowed, but all kept their heads clear. At times tempers flared. Prince Helx, with arrogant rudeness,



dismissed a compromise proposed by Lord Regobart.
Regobart smote the table with his fist, declaring he would turn Tarsis into a tidal pool if need be.

Helx jumped up, hand hovering over his dagger. “Do your worst, you savage! How will you breach
our walls, eh? With sabers?”

The prince had a point, Tol reflected. Victorious as they were in the open field, the Ergothians still
did not have the means to ravage and reduce the great city.

Tol had kept silent through most of the stalemate, watching and listening, and he felt he was
beginning to understand what mattered to the Tarsan delegation. For all their talk of freedom and
culture, what truly set their blood coursing was money.

Breaking the charged silence, he said calmly, “We don’t have to destroy your walls, Your Highness.
We can occupy your country. If all supplies to the city were cut off, how long would your food hold
out? How long would your gold supply last?”

“Gold is not bread,” said the admiral quickly.

“No, but gold is the lifeblood of Tarsis, is it not? Will you sacrifice your fortunes to save your lives?
How about the fortunes of your comrades, not to mention the common folk of Tarsis?” Tol let his
questions hang in the air, then added, “When you’re paupers, what good will your pride be?”

Silence reigned. At last, Prince Valgold stood. He rolled up the list of Ergothian demands and slid
the parchment into his voluminous sleeve.

Scanning the assembly with tired, bloodshot eyes, he announced, “It is late. I will take your
demands to the City Assembly. You will have our response soon.”

When the Tarsans were gone, Regobart filled a goblet with strong red wine and drained it.
“Bloody merchants,” he said. “Call themselves princes? There’s no nobility in counting money!”

Privately, Tol agreed, but then, he didn’t see that riding a horse and killing people made one noble
either.

He and Regobart took their leave of each other. Tol was so exhausted he thought he would be asleep
as soon as he fell into bed. Instead, he slept very poorly. The yowl of a panther out in the dunes
disturbed his rest. He even stumbled outside, sword in hand, dressed only in his breechnap, seeking
to kill the beast. The only sound to be heard was the wind, hissing over the sand.

At dawn, the Tradewind Gate was thrown open abruptly. Alarms sounded in the Ergothian camp,
and warriors rushed to fend off what they imagined was a last-ditch Tarsan attack. Instead of
soldiers, however, a band of officials emerged, flanked by heralds.

One of the horn-bearing heralds, his eyes bright with tears, announced, “By order of the princes,
syndics, and City Assembly, the city of Tarsis hereby yields to the forces of the Ergoth Empire!” He
choked, cleared his throat, and continued. “Here are our counterproposals to the emperor’s
demands!”

A youth dashed out and presented a large scroll to Lord Regobart, who had arrived with hair
uncombed and still in his sleeping gown. At his side, Tol, haggard from his unsettled night, watched
as Regobart broke the seal and opened the scroll. The elder general’s expression grew hard.

“They refuse to give their fleet,” he reported, “and they offer only one hundred thousand gold
pieces instead of five hundred thousand!”

Tol shrugged. “Does it matter? It’s a goodly sum. Leave them their ships—or better, demand a
token reduction of, say, one hundred galleys. They’ve surrendered. Leave them some pride and they
won’t be so resentful in the future.”

Regobart struggled with conflicting emotions. As the warlord of a mighty empire, his inclination



was to squeeze a defeated foe for every last drop of blood. As a diplomat, he knew even better than
Tol that it was often wiser to let a loser retain some dignity.

The Tarsan officials were waiting, glaring at their conquerors with impotent hatred. Regobart drew
himself straight and spoke loudly to them.

“In the name of His Imperial Majesty Pakin III and Prince Regent Amaltar, I accept these terms,” he
said. “Let every gate of the city be opened! We shall enter and receive your surrender at noon
today!”

Cheers erupted from the warriors who’d rushed to the gate believing themselves to be under attack.
The jubilant men engulfed their generals. Cries of “Ergoth! Ergoth!” alternated with “Regobart!”
and “Tolandruth!”

In the confusion, a man in Tarsan livery sidled up to Tol and thrust a note in his hand. Tol turned to
confront him, but the fellow melted quickly into the crowd. Tol unfolded the small square of
foolscap. It bore the seal of the Guild of Goldsmiths.

Hanira of the Golden House, the note read, requests the pleasure of your company for dinner at her
residence. On Emerald Square, in the Crucible District. At Sunset.

Faintly, over the tumult of celebration, Tol heard the call of a panther.



Chapter 2

Golden House

Tol struggled with the buttons on the high collar of his tunic, his face reddening.

“I'say it’s a trap,” Miya repeated. “I say go,” countered Kiya, normally the more cautious of the
sisters. She helped Tol fit the broad belt around his waist, adding, “She’s rich, beautiful, and a
woman of influence in this city. She probably wants to discuss business.”

Miya snorted, and the two sisters were off again. While they argued, they helped him struggle into
less martial finery. Since he’d returned to the tent and told them about the invitation from Hanira,
Kiya and Miya had disputed nonstop about whether he should go. Miya feared an assassination plot.
To put a stop to her relentless urging, Tol had donned a light mail shirt under his tunic. It wouldn’t
stop an arrow or sword, but it would turn aside a dagger thrust from close range.

Kiya dismissed her sister’s fears. Trained forest fighter that she was, she had a low opinion of city-
bred women. They had nothing more in their heads than thoughts of clothes and pretty baubles. It
was nothing but a flirtation.

Still, when Miya departed to call for Tol’s horse, Kiya said quickly, “You wear the amulet?”

Tol assured her he did. The Irda nullstone was sewn into the waistband of his smallclothes, so it
would always be close.

As a youth, he’d come across an ancient, forgotten ruin at the headwaters of the Caer River. There
he had found a small artifact. Strands of copper, silver and gold had been braided together to form a
circlet, the free ends joined by a bead of copper. On the bead was etched a complex pattern of
angular lines and curving whorls. A piece of dull black glass filled the center of the circlet. It was a
pretty find and fit easily in the palm of Tol’s hand, so he’d kept it.

Later, he learned from the wizards of Daltigoth that his simple souvenir was in fact a millstone, an
exceedingly rare relic of the lost Irda race. It had one unique ability: it absorbed all magical power it
came in contact with.

Yoralyn, the elderly leader of the White Robes in Daltigoth, warned him there were people who
would slaughter entire cities to possess such a powerful artifact, so he should destroy it. Unwilling
to give it up, Tol did not heed her words. He did, however, keep the amulet a secret. Only Kiya
knew he possessed it.

In spite of his dismissive attitude toward Miya’s worries, Tol recognized that he was indeed taking a
chance. No Ergothian troops would enter Tarsis until tomorrow, when a small group would escort
Lord Regobart to the City Assembly for the formal ceremony ending hostilities. Tol was placing
himself alone in the midst of his former foes, but Hanira’s invitation was too intriguing to decline.

He declined the sisters’ offer to escort him. To those unfamiliar with his strapping hostage-wives,
the notion of them acting as his personal escort while he visited the home of a beautiful woman
would have seemed shocking.

“If Lady Hanira harms me, it would be a disaster for Tarsis,” Tol pointed out reasonably. “What she
wants to see me for I don’t know, but I can’t believe this is merely a crude plot against my life.”



Brown eyes serious, Miya folded her arms and loosed a last volley of objections, including, “She’s
too old for you.”

Tol ignored her as he buckled a sash to his belt and slipped his jeweled dagger, presented to him by
Prince Amaltar years ago, into the silken sling. Miya seized him by the shoulders and spun him
around to face her.

“If you get killed, what would happen to Sister and me?”
“When I die, you’re both free to return to the Great Green.”

Kiya broke her sister’s grip and stepped between her and Tol. Holding out Tol’s dress sword to him,
she said over her shoulder, “You see, Sister, there’s still a chance to be free of this brute!” Tol
laughed and buckled on the sword.

Glowering, Miya muttered, “We put out the lamps when we go to sleep. It’ll be dark when you
return. I hope you trip and fall.”

Kiya cuffed her, none too gently, and Tol made his escape.

The fiery disk of the sun was just touching the Bay of Tarsis. Wind swirled, frosting the distant
water with whitecaps. Although the fighting had ceased, the Ergothian priests maintained their wind
spell to keep the Tarsan fleet at sea.

On the wind-tossed ships, sailors were hoisting lanterns to the top of each ship’s mast to mark the
vessel’s position in the coming darkness. One by one, all the galleys acquired a single yellow star.
These rose and fell with each roll of the waves.

Two soldiers arrived and saluted. These were the men Tol had asked Frez to pick to accompany
him.

The soldier on his right identified himself as Sarkar, corporal of the Long Knife Horde; he named
his comrade as Belath. The second fellow dipped his head.

“I see you brought your cloaks as I requested,” Tol said. Both soldiers carried long, dark blue wraps
over their arms. “Put them on. We’re not declaring ourselves tonight.”

As the two men obeyed, Sarkar said, “Begging your pardon, my lord, but is this really wise?
Entering the enemy’s stronghold with just two men—"

“I’m expected and welcome,” Tol said. “Besides, aren’t three warriors of Ergoth more than a match
for any number of Tarsan merchants?”

Buoyed by his words, the soldiers took two horses from the picket line for themselves as Tol
mounted his own animal, Shadow.

The sun was half-buried in the sea now, and the cloudless sky was a palette of colors, from darkest
red in the west to pale rose directly overhead and sapphire eastward. Tol put the sinking sun on his
left and rode to Tradewind Gate.

The massive portal stood open, as had been agreed under the terms of the truce. However, the lack
of Tarsan guards was somewhat surprising.

An amber glimmer appeared in the shadowed depths beyond the gate. Nervous, Sarkar and Belath
reined up.

“What ails you men?” Tol asked, pulling up as well.

“I don’t know,” said Corporal Sarkar. “Just an odd feeling.”

“I expect we’re being met, since I don’t know the way,” Tol replied. “Is that so strange?”
The men could hardly disagree with their leader. The three of them moved on.

Lofty white walls towered over them, cutting off the last of the sunlight. Although the battlements



looked empty, Tol saw glints of metal in the arrow slits of a watchtower by the gate. Their progress
was noted.

The sound of their mounts’ iron-shod hooves echoed off the masonry, and the glimmer of light
ahead grew brighter. Slowly, the shadows resolved into a figure: a slender rider on horseback,
holding a lantern. At first, Tol thought it a beardless boy, but drawing nearer, he realized the light-
bearer was a young girl.

She appeared no more than fifteen or sixteen. Mounted on a fine bay horse, she wore striking livery
comprising a cloth-of-gold tabard over black tights. Her yellow hair was drawn back in a short,
thick braid.

Tol identified himself and asked, “Are you my guide?”

“I am, my lord,” she replied, her voice high and clear. Glancing at the two soldiers, she added, “My
orders are that you must proceed alone, my lord.”

Both Sarkar and the taciturn Belath began to protest, but Tol held up a hand for silence. “I must
have my retainers,” he said.

“I was bidden to bring only you.”

“Then return to your mistress with my regrets,” Tol said coldly. “A warlord of Ergoth does not
scurry about unaccompanied, like a common lackey.”

The girl clenched her mount’s reins in small white fists, biting her lip in indecision. “My lord, you
are awaited,” she said, as if that made the difference.

Tol tugged on the reins, as Shadow whirled in a tight circle. “If the syndic wants to see me so badly,
then she can come to our camp. Let’s go, men.”

They hadn’t ridden ten paces before the guide cantered up behind them. “My lord, please! The lady
I serve will be sorely disappointed if I return without you!”

“Then let my men come with me.”

She gave in. As they turned about once more, Tol asked her name.

“Valderra, my lord. Most call me Val.”

The name scored a sharp wound on his heart, but Tol let nothing show on his face.
“Lead on, Valderra.”

Inside the city wall, the houses were high and handsome, faced with buff-colored stone and with
steeply pitched roofs covered in green tiles. Through narrow gaps in the closed shutters Tol could
see dim lights flickering. The streets, although wide, paved, and clean, were eerily empty and unlit.
An Ergothian city of similar size, like Caergoth or Daltigoth, would have street lamps burning at
every corner and torches in sconces by the door of every shop and tavern.

Tol remarked on this. Valderra explained that because of the prolonged war, supplies of tallow and
lamp oil, which had to be imported into Tarsis, were almost exhausted.

“Why are there no folk about?” Sarkar wanted to know.

Valderra’s lips set in a firm line. “We have a severe curfew. There has been trouble at night.” She
kept her eyes fixed ahead. “Malcontents. Criminals.”

Twilight had arrived when they reached Emerald Square in the very heart of Tarsis. A vast
columned building, gabled and turreted, squatted on a hill overlooking the square. Valderra
identified it as the City Assembly, with adjacent palaces for the city’s rulers. Tol took the
opportunity to ask her the difference between a syndic and a prince.

“Princes are hereditary proprietors of the city’s affairs,” the girl said, eyes rising to the marble



complex above them. “They’re descendants of the founders of Tarsis. Syndics are the chosen heads
of city guilds.”

So princes were born, syndics made. That fit Tol’s impression of Hanira.
“It’s not correct then to call your mistress ‘Lady’?” he asked.

Valderra shook her head. She wore several tiny gold rings in each earlobe and these tinkled
musically with the gesture.

“Syndic Hanira is not a Lady,” she said quite seriously.
Tol smiled. Miya would agree with that statement, no doubt.

Emerald Square was actually two intersecting squares, creating a cross-shaped plaza at the foot of
Palace Hill. For the first time since entering Tarsis, the small party encountered other traffic.
Virtually all of it was on foot, including several luxurious palanquins carried on the shoulders of
bearers. Although cloaked in relative anonymity, the four riders drew stares.

“Horses must be in short supply,” Tol reasoned.
Valderra nodded. “Most were taken for the army.”

Golden House stood at the end of one of the arms of the plaza. Six stories tall and filling the width
of the plaza, it was beautiful, but built like a miniature fortress. An outer wall surrounded it, and the
house itself showed massive contours. Every corner, every window inlet and doorway was rounded
and radiused, giving the impression the whole building had been cast in a single piece instead of
constructed. Each window facing the square had its shutters open and a rack of candles burning on
its sill.

The gate was closed. Flames leaped in brass braziers—or were they gold? Flanking the gate were
guards in livery like Valderra’s, standing with spears ported.

Valderra announced their party. The guards exchanged disapproving glances at learning Tol had
brought retainers. They began to protest, but Tol soon put a stop to that.

“Stand aside, you louts!” he bellowed in his fiercest battle -field voice. Both guards flinched. “I
have business with your mistress, and these men are with me! Now admit us!”

Immediately, the near guard produced an iron key as long as his arm. It had been dangling from his
belt, and Tol had mistaken it for a scabbard. The guard inserted the huge key into a slot in the gate
and, with the other sentry’s help, twisted it until a loud clank announced the lock had disengaged.

Once Tol’s party was inside, the gilded gate swung shut and the lock clanged as it was secured.
Belath muttered unhappily about being trapped inside.

Uniformed servants appeared out of the dancing torchlight and held Shadow while Tol dismounted.
No one came forward to assist Sarkar or Belath.

“Will you see to my men?”” Tol asked, and Valderra nodded.

Gesturing at the two warriors, she rode away toward a garden nestled between the wall and the
house proper. The garden contained fruit trees, and lush green shrubs trimmed and shaped to
resemble all manner of whimsical items—a bell, a leaping dolphin, a flock of birds rising into the
air.

When she realized the two Ergothians hadn’t moved to follow her, Valderra halted between a leafy
statue of a minotaur and a rearing unicorn.

“My lord,” Sarkar said to Tol. “Our place is by your side!”
“All will be well. Go with the girl. Be pleasant but vigilant. I will send for you if I need you.”
Unhappy but obedient, the two men followed their young guide into the topiary.



Tol was met at the door by an older woman in a high-necked, golden gown. Plump and gray-haired,
she radiated competence and serenity.

“My lord,” she said, clasping her hands at her waist and bowing. “I am Zae, Keeper of the Golden
House.”

“You are the syndic’s chamberlain?”
“Just so, my lord. Will you come this way?”

The entrance hall was staggering. Tol had never seen anything to equal it, not even in the imperial
capital. The view overhead went straight to the roof, six floors above. At each level, on three sides,
balconies faced the atrium. Underfoot, a carpet woven of golden thread covered a floor of polished
black granite. Gilded statues, half again life size, lined both sides of the hall. Extremely lifelike,
some statues were portly, some wizened and stooped, a few youthful and strong. Zae explained they
represented former syndics of the Guild of Goldsmiths and Jewelers.

Between each statue was a bright globe, perched atop a slender marble column. Each globe emitted
a soft, warm light. The air was sweet with the unobtrusive hint of floral incense.

The richness of his surroundings—the heavy tapestries, thick carpets, and ornate furniture—amazed
Tol. Even the knobs and hinges of the doors they passed were covered with gold.

Zae told him the Golden House comprised two hundred rooms. Begun in the sixty-sixth year of the
city by Syndic Morolin, the house had taken eleven years to build. Hanira had lived here since Year
221 of the city.

Realizing the figure meant nothing to Tol, Zae added, “She has been in residence for fifteen years,
my lord.”

At the end of the monumental hall, a corridor crossed at right angles. Zae turned right, leading Tol
to what she called the Minor Hall.

She stopped before a pair of tall double doors. They parted for her, swinging in silently. Each was
quite thick and probably weighed several hundredweight, but no motive force was visible, here or in
the room beyond. The great doors opened seemingly of their own volition.

A wave of noise hit Tol. The Minor Hall was revealed to be as large as the Feasting Hall of the
Riders of the Horde in Daltigoth. Instead of an intimate dinner, Tol found himself facing a room
occupied by at least fifty guests, all of whom seemed to be talking at once.

Zae paused and spoke to a man who wore golden livery and an open-faced helmet of shining gold.
In response, he struck the stone floor with his staff, commanding attention.

“Guildmasters, syndics, and princes!” the fellow boomed. “His Excellency, Lord Tolandruth of
Juramona!”

The chatter and clatter ceased instantly. All eyes turned to Tol. Striving to appear casual and calm in
the face of so many judgmental stares, Tol unhooked the pewter frog at his throat and handed his
cloak to Zae. He thanked her for her help.

“I am here to serve, my lord,” she said, and withdrew. The doors closed behind her.

The continued silence was deafening. Tol walked to the table. An enormous feast was laid out, but
no one had partaken yet. All stood or sat around the long, heavy table, drinking from delicately
shaped golden goblets. Most of the Tarsans were men, well fed and with red faces. Apparently
they’d been drinking a while.

Hanira rose from her place at the head of the table. The only other face Tol recognized was that of
young Prince Helx, seated at Hanira’s right hand. The blond prince did not rise but glowered at Tol,
pale blue eyes tracing his every move.



“My lord,” said Hanira. “Welcome to Golden House.”
Tol executed a slight bow. “Thank you. I hope I have not inconvenienced you by arriving late.”

“Not at all.” She extended a smooth arm to indicate an empty chair. The single ring on her hand
held the largest diamond Tol had ever seen. It flashed like a beacon in the glow of massed candles.

“Won’t you be seated?”

Those were the last words he would hear from her for several hours. She had placed him at the foot
of the table, directly opposite herself. Although it was obviously a place of honor, Tol was vaguely
annoyed to find himself so far from his hostess.

Spurs and sword jingling accompanied his every footfall. A servant stood at his chair, a gesture Tol
at first did not understand, but as he approached, the servant pulled the chair out for him. When a
second lackey offered to take his sword, he frowned the fellow into retreat. Unhooking the scabbard
from his belt, Tol sat down and laid the weapon across his lap.

Tol had been a long time away from the grand dinners of the Ergothian capital. The life of a soldier
on the frontier had roughened the edges Valaran had worked to smooth during his time in Daltigoth.
Still, he found himself surprised by the affected manners of the Tarsans seated nearest him. In wary
silence, they eyed him throughout dinner as if he was a beast they might provoke with the slightest
word. He didn’t try to initiate conversation.

Considering the sumptuousness of the surroundings, the food was rather plain. Tol supposed even
the wealthy Hanira had to deal with the shortages caused by war.

Wine there was in plenty, both native red and Silvanesti white, the nectar of the elves. As the
evening wore on, Tol drank more and more, mostly out of boredom. Isolated at the end of the table,
he amused himself by studying the Tarsans.

Hanira was at least ten years older than him. In her early forties, she had reached the age when a
woman’s face either fines down or plumps up. The former was the case with Hanira. Her
cheekbones were high, her chin a trifle sharp, but her most arresting feature was her eyes. Large,
they were the warm color of honey or polished wood. Even at this distance, Tol was very much
aware of her gaze when it fell upon him.

In a room full of curled hair, silk and brocade finery, and powdered faces, Hanira seemed elegantly
natural. She wore her raven-black hair simply, parted in the center and drawn forward over her right
shoulder into a single heavy braid. Her gown was of ruby silk, with a high collar in back and a low
neckline in front. At her throat, between the wings of her collar, a dark jewel—onyx or jet—glinted.

The sullen Prince Helx, seated on her right, kept trying to capture her attention, reaching for her
hand. She evaded him time and again. The prince obviously was attempting to woo his hostess, but
she brushed him off with smiling, casual replies and chatted gaily with the elderly man on her left.

The party grew loud, as parties do when wine is consumed in quantity, then began to falter as the
effects took hold. As the hour grew late, guests rose from the table, bowed to their hostess, and
tottered out. Some required the support of a servant or two to make their way from the room. Tol
kept his head and his seat. He was the only Ergothian in attendance; he must have been invited for
some reason. He wouldn’t hasten to leave until he learned what that reason was.

A regiment of boys appeared to ferry the dishes away. As they staggered out under the weight of
dozens of golden plates, other servers gathered goblets on trays. Through the swirl of activity Tol
saw Helx speaking in low tones to Hanira, with an intent expression in his light blue eyes. She was
leaning back in her great chair, seeming to distance herself from his entreaties.

Tol stood and clipped the scabbard to his belt again. Walking around the end of the wide table, he
approached his hostess at a deliberate pace. The sight of the fearsome enemy warlord on his feet
froze the bevy of servants in various poses. The clatter and the tinkle of cutlery ceased abruptly.



Helx and Hanira watched him draw near, but only Hanira smiled.
“My lord,” she said warmly. “Was the dinner to your liking?”

Her voice was like a fresh draft of wine. Slightly more befuddled by the wine and the room’s heat
than he’d thought, Tol answered rather bluntly: “Your palace is magnificent, but the repast was a bit
plain.”

“Food is in short supply,” Helx snapped.

“Is that why you surrendered?” Tol responded, again too bluntly, keeping his eyes on Hanira. He
dragged the chair on her left out with his foot, unbuckled his sword, and sat down. “Not enough
food to withstand a siege?”

Helx leaped to his feet. “Insolent savage! Remember where you are!”

Tol grinned disarmingly, his attention still on the woman before him. “Begging your pardon, lady. I
mean no disrespect—to you.”

Helx’s hand flashed to the dagger under his draped blue robe. Tol leaned back, both hands on his
scabbard. ““Your Highness, be calm.”

The prince’s hand tightened on his dagger. Hanira lost her bland, pleasant manner and said sharply,
“Helx, don’t be a fool! Sit down!”

“I won’t be insulted by this—this barbarian!”

Hanira leaned toward Tol, saying sweetly, “Pay him no mind, Lord Tolandruth. You have my leave
to bloody him if he acts up.”

Tol threw back his head laughing. White-faced with fury, Helx demanded, ‘“Hanira, give me your
answer! I have a right to know!”

She picked up her goblet. Just before the golden rim touched her lips she murmured, “Go home,
Helx. It’s late, and you are no longer amusing.”

“I demand an answer!”
“Sounds to me like you got an answer, boy.”

Tol’s chuckling comment goaded the prince into drawing his slim silver blade, eight inches long.
Fast as he did this, however, he found the tip of Tol’s dress sword pressed into his throat.

The prince froze, seething with fury, and looked at Hanira. She calmly sipped her wine.

Helx lowered his dagger. Tol took his sword from the fiery young man’s neck. Pale eyes riveted on
Hanira’s unconcerned face, Helx drove his blade into the tabletop, burying a quarter of its length in
the richly polished wood, then turned on his heel and stalked out. On the way he shoved aside any
hapless servant who came within reach.

“Poor fool,” Hanira murmured when he was gone. “He imagined I’d swoon at the chance to marry
him.”

Tol’s brows rose in surprise. The prince seemed the merest puppy compared to the mature,
sophisticated Hanira.

“He’s an ardent and usually agreeable boy,” she added, “but the time is long past for me to consider
marriage again.” A smile touched the corners of her mouth. “Besides, I couldn’t bear the loss of
status.”

Hanira rose, and immediately Zae was at her side, poised to assist her.
“I will retire now, Zae,” Hanira said. “You have the key?”

The older woman bowed. “Yes, mistress.”



Tol stood, but before he could speak, Hanira swept out a side door. Like the door through which Tol
had entered, this one opened without her touching it.

Zae bade Tol sit and indulge in a strengthening draught. He wanted no more drink, but she gently
insisted. The liquid a lackey poured from a slender amphora was not wine. It was thick, with a

pearlescent blue sheen. Zae said only that it was a “decoction of many ingredients,” and very
healthful.

Tol eyed the goblet uncertainly. The liquid had a mild aroma, not unpleasant, but more animal than
vegetable. Milk of some kind, he reckoned.

“Juramona!” he whispered, raising the cup high, then draining it in one gulp.

The liquid was cold. When it hit his stomach, Tol felt his head abruptly clear of the wine-induced
fog. His fingers and toes knotted involuntarily then relaxed. A smile spread over his face.

Zae nodded sagely. “An ancient family recipe,” she said. Dipping a hand into her sleeve, she
brought out a small object and pressed it into his hand. “Your key, my lord.” She pointed toward the
side door where Hanira had exited.

The so-called key was a small figure, no larger than his thumb, made of silver. It depicted a
crouching man, clutching a bar or rod.

Zae said, “That is Shinare, patron deity of the Golden House. There is much treasure here, many
precious things. Every door in the Golden House is secured by an ancient spell. Only the key of
Shinare unlocks them.”

Without further explanation, she said, “Good night, my lord,” and swiftly withdrew.

From chatter and gaiety, the Minor Hall now resounded only with silence. No outside sounds
penetrated its walls. The heat generated by the crowd of diners was dissipating, the room cooling
rapidly.

Tol had two choices: follow Zae and return to camp, or follow Hanira and stay the night. The potion
he’d drunk had left him feeling alert and utterly clear-headed. Staring at the tiny silver image of
Shinare in his hand, he made his decision.

The key opened the side door. When his hand touched the cool metal doorknob, a slight prickling
sensation passed through his fingers, telling him magic was present. The knob turned easily enough.

A candle flickered on a table in the dim corridor beyond. Just a few steps away was a set of steps,
leading up. A faint trace of perfume lingered in the air. Hanira had passed this way.

Tol picked up the candle and ascended the stairs. At the top, the way left was dark. To the right a
second candle glowed in a wall niche. He went that way.

A trail of lighted candles led him to an ornate door, perfectly round and as wide across as he could
stretch his arms. The portal was decorated in high relief and looked exactly like a giant gold coin,
complete with a stylized rendering of the walls of Tarsis. Again, the key fit.

Tol put a hand to the door and pushed, but it didn’t immediately budge. A much harder shove finally
caused the massive door to swing slowly inward. From its ponderous weight, he realized the door
was made of solid gold.

The room beyond was capacious, and illuminated with racks of candles. The chamber was divided
into more intimate spaces by wooden screens, carved and painted. The scent of Hanira’s perfume
was stronger here, and a melodious tinkling sound wafted to Tol, borne on the warm air like the
music of wind chimes.

He wended his way through the maze of screens, his footfalls muffled by thick carpets. He passed
through sitting rooms, a study, and a private dining spot, all equipped with light, elegant furniture



draped in rich brocades. On the small dining table was a golden bowl brimming with fruit. Tol
plucked a fine ripe pear.

A curtain of gold and black silk closed off the passage out of the dining nook. Tol bit into the pear
and parted the curtain with a sweep of his hand.

“Welcome,” said Hanira.
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The candles had gone out hours ago, leaving as the only light the glow from a blue glass globe by
Hanira’s bed. About the size of a man’s head, the globe perched on a polished marble column and
emitted a soft, silent illumination.

Tol turned over, seeking Hanira, but the bed was empty.

Getting out of bed, he winced as his bare feet touched the cold marble floor. His clothes had been
left in the sitting room below, where he’d found Hanira.

Strange evening, he mused. He’d come to Golden House a victorious general with seduction in
mind, but in the end, he was left feeling like the conquered one. Years of service to the empire, a
score of battles, large and small, had not prepared him for this night.

He wrapped a thin blanket around his waist and went down the stairs to the sitting room.

His clothes and Hanira’s were strewn about the floor and furniture. Donning his linen breeches, he
checked his waist-pocket for the nullstone. It was still there.

Feeling more secure now that he was at least partly dressed, Tol went looking for his hostess.

Great beams crisscrossed the high, vaulted ceiling like the strands of an enormous web. He easily
made out the sheen caused by the blue glimmer of the globe by the bed. There was only one other
light source in the entire, vast chamber, a mild amber glow off to his left. Hanira must be there. One
of the many things he’d learned about her in their brief time together was she never slept in the
dark.

The story of her life, as she’d related it to him, had been both horrifying and fascinating. Of
common birth, she had gained all she possessed by sagacity and ambition. When her third husband,
Morgax, syndic of the guild of goldsmiths, had died, she had assumed control of the guild. It hadn’t
been easy. Many in the guild opposed her, as she was not an artisan herself, but she outlasted some
of her enemies and actively ruined others. Her arsenal of weapons included bribery, extortion,
persuasion, and not a few dagger thrusts in the night.

Once her rule of the goldsmiths’ guild was established, Hanira set out to take control of the
jewelers’ guild as well. In a struggle that cost several fortunes and a number of lives, she merged the
two separate guilds into one powerful, wealthy organization under her absolute control. All of this
she had accomplished by age forty.

“Not bad for a poor girl and former courtesan,” she’d explained. “We’re much alike, Tolandruth of
Juramona. From the time you defeated Tylocost in Hylo, I’ve followed your doings with great
interest. [ knew we’d cross paths again, sooner or later. We’re conquerors, you and I. We should be
allies.” Trailing a rose-painted fingernail down his chest, she added, “We should be friends.”

He was flattered and wary at the same time. Hanira was entirely captivating, yet he knew he could
never turn his back on her. He put off answering her proposal, using revived passion to evade the
issue of an alliance. Later, he feigned sleep, which became real enough when Zae’s invigorating
tonic wore off.



Now he found the source of the amber glow and there found his lover as well. She slept in an
alcove, screened from the rest of the room. He gaped, astonished.

Hanira was completely enclosed in a rectangular shell of flawless, clear crystal, like a coffin made
of glass. Lamps burned at each end of the box. The panel over her face was not fogged with breath,
but he could see her ribs expand with every breath.

After his initial surprise, he quickly grasped the reason behind the weird arrangement. This was the
price Hanira paid for her success—reposing each night in a beautiful crystal cage to foil
assassination.

Just then he heard a metallic scrape in the darkened chamber behind him. His senses, honed by war,
immediately recognized the sound of a blade being drawn somewhere nearby. He rushed out of
Hanira’s chamber to the sitting room, hunting through his discarded clothing for his sword and
dagger. This particular sword was largely ceremonial—its straight blade thin, damascened and
pretty, but hardly a warrior’s weapon, yet it would serve, and he also had his dagger.

Something bumped into one of the many wooden partitions somewhere in the vast room. Tol
climbed a tall chair and peered around. Back in the direction of the door he’d entered by, he spied
the slight movement of one of the screens.

Though underdressed and barefoot, he prepared to fight. He decided not to rouse Hanira. If this was
an assassination attempt, she would be safer within her crystal enclosure. If he called for Hanira’s
guards, he would betray his position to whomever was out there.

Now he heard sounds from a second direction—perhaps a second attacker. Off to his right, there
was another sword-scrape. Three assassins?

He waited, heartbeat accelerating, as the muffled footfalls came nearer. He timed his first move with
care. Two intruders were approaching straight at him, and one flanked him on the right. The two
were nearer, and when he judged them close enough, he ran forward and planted a foot squarely on
the tall wooden screen in front of him. It flew back, crashing into something that prevented it from
falling. Tol heard a raspy snarl as the panel shattered to kindling.

Facing him were two hulking figures, thick-necked and bald or perhaps wearing smooth helmets. In
the dim light it was impossible to tell. Tol presented his sword in his right hand, dagger in his left.
The pair lumbered forward.

As they drew closer, he realized with a start that the two were not human, but he wasn’t sure exactly
what they were. Man-shaped, half a head taller than himself, the two creatures wore neither clothes
nor armor. Their bodies were made of some translucent substance, tinged blue. Their faces were
vague, frightening representations of normal features, with bumps for eyes, thin noses, and simple
slits for mouths. Wielding swords, they rushed at him.

He met the near one’s overhand chop with his thin dress sword. The blow made his hand sting. Tol
slashed at its neck. He felt the dagger tip rake over rubbery flesh, but the creature gave no sign it
felt any pain, and no blood flowed from the cut. Tol leaped back to avoid the second monster’s
blade.

Tol scrambled around Hanira’s furniture, thinking frantically. He’d never heard of a race of beings
like these. They were sent to kill—who? Hanira or him? Both Syndic Hanira and Lord Tolandruth
had many enemies.

The third intruder was crashing through screens off to Tol’s right. Hanira slumbered on in her glass
box, and Tol led the monsters away from her. If they did not follow, if they went for the syndic, he
would know their true target.

They followed him. They seemed brutes, strong but dull-witted. One of the monster’s legs became
tangled in one of Hanira’s low couches. Tol let out a yell and jumped over a chair, lunging at the
creature’s chest. It parried, but too slowly. Tol’s narrow sword blade hit and penetrated. He leaned



into the thrust, knotting the considerable muscles in his shoulder. The monster’s flesh was denser
than a man’s, but he pierced it with a full span of metal before his blade stopped. His strange foe
seemed unaffected, no blood, no evidence of pain. Had it no organs to pierce, no arteries to slash?

Fending off counterblows with his dagger, Tol tried to work his sword free. The other creature
aimed a cut at his neck, swinging its weapon in a wide arc. Tol ducked and iron cleaved the air over
his head. He still could not free his sword. Cursing, he endured a rain of blows from the attacker
he’d impaled. In between parries, Tol hit the impaled creature with the jeweled pommel of Prince
Amaltar’s dagger. It was like punching a bale of leather, causing no real harm.

The sword-swinging monster landed a hit, the tip of its sword piercing the rim of Tol’s right ear. In
a fury, he let go his sword and grappled with the creature who’d wounded him. The faceless beast
was effortlessly powerful, but Tol gradually forced it back. Without a sound of protest or alarm, it
fell on its back, smashing one of Hanira’s delicate side tables and losing its grip on its sword.

Tol snatched up the weapon. With a snarl, he brought the heavy blade down on the prostrate
monster’s head, cleaving it in two. The creature quivered like jelly, arms flailing, slit mouth open.
Tol leaned back to avoid a slash from the other monster, still carrying his sword in its chest, then
planted a foot on the fallen one’s chest and struck again. The good iron blade severed the creature’s
right arm at the shoulder.

Tol yelled in triumph and stood back, expecting the wounded monster to succumb. Instead, it rose
to its feet, and the severed limb leaped about like a spawning salmon, fingers opening and clenching
as though searching for its foe or owner.

Such enemies could not be slain by ordinary means. That being clear, Tol was not ashamed to flee.
He ran through a gap in the screens. Clumsily, but with mindless persistence, the two monsters
followed him, leaving the syndic behind.

Sweating, panting, and with blood running down his jaw from his injured ear, Tol paused in a
corridor made of tall wooden panels to collect his racing thoughts. He’d never fought magical
beings before. Too bad he didn’t have a spell-caster with him.

A revelation struck him like a clothyard shaft. Why did he need magic against magical foes? Did he
not have the Irda millstone?

Wood splintered around him. The monsters were near.
How could he use the millstone against them? Should he strike them with it somehow?
A loud crash, nearer yet, sounded. Then another, behind Tol. They were encircling him.

Tol slit the stitching around the pocket holding the nullstone. In trying to move quickly, he fumbled
it, dropping the artifact. It bounced beneath a table. He cursed under his breath and went to his
knees, groping in the shadows.

Suddenly, his right wrist was seized in a painful, bone-crushing grip. Fantastic though it seemed, the
monster’s severed limb had him! It must have crawled after him on its own, outdistancing its
owner’s ponderous body.

Tol’s hand went numb, and the sword fell from his nerveless fingers. He jabbed at the disembodied
arm with his dagger, but it merely tightened its numbing grip. Bone grated on bone in his wrist, and
he gasped with pain.

He heaved the severed arm onto a nearby cushioned settee and frantically sawed at its narrowest
point, the wrist, with the edge of his knife. The arm fought him back, flailing and twisting like a
vengeful snake.

Now the other attackers appeared—two at one end of the corridor and the third, the one that was
missing its arm, at the other end. Tol swiftly dropped to his belly, and crawled along the rug,
dragging the severed arm awkwardly along. The three monsters advanced with heavy tread, but



Tol’s groping hand finally came down on something hard and metallic. The millstone!

He rolled over and slammed the Irda artifact against the severed arm. Instantly, the powerful limb
went stiff. Its fingers were still locked savagely around his wrist, but when he struck it with the butt
of his dagger, the arm cracked. Elated, he hammered the limb until it was reduced to lifeless pieces.

Jumping to his feet, Tol yanked the lacing from the calf of his smallclothes. He swiftly used the
linen strip to lash the millstone to the hilt of his dagger.

A sword streaked at his head, his own ceremonial weapon, now wielded by the one-armed thing. He
ducked, and it shattered the oiled wood paneling behind him.

Whirling, Tol smashed the blade of his dagger against the dense blue flesh. The magical creature
gave a start and then solidified into immobility, immediately turning to ashy white stone. Tol kicked
hard at its leg, knocking out a sizable chunk. The suddenly inert monster toppled, shattering when it
hit the floor.

The other two creatures were soon overcome in similar fashion. Parrying their attacks, choosing his
openings with care, Tol struck each of the monsters with his millstone -enhanced dagger, and soon
enough the fight was over.

Tol slumped in a chair, limp, gasping. His pulse throbbed in his battered ear, and wide bruises were
darkening on his right wrist. He cradled his injured limb to his chest, muttering dire curses against
whomever had sent the murderous beings.

A pale glow of light appeared around him. Hanira had arrived, bearing a candelabrum. She wore a
robe of golden silk and a dazed, confused expression. Her black hair was loose around her
shoulders.

Regarding the devastation in her private chambers with admirable aplomb, she asked, “What’s
this?”

“Assassins. Magical creatures, sent here to kill.”

Her brow furrowed. “How did they get in? No one has ever penetrated the wards of Shinare which
shield Golden House!” She nudged the debris of one shattered monster with the toe of her golden
slipper. Shaking her head, she said, “Golems! I’ve not seen the like since I was married to my first
husband.”

“Golems?”

“Beings of clay or stone, animated by magic and set to a specific task. They’re mindless and will
persist in their duty until destroyed.”

She set the candelabrum on a table and planted her hands on her hips. The gesture parted her
loosely tied robe and revealed she wore nothing underneath but a slender golden band encircling her
waist. Tucked into the band was a stiletto.

“This is my fault,” she said. “My enemies must have learned of our meeting and fear I will make an
alliance with you.” Her honey-colored eyes narrowed. “This isn’t the first attempt on my life. I shall
make inquiries, and those responsible will be found.”

Hanira asked how he had bested the powerful golems.

“My dagger is enchanted,” he lied, placing a hand on the hilt. “I tried to fight the things with my
court sword. It was no better than a feather duster.”

She put her arm around him soothingly, steering him back toward her bed chamber. At first Tol
resisted, thinking he should return to camp, report what had happened here tonight. If truth be told,
he was sore and injured, and Hanira was a beautiful woman; the danger seemed over. He let himself
be led.



“I suppose Helx may be behind this,” Hanira mused, as they walked together slowly. “I rejected him
tonight, and he has the money to hire any mage he wants.”

Hanira doctored his injuries, soaking a cloth in spirits and dabbing away the blood from his ear.
From a small aromatic cedar box, she took balm, which she applied to his bruises. Finally, she tore a
silk sheet into strips and made a tight bandage for his arm.

When she was done, he held up his wrapped arm, admiring her work.

“As a girl I was apprenticed to a healer,” she explained, “but circumstances led me elsewhere.”
She’d become a courtesan at seventeen and had remained one until she married her first husband at
twenty-two.

Tol had been nearly lulled into sleep again, when a tumult arose at the chamber door—a mob of
servants led by Zae. Armed with kitchen knives and makeshift clubs, they’d rallied to defend
Hanira.

“Mistress! Are you well? All the wards are down!” Zae cried, her eyes taking in the wreckage. She
was still in her dressing gown, gray hair askew.

Hanira assured her people she was uninjured. A male servant behind Zae relayed terrible news. Six
men lay dead in the courtyard. Four of Hanira’s household guards and Tol’s own escort had perished
trying to stop mysterious intruders.

Tol was furious with himself. Sarkar and Belath had paid a high price for his dalliance.

Four marks past midnight, Zae reported, the main gate had been battered down by three powerful
attackers. Hanira’s guard had tried to stop them but were slain. Sarkar and Belath, sleeping in the
guards’ house, heard the noise of battle and rallied to action. The rest of the household, unarmed
servants and lackeys, had cowered in their rooms until Zae finally managed to muster them in the
entry hall.

Hanira thanked them all profusely, promising rewards to all for their bravery. The servants departed,
leaving the syndic and the general alone once more.

“Zae is quite a woman. You’re lucky to have her,” Tol said.

Hanira closed the medicine chest. “I don’t have her. She had me. Zae is my mother.”
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A strange and fateful night, and by dawn Tol still was not sure what to make of the peculiar events.
He saw to the burial of brave Sarkar and Belath, and he was expected at Lord Regobart’s morning
council to plan the armistice terms between Ergoth and Tarsis. Hanira saw him off, but since the
attack, she’d shed her seductive air and behaved in a more preoccupied, businesslike fashion.

Even as he was about to leave her mansion, a quartet of riders skidded to a stop in the courtyard.
They were men of Tol’s Army of the North, led by Frez. The steadfast warrior sprang from the
saddle, calling for his commander.

“I’m here,” Tol answered, stepping outside. Briefly he filled Frez in on what had happened last
night, about the golems, and the fate of Sarkar and Belath. Frez had important news of his own to
impart.

“Couriers arrived this morning, my lord! Couriers from Daltigoth!” Frez replied. “The emperor is
dead!”

Pakin III, emperor of Ergoth, had been in poor health for the last dozen years. His eldest son,
Amaltar, had ruled as regent for the past decade.



“Has Prince Amaltar ascended to the throne?” Hanira, standing at Tol’s shoulder, asked.
“The warlords have pledged their loyalty to him,” said Frez, “and my lord, we are recalled!”
Tol stiffened as if struck. “Recalled?”

All the highest imperial warlords had been summoned to attend the coronation. Only Lord Regobart
was excused, as he must conclude the negotiations with Tarsis.

“We’ll leave at once!” Tol declared. He strode forward a few steps, then halted abruptly. He looked
back at Hanira. “I won’t forget you.”

She laughed lightly, and the old, knowing look came back to her face. “No, you won’t.”
They rode hard back to camp.



Chapter 3

The Path Unseen

For a nation of warriors, a change of monarchs heralded a risky time. Ambitious power-seekers
could spring from nowhere and lay claim to the throne, throwing the empire into another dynastic
struggle. The Pakin clan had been quiet for years, its last pretender having been shortened by a head
almost two decades earlier, but there were still Pakins about. Nor was Amaltar safe from his own
family. His younger brother, Prince Nazramin, possessed considerable power and influence.
Nazramin was the very ideal of the hard-riding, hard-living warlord of old Ergoth. Indeed, many
Riders of the Great Horde preferred him to Amaltar, whom they saw as a pallid, palace-dwelling
schemer. Sensing Nazramin’s popularity with some warlords, Amaltar had forbidden his brother to
participate in the Tarsis campaign, lest he reap more glory at his elder brother’s expense.

At the moment Tol thought little about such things. He cared only that he was going to Daltigoth at
last. After ten years away, he could at last get to the heart of deeply troubling matters. The renegade
wizard Mandes, whom Tol had rescued from a band of wild bakali years before, had gone to the
capital after Tol’s destruction of the monster XimXim and his defeat of the Tarsan general, Tylocost.
Although sent by Tol to carry word of his victories, Mandes had usurped those triumphs. The defeat
of Tylocost was credited to Lord Urakan, who had died in the battle. The death of XimXim Mandes
claimed for himself.

That was but half the cup of Tol’s bitterness. More painful, and far less explicable, was the complete
silence from his beloved Valaran. Ten years had given Tol much time to speculate. Val was only one
of Amaltar’s several wives and had assured Tol the prince cared little for her, yet Tol wondered if
Amaltar had discovered their relationship. Perhaps Valaran had been compelled to keep silent, had
fallen ill, or had found someone else to love, someone not so long gone and so far away.

Tol had long consoled himself with a single thought: Valaran was in Daltigoth, and one day he
would return to her. That day had finally come.

The Army of the North would remain at Tarsis under Lord Regobart’s command. Tol and a small
escort would travel fast and light to the capital. He chose five to accompany him: Kiya, Miya, Frez,
the healer Felryn, and Darpo. Darpo was recovered enough from his wound to ride but not enough
to fight. However, he was one of Tol’s longest-serving retainers and Tol did not wish to leave him
behind.

The Dom-shu hastily packed the contents of the tent. Conversing at the top of their lungs—their
normal tone between themselves—they tossed everything from clothing to cutlery at each other,
stowing all in the appropriate containers. In saddlebags went the few things they were taking along;
the items they were leaving behind were packed into large, leather-bound chests. The chests would
be carted home later.

Tol stood by the center pole of the tent, reluctant to budge from his safe spot. Kiya was flinging
knives and spoons past him to her sister, who caught them with casual precision.

“So, husband! You had a rough time in town, eh?” said Miya as she dropped utensils into an open
chest.

“It wasn’t all bad,” he replied.



“Spare us the sordid details.”

" *Ware, sister!” Kiya called and tossed a hatchet. Tol flinched as the hand axe whirled through the
air toward Miya’s face. Without a blink, Miya snatched the tumbling tool by its handle.

“Did the Tarsan woman make any demands?”” asked Kiya, searching for her next projectile.
The question struck Tol as funny, and he laughed. Kiya reddened.

“No, she asked for nothing,” he said.

Both women stopped packing. “Nothing?”” said Miya. “No deal, no bribe, no threats?”
Kiya looked positively disappointed. “What in Bran’s name did you talk about?”

“We didn’t talk much—a little about ourselves. She told me of her early life.”

Kiya stooped and picked up some loose clothing. “Clever,” she murmured. ‘“Very clever. She invites
an enemy into her home and bed but makes no demands on him.” Wadding the clothes together, she
shoved them at Miya. “She didn’t make a conspirator of Tol, she made a friend.”

Even after all their years together, he was still surprised by Kiya’s acumen, and privately he agreed
with her assessment. For all Hanira’s ruthlessness, he liked her. She was an amazing woman. He
understood why men like Prince Helx made fools of themselves over her. Back in camp now among
his own people, he found that Hanira’s allure had faded. The prospect of returning to Daltigoth—
and Valaran—had done much to dim her seductive memory.

Felryn arrived, and Tol stepped outside to ask what news he brought.

The cleric of Mishas shook his head. “Little, I fear. Even after two days’ work, I cannot determine
who could have sent those golems. There are four or five in Tarsis capable of it, but all are
accounted for.”

Felryn had agreed with Tol’s reasoning that he, and not Hanira, must have been the golems’
intended victim. Perhaps a spy tipped them off to his whereabouts, but the creatures would have
found Tol no matter where he was that night.

Horsemen galloped by, throwing up sand. Felryn bent to brush off his legs. “A powerful spellcaster
was at work,” he said in a low voice. “To create and command three golems at once and break the
ancient wards of the Golden House are feats worthy of a magical master. You must be careful, my
lord. Whoever did this will try again.”

When he’d first found the Irda nullstone, Tol had shown the artifact to the healer, who dismissed it

as a harmless trinket. Once he learned its true nature from the White Robe wizard Yoralyn, Tol had

kept it a closely guarded secret. Yoralyn was dead now, and the only others who knew he possessed
it, Yoralyn’s colleagues Oropash and Helbin, had vowed to keep his secret, fearful of the chaos that
would erupt if the nullstone’s existence became known.

Whoever had tried to kill him in the Golden House had failed. However long it took, Tol vowed to
Felryn, he would discover the one responsible and mete out justice for the deaths of his loyal men.
It was very possible, he added with a grim smile, that Hanira was right, and his unknown enemy
was a Tarsan rival of the guild leader, in which case he felt confident Hanira would do him the favor
of finding and punishing the culprit first.

Miya put her head through the tent flaps. “We’re done. The bags are full. Sister has gone to fetch
the horses.”

For years the Dom-shu women had resisted riding horseback. Their tribe were forest-dwellers in the
vast woodland known as the Great Green, and regarded the use of horses as a weakness. Real men
and women walked on their own two feet, the sisters always said. However, on the long campaign
from Hylo to Tarsis—a distance of hundreds of leagues—M iya and Kiya had reluctantly learned to
ride.



Frez and Darpo appeared, each leading two horses. Darpo was pale and stood slightly hunched,
favoring his side, but he saluted his commander with fervor.

When the Dom-shu sisters returned on their own animals, Frez moved to boost his injured comrade
into the saddle, but his commander intervened.

“It’s my honor,” Tol said. Darpo put his booted foot in Tol’s cupped hands, and Tol tossed him up
into the saddle.

“What way do we take, my lord?”” Darpo asked, in a voice shaky with pain.

Tol wanted to get to Daltigoth as quickly as possible. His fellow warlords were riding north to the
Great Plains River, to circumvent the mountains and the dangerous, impenetrable Great Green.
They would then turn west, entering the empire northwest of Tol’s hometown of Juramona in the
province of the Eastern Hundred. That would require more than thirty days of travel. Tol had a
different route in mind.

“We’ll cross the Harrow Sky Mountains,” he said, referring to the range on the west side of the Bay
of Tarsis. “Then we’ll cross the hill country to the Gulf of Ergoth and take ship to the capital.”

There were raised eyebrows all around. Felryn said, “That’s rough territory, my lord.”

He was putting it mildly. The Harrow Sky hill country was a wild land, infested with bandits, petty
independent warlords, and wild tribes. The coast was rife with fierce pirates. Several emperors had
launched punitive expeditions to suppress the outlawry there, but none ever managed to conquer it.

“I am Prince Amaltar’s champion,” Tol said firmly. “My place is at his side, and as quickly as
possible. We will cross the mountains.” Felryn didn’t like the plan, but he protested no more.

It was midmorning when Tol led his small party to Lord Regobart’s tent. The commander of the
Army of the East was surrounded by scribes and clerks, all busily making copies of the proposed
peace treaty with Tarsis. At Tol’s approach, Regobart left the murmur of voices and scratching of
quills, and greeted his fellow general.

“If luck and the gods are with us, we’ll get to Daltigoth in twelve days,” Tol said, looking down
from Shadow’s broad back.

The old warlord’s single gray eye widened. “Twelve days! Do you fly on Silvanesti griffons?”

Tol described his chosen route. Regobart’s reaction was much the same as Felryn’s.
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“Prince Amaltar needs his Champion, but he needs him alive!” the old general said tartly.

He squinted at Tol’s small entourage, knowing without asking that this was all the escort the
younger general intended to take. With a shake of his gray head, he said good-humoredly, “Well, at
least you have the Dom-shu with you. They’re as good as a regiment of horsemen.”

Kiya’s expression didn’t change, but Miya preened slightly under the old warrior’s praise.

Tol handed over the muster rolls of the Army of the North, and passed his baton, symbol of his
command, to Regobart.

“Many warlords are leaving. Do you think the Tarsans will make trouble once we’re gone?”” he
asked.

Regobart waved the question away. “No! When they heard the emperor had died, they became even
more docile!” He winked. “They fear that without a supreme lord in command, our troops will run
wild and sack the city. The Tarsans are treading very lightly indeed!”

Tol clasped hands with Regobart and turned Shadow away. He and his people rode through the busy
camp, passing out of the stockade via the north gate.

The splendid spires of Tarsis were visible over the city’s white walls, but Tol could not make out the
Golden House. He faced forward again and saw the others had moved on ahead. Only Felryn



lingered behind with him.

“When one door closes,” the healer said, “somewhere another opens.”
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They skirted the north end of the bay, reaching the Torrent River by sunset. Too wide to be spanned
by a bridge and too rough for most small boats, the river usually was traversed by means of an
anchored ferry. However, the ferry station was abandoned and several outbuildings had been
burned, probably by marauding imperial cavalry.

They decided to operate the ferry themselves. There were two large barges tethered to the shore by
heavy cables. One craft lay awash, a casualty of war. The other seemed intact. Thick skeins of
woven rope stretched from the east bank to the western side, a quarter league distant. They would
cast off on the remaining barge and pull themselves along by means of the ropes.

Dismounting, they led their horses onto the flat-bottomed craft. Frez and Miya untied the mooring
lines. The swift current immediately tugged the ferry away from shore. The sudden lurch frightened
the horses, who chivvied and pranced until Felryn and Darpo calmed them. Only Shadow remained
placid, merely twitching his long tail several times. Tol had once praised his mount’s composure in
the face of danger; Kiya had retorted it wasn’t composure but stupidity: the big gray horse was, she
opined, dumber than a tree root.

“Everyone but Darpo take told of the rope,” Tol ordered.

The wounded soldier protested his special treatment, but Tol ordered him to mind the horses as well
as his aches and pains. The rest of them began to pull.

Bit by bit, the ferry crept away from shore. The sun was setting behind the mountains, from here
only a far-off smear of purple on the horizon. As they hauled on the rope, Darpo sang an old
seafaring song. In his youth he’d sailed the trade route between Hylo and the lands of the northern
coast. The scar he bore was a memento of that former life, earned when a line had snapped and
lashed his face.

The sea chantey lent rhythm to their task. As they pulled more in unison, the barge’s pace increased.

By the time they reached the western shore, twilight had come. Buildings on the far shore were
intact, but silent and dark. All who were able had fled the advancing Ergothians for the safety of
walled Tarsis.

The barge was tied off, the horses led ashore. Tol rode up to the ferrymaster’s house. The door was
ajar. He called for a torch.

The interior of the ferry station was a shambles; it had been ransacked in a search for valuables.
Miya, Felryn, and Tol kicked through the debris in search of maps.

Tol found what he sought in set of pigeonholes on the inside wall. Handing the torch to Miya, he
pulled several documents from their holes, scanning and discarding them one by one. At last, he
spread one curling parchment wide. It was a Tar-san map of the Harrow Sky region. The dangerous
land west of the mountains was only vaguely rendered, but the passes leading to it through the high
mountains were clearly shown. Directions to those passes were what Tol needed.

A sharp call from Kiya, still outside, sent the searchers hurrying out of the wrecked house. The
others, still mounted, were all pointing toward the river.

Hovering high in the air over the lapping waves was a shimmering light. Perhaps a handspan wide,
it quivered like living flame, but had a most unnatural color—a frosty blue.



Felryn couldn’t identify the sight, but Miya suggested it was only a will-o’-the-wisp.
Her sister sneered. “So high in the air? Over flowing water?” Kiya said. “Don’tbe daft!”

The blue light neither advanced nor retreated. As he stared at it, Tol had the odd feeling he—all of
them—were being watched in return. He mentioned this to Felryn, who shrugged.

With no other recourse, they ignored the strange light and rode on. Tol wanted to make the foothills
before they camped for the night.

They did so, though not without misgivings. Each time one of them turned to check, the light was
still there, following and flickering in the air just behind them.

Before midnight Tol called a halt. They’d left behind the sandy coast and entered a thinly spread
pine forest. The ground was rising, and more stone had appeared in the soil. Frez found a small
stream, and there they made camp.

Felryn sat cross-legged on the stony ground and closed his eyes. Gripping the engraved silver disk
he wore around his neck—the sign of his patron deity Mishas—he tried to identify the silent blue
light. Then he tried to banish it. After a time, with sweat trickling down his face, he opened his eyes.

“Powerful,” he muttered. “It is of a different order, far beyond my abilities. It’s a strange
manifestation, but I don’t sense any threat from it. It just watches.”

“That’s threat enough for me!” Kiya said.

She braced her bow and pulled an arrow from her quiver. As she nocked it, Felryn placed two
fingers on the shaft. His lips moved in silent incantation, then he gestured for her to proceed.

Kiya drew the bowstring to her ear. The dark and the amorphous nature of her target made distance
hard to gauge, but she squinted over the broadhead and let fly. The bowstring hummed, and the
arrow whistled away. To everyone’s surprise, the glow suddenly vanished. They waited, breath held,
but it did not reappear.

Miya clouted her sister on the shoulder. “Well done!”
“Good shot,” put in Darpo, and Tol added his own commendation.

Kiya lowered her bow. “I don’t think I even got near it,” she said, frowning. “The shot was way
low.”

Felryn agreed with Kiya’s assessment. “I don’t believe the arrow or even my feeble dispersal spell
is responsible. I think whoever sent it recalled it. We’ve halted for the night; there’s no reason to
shadow us if we’re not going anywhere.”

His words gave them little pleasure. There was scant conversation the rest of the night, and they
took turns standing watch, with Tol taking the first shift.

Clouds obscured most of the stars. As his companions settled down to rest, Tol leaned on his
spearshaft and studied the sky.

The college of wizards in Daltigoth kept the sky clear over the imperial palace at all times. When
he’d first arrived, Tol had thought this an act of silly luxury, a perquisite of the emperor always to
have bright sunshine by day and glittering stars by night. Later, he’d realized the strategic value of
clear weather. No lofty spies could float over the palace grounds unseen, if the sky was always free
of clouds.

Twelve days to Daltigoth, he reminded himself. Twelve days till he could right the wrong done to
him a decade ago. Twelve days until he saw Valaran again.

After ten years, a wait of twelve days should not be difficult, but suddenly it seemed interminable.
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“I’ll never be a mountaineer!” Miya swore.

Leading his horse along a narrow ledge, his back pressed against the mountain, a drop of a thousand
paces before him, Tol agreed wholeheartedly. Wind gusted in his face, whipping his cloak. His
companions were strung out behind him, all likewise hugging the rock wall. Darpo, though not fully
healed, made the traverse with no more difficulty than the rest of them.

“Are you sure this is the right way?” Miya’s voice was shriller than usual; she was not fond of
heights. Tol assured her it was. She’d already asked that same question twice.

The path was clearly marked on the Tarsan map he’d taken from the ferrymaster’s house, but the
simple lines on the chart had not prepared them for the narrowness of the ledge or the height of the
drop. Wiser than their riders, the horses had balked at crossing the ridge, even the usually stolid
Shadow, so they were blinkered. Miya let it be known she’d rather be hooded, too. Adding to
everyone’s distress were the still-higher peaks they could spot ahead.

Although the season was late summer, the air was thin and cold. The Harrow Sky was the highest
range of mountains known to the Ergothians. Snow still lay thickly on the highest slopes.

The trail had been hacked out over the centuries by traders seeking to avoid the dangerous coastal
route. Perilous though the mountains were, they offered at least a chance of survival. The trade
monopoly enforced by the Tarsan navy offered none at all.

The wind picked up, howling down the pass. Shadow snorted and jerked at his reins. Eyes tearing
against the wind’s icy bite, Tol tightened his grip on the halter, and doggedly ordered them to press
ahead.

By late afternoon, they were through the gorge known as H’rar’s Graveyard and on a wide, flat
plateau. They’d encountered no other travelers, which was as Tol had expected; the usual flow of
trade through the mountains had been choked off by the war between Tarsis and Ergoth.

On boulders, though, they found messages left by previous travelers. “Spit with the wind,” “Make
your water downhill,” and other such sage advice was scratched into the rocks. Spotting one he
couldn’t read, Tol asked Felryn, the most educated member of the party, if he could translate.

“That’s Dwarvish,” the healer said. “I haven’t read the dwarf tongue in a long time.” He frowned
thoughtfully and followed the lines of script with his finger. *“ “The Hammer of Reorx opens and
closes all doors.’ I think that’s right.”

“Who’s Reorx?” asked Kiya.

“A godling, Corij’s squire, though the dwarves and gnomes revere him as the highest deity of all,”
Darpo said.

“So a pithy proverb known only to dwarves,” Miya said dismissively, face red from the ever-present
cold wind. “Let’s move on. I'm frozen!”

At the far end of the plateau, the passage into the high pass was flanked by two huge, irregularly
shaped columns. From a distance, they seemed to be natural rock formations, but as the party drew
closer, they were revealed to be statues, ancient, weathered figures of colossal size. They stood
erect, with one foot forward and their arms tight against their side. The southern statue was headless
(its head lay broken on the ground). The northern colossus was intact, but its features were so worn
as to be unrecognizable.

The group halted, awestruck by the size and obvious age of the monuments. Practical Miya finally
broke the spell. “What sort of fools would go to all the trouble to raise such things in this forsaken
place?” she said.



“The Irda.”
Felryn looked at Tol, surprised. “You know their ancient history, my lord?”

“Only a little.” He had learned a few things from the well-read Valaran. “Ruins of the Irda are found
only in remote places. All other traces of their reign have been plundered away.”

There was no way to know who the great colossi were meant to represent. Gods, kings, or heroes—
after such a span of time, it was impossible to say.

The icy wind abruptly died. Darpo, glancing back the way they’d come, called their attention to an
odd sight.

Spilling up from the lower pass behind them onto the plateau was a thick white fog. In spite of the
stillness of the air, the vapor was slowly spreading across the open ground as though pushed by
unseen hands. In moments, as they watched, it bulked up several paces high, then began to twist and
writhe. The breeze picked up again, but it had changed direction. It now rushed toward the fog, as
though the vapor drew it in.

As they stood transfixed by the peculiar sight, Felryn’s face suddenly took on an expression of
alarm.

“We must go!” he cried, seizing his horse’s bridle. “Now, my lord! Run!”

None questioned the healer but immediately sprinted for the gap between the ancient monuments,
dragging their horses after them.

What had been a rushing wind quickly became a blasting gale. The white fog had spun itself into a
tornado and churned toward them, scoring a ragged line in the stone of the plateau. They were
bombarded by flying grit. The wind rose to a deafening roar.

Frez, last in line, was lifted off his feet. Only the weight of his horse and his grip on its reins kept
him from being sucked into the thundering white column; Kiya saw him and shouted for help; the
big woman was fighting for all she was worth to maintain a grip on her own terrified beast.

Tol hurled himself onto Shadow’s back and rode to his man. So great was Shadow’s fear of the
tornado, Tol was forced to dig his spurs into his sleek hide.

When he reached Frez, Tol grabbed him around the waist. Frez let go his reins, and his horse,
screaming in panic, galloped straight into the white cyclone. To their horror, the spinning wall of
wind and vapor shredded the animal to bits, like a ripe apple thrown against a grinding wheel.

Tol hauled Shadow around as Frez slid onto the saddle behind him. This time no spurs were needed;
the gray horse galloped headlong away from the tornado and back toward the rest of the group.

The others had taken shelter behind the headless colossus. As he thundered toward them, Tol
shouted for them to get moving.

The passage beyond the statues was exceedingly narrow, no wider than the girth of a single horse.
Trying to make haste, yet hampered by the tightness of the passage, Miya went first, leading her
mount. Kiya followed, then Darpo. Tol and Frez dismounted, and Tol pushed his comrade ahead of
him into the passage.

The tornado had almost reached the statues, yet for some reason Felryn had lingered behind. The
healer was hunched by the mountain wall, standing over a square block of stone carved out of the
plateau itself.

Tol bellowed at him to follow them, but Felryn turned and shouted back, “This is the hammer! The
Hammer of Reorx! Remember the inscription? We must strike the hammer!” Felryn gestured wildly
at the loose rocks by Tol’s feet. “Strike the stone!”

Tol didn’t fathom him in the least, but in the face of imminent death, he chose to trust his old friend.



Bending, he picked up a stone the size of a loaf of bread.

A surprised cry brought Tol’s head around. The advancing tornado had pulled Felryn off balance.
The healer’s feet flew out from under him, and he was drawn backward. His large, strong hands
scrabbled vainly for purchase against the side of the mountain.

“Strike the hammer!” he shrieked, before vanishing into the gap between the statues.

Every muscle straining, Tol raised the stone over his head and dashed it onto the carved block. A
loud, metallic clang resounded.

The wind yanked him this way and that, and Tol lost his grip on the heavy stone. His hobnailed
boots skittered over the ground as he was pulled toward the cyclone. Like Felryn before him, he
flailed his arms wildly, seeking a handhold.

Just as he’d given up hope, Tol beheld an amazing sight: the colossi were beginning to move!
Pivoting on their bases, the giant statues slowly turned inward to face each other. A tremendous
grinding noise, audible even above the thunder of the tornado, reverberated through the canyon.

The giants plowed ahead, closing the distance between themselves. The gap between them had been
SiX or seven paces; soon, it was barely two. Felryn had wisely interpreted the meaning behind the
Dwarvish inscription. Striking the carved block—"Reorx’s hammer"—opened and closed the
passage. The time-worn Irda statues were not mere monuments: they were an ensorcelled gate.

Danger wasn’t done with Tol yet. The roaring column pressed against the colossi, seeking to
squeeze between them, and Tol was held against the statues by its force. Up close (too close!) he
could see the white surface of the tornado was made up of tiny, glittering shards. Ice, mostly, with
some fragments of loose stone. Where the spinning crystals touched the statues, the surface of the
stone was polished away.

The bases of the colossi finally touched, choking off the passage and the wind completely. Tol
dropped to the ground. His head pounded from the sudden silence, and his body ached as though
he’d fought a battle.

“Husband?”

Kiya crouched by him. Miya was staring in awe at the statues. She asked about Felryn. Tol did not
answer. Felryn had saved them all but doomed himself.

Tol’s face was red and raw from the flying dust. Memory of Felryn’s terrible death brought a
stinging to his eyes that had nothing to do with dust. Kiya helped him to his feet.

“Felryn—" he began to explain, then had to swallow hard to continue. “Felryn solved the dwarves’
riddle. Striking that stone”—he pointed at the Hammer of Reorx—*‘causes the statues to move, to
open or close the pass.”

Touching the massive stone figures, they discovered the statues were intensely cold. The tornado
could still be heard shrieking on the other side.
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“It’s trying to grind its way right through the stone!” Kiya said.

Tol had to force himself to take up Shadow’s reins and move on. The suddenness of the healer’s
demise had stunned them all, but there was nothing to be gained by remaining.

Frez took Felryn’s horse, a gentle old nag called Stumbler. Single file, they made their way through
the narrow canyon. In subdued voices, they discussed the strange events. None of them, not even
the widely traveled Darpo, had ever heard of a phenomenon like the ice cyclone, not even in the
high, wild mountains.

Tol rode wrapped in silence. He, for one, did not believe the tornado was a freak of nature. The sky
had remained clear and blue as lakewater even as the cyclone raged. It had come seemingly from
nowhere and made straight for them, as though seeking to devour Tol and his people. The storm had



been raised by magic—potent magic—Tol was certain. Twice now someone had tried to kill him
with sorcery, and twice he had escaped, though not without cost. Two of his soldiers had died in
Tarsis and now Felryn.

Tol jerked the reins, halting Shadow. The others stopped behind him. The setting sun was half
hidden by the mountain peaks ahead. Staring straight into the crimson fire, Tol drew his jeweled
dagger and held it high. Bloody sunlight flashed off the dagger’s gold-filigreed blade and silver-
wrapped brass hilt. In the pommel, the hen’s egg ruby glowed as though afire.

“My lord, what is it?” Frez called.
“Just saying good-bye.”
Still holding his dagger aloft, Tol silently saluted the gallant healer.



Chapter 4

A Hard Gift

Knuckles white with strain slowly relaxed. Blood rushed in, setting his fingertips ablaze with a
thousand pin-pricks. In the phosphor glow of the spirit-orb, the hands did not match. One was
pinkish-white and soft, with stubby fingers and blunt nails. The other had long, tapering fingers and
was the color of polished teak.

Mandes let out the breath he’d been holding. The strip of rag he’d been wringing in his fists fell into
the shallow copper basin, disturbing the shadowy scene there.

The shadows obscured too much. Had it worked? Was the danger over at last?

God’s death, Lord Tolandruth was difficult to kill! This ill-born son of a northland pig farmer must
die. Mandes would not allow all he had accomplished, all he had made for himself, vanish simply
because Tol of Juramona was coming back to Daltigoth.

Exhaustion made his head reel. There was blood in his mouth. He could taste it, thick and salty. The
whirlwind he’d created in the far-off mountains had claimed at least one life. Someone’s blood was
on his tongue, he knew that.

Pushing himself to his feet, he cast about for water, wine, anything to cleanse the ugly taste from his
mouth. As he stumbled about in his half-lit sanctum, he brushed against a hanging cymbal.
Moments later his servant, Yeffrin, appeared in answer to the unintentional summons.

“You called, master?” the elderly servant rasped, squinting into the darkened room.

Mandes whirled, shoving his hands into his deep sleeves. “How dare you enter without my
permission! Get out!”

“But, master, you rang—"
“Get out!”

Lightning flared behind the sorcerer’s eyes. A swirl of wind followed, catching up loose scraps of
parchment and tangling Yeffrin’s long gray hair around his face.

With a terrified gasp, the servant retreated, blindly grabbing the brass handle and yanking the door
shut. .

“If you enter unbidden again, I’ll have your eyes plucked out!” Mandes screamed, voice breaking.

He snatched up his gloves and worked the tight-fitting leather onto his hands. He hated for anyone
to see his ill-matched limbs and never appeared in public without the gloves. He even slept in a
loose-fitting pair.

A cough spasmed in his chest. It escaped his lips explosively, flecking his chin with tiny droplets of
blood.

Yeffrin was fleeing down the stairs at his best hobbling pace when he heard the thunderclap resound
inside his master’s private chamber.
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Valaran awoke with a start, not knowing what had interrupted her rest. No dream or nightmare
remained in her mind. Clumsy with sleep and sightless in the darkened room, she swept her hand
out to see if anyone was lurking nearby. She touched only the golden lamp beside her bed, sending
it clattering to the floor.

Anywhere else in the royal apartments such a sound would have brought servants running, but
because this was the bedchamber of Princess Valaran, all was silent.

She seldom passed the night with her husband, Crown Prince Amaltar. Their marriage was amiable,
but a family alliance rather than a love match. When she was sleeping alone, Valaran wanted no
servants hovering about. Only idiots, she was fond of saying, allowed people to wait on their every
whim.

Swinging her bare feet to the floor, she made her way to one of the high, narrow windows. Clouds
capped the sky, blocking the stars. The only light came from the city below, reflected off the low-
hanging ceiling of clouds. No sound reached her through the window glass.

A shiver shook her, and she gripped her arms tightly. It was summer; why was her room so chill?
Numb fingers fumbling a bit, she managed to get the lamp lit. The light showed the breath misting
from her lips. Her room was freezing cold!

Something had happened—something dangerous and dark, and of such import that the premonition
of it had reached out and awakened her from a sound sleep.

A warm liquid trickled from the corner of her mouth. Instinctively, her hand went to her lips. Her
fingertips came away smeared with a dark stain. She went quickly to a bronze mirror and studied
her reflection. Her nose wasn’t bleeding, and she hadn’t bitten tongue or lip, yet the trace of blood
remained on her mouth, almost as though it had dripped there while she slept.

Drawn to the window again, she finished wiping away the blood, then pushed open the window
sash. An icy wind rushed in, knifing through her silk nightgown.

Even as she gasped in shock, the frigid blast vanished, and the normal heat of a summer night
erased all traces of the unnatural cold.

Tol was coming.

The thought surfaced in her mind, so suddenly, so sharp and clear that she gasped again. The lamp
slipped from her fingers. It hit the tile floor and went out, rolling to a stop beneath the window seat.

Tol was coming back after ten years away. Valaran knew it as certainly as she knew the sun would
rise tomorrow. Her pulse quickened.

Crickets sang from the palace’s rooftop garden. Far away in the night-shrouded city a dog barked
once.

All seemed peaceful, but Valaran’s peace was over. Life—hers and that of a great many more

people—was about to get much more complicated. Tol had that effect. Things happened when he
was about. Lives changed. Blood was shed. The fate of dynasties hung in the balance. He did not
seek such momentous occurrences, but they were his destiny. The gods walked in Tol’s footsteps.

Valaran pulled the sash closed with a sharp bang. If the gods wished to shadow him, let them, but
she certainly did not. She was done with him. That part of her life was over. Over and finished. It
had to be.

In bed again, she could not sleep for wondering whose blood she had tasted. It couldn’t be Tol’s. He
never seemed to get hurt, not seriously.



The princess turned on her side and firmly closed her eyes.

It did not matter who was hurt, as long as it was not her.
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Tol’s party continued crossing the highest range of the mountains. Progress was slow. Neither man,
woman, nor horse could climb in the cold, thin air for more than half a day before bone-numbing
exhaustion set in. Even with the knowledge they had an unseen enemy on their heels, they could
move no more quickly. At night, a leaping fire was needed to warm them enough for a fitful rest.

They crossed the lofty divide at the lowest notch they could find, a pass known as Ging’s Reach,
named for the famous centaur pathfinder. Descending from the heights proved as difficult as
ascending. The little-used path was awash in loose gravel, making footing treacherous. Even now,
in late summer, the ground was thick with frost until well past dawn. In another two turnings of the
moons, Ging’s Reach would be a solid sheet of ice.

All of them wore long woolen scarves wound around their face to keep out the cold. That and the
need to conserve breath meant there was little talk. They were alone with their thoughts.

Tol tried to distract himself from thinking about Felryn’s death by pondering who might be the
author of the magical attacks. Any number of Tarsans regarded him as an enemy, since he had
smashed three of their armies and brought their city to its knees, but in the end he discarded the
notion that a Tarsan was behind the attacks. Not even the hot-headed Prince Helx would continue to
seek Tol’s death once Tol had left Tarsis and Hanira. Tarsans loved gold too much to waste time and
money on pointless revenge.

Another of his old enemies, the elf general Tylocost, was currently being held captive at Juramona.
The Silvanesti mercenary had been Tol’s prisoner for eleven years but had neither the means nor the
opportunity to stir up trouble. It hardly seemed likely he would wait so long to conspire against Tol.

The only place where Tol’s enemies were rich enough, powerful enough, and single-minded enough
to launch two such murderous plans was the imperial capital, Daltigoth. The empire was in turmoil
over the succession, making this a perfect time to settle old scores. In Daltigoth, he knew, dwelled
his worst enemies.

Prince Nazramin, younger brother of Amaltar, hated Tol for personal reasons. Although of humble
birth, Tol had been ennobled by the late emperor, Pakin III. In spite of this, many Ergothian nobles
considered him nothing more than a peasant with pretensions above his rightful station. For years
Crown Prince Amaltar had used Tol as his foil, to blunt the bold, martial Nazramin’s popularity and
undercut his schemes. The younger prince was barely respectful to his brother, but he openly
despised Lord Tolandruth. Still, Nazramin’s violent style lent itself more to an assassin’s dagger
than to golems or tornadoes of ice.

Unbidden, Valaran’s face appeared in Tol’s mind. What of Val? Could the years have turned her
rejection of Tol into something twisted and evil, outright hatred? Almost immediately, he
unconsciously shook his head. Not even for the sake of argument could he believe that Val craved
his death.

The candidate who emerged as the likeliest instigator was Mandes. Rogue wizard, betrayer, stealer
of Tol’s glory, Mandes’s particular expertise in fogs, mists, and weather spells had earned him the
nickname “Mist-maker” from the Hylo kender. The ice tornado had all the hallmarks of his
handiwork.

Mandes had originally fled Tarsis because he refused to submit to the discipline of High Sorcery,
preferring the less structured yet darker life of a renegade spellcaster. Since rescuing him in the



wilds and sending him to Daltigoth, Tol had followed the wizard’s career with grim interest.
Mandes also hated Tol, less explicably and less openly. Treachery was deep in his blood.

After arriving in Daltigoth, Tol knew, Mandes had quickly established himself as a servant to the
wealthy and powerful, performing his art to gratify their whims. The wizards of Daltigoth, led by
Mistress Yoralyn (until her death) and now headed by the weak but well-intentioned Oropash, tried
to rein in the renegade, but too late. Mandes had grown too powerful for them to touch. He had
even found favor with Crown Prince Amaltar, and Amaltar now sat on the throne of Ergoth.

Deep in thought, Tol dropped back in line until he was trailing the others. They were all on foot,
leading their horses over the uncertain ground. Up front, Darpo and Kiya suddenly stopped short.

Miya walked into her sister’s horse and grumbled loudly. Kiya silenced her, hissing, “Listen!”

They stood, white clouds of breath pluming around their heads in the bright, cold air. From far away
came a recognizable sound: the kiss of metal upon metal, musical but menacing.

“Swordplay,” breathed Frez.

The ravine they were descending boasted high peaks on both sides. A few scraggly trees clung to
the mountainside, dwarf pine and buntram, still green despite the cold. The air was as still as glass.
Kiya, the best tracker among them, slowly turned her head, seeking the source of the sound. She
pointed to her left, southwest.

Tol flipped back his heavy cloak, exposing the hilt of his saber. Frez and Darpo did likewise, and
Kiya strung her bow. Although not trained as a fighter, Miya was handy with her bronze-capped
staff. She was also a mean stone-thrower.

Bunched together, the group continued warily down the ravine. At bottom, the passage divided. One
path went due west, the other bore southwest. They halted.

“We don’t always have to go looking for trouble,” Miya said, looking somewhat longingly at the
western path.

Kiya spat on a stone. Her spittle froze even as she was speaking. “It would be dishonorable to
ignore those in distress,” she said, giving her sister a narrow-eyed look. Miya glared right back.

“Warriors of the empire must defend its citizens.” Frez’s words caused Miya to sigh. Appeals to
duty were irresistible to Tol. There was no question now which way they’d be going.

They mounted, and with Tol leading, entered the southwest passage. The going was steep, but the
rock was weathered and eroded, the ruts and grooves providing better footing for the horses than
they’d had for days.

As the little band wound through the ravine, the sounds of conflict waxed and waned. At times they
heard nothing, then they’d round a curve and the noise became so distinct they could almost make
out voices. After another league passed, Kiya moved to Tol’s side.

“Let me go ahead.”

He nodded. Kiya dismounted, tossing her reins to Tol. She climbed the rocky slope on the north side
of the ravine and disappeared among the boulders perched precariously on the mountainside.

A shrill, bleating note echoed through the canyons. It was not an Ergothian horn. The Harrow Sky
hill country was rife with robber bands and small armies of marauders serving self-styled lords. The
sounds could represent a battle between one petty princeling and another. If so, it was none of their
business and Tol would withdraw with a clear conscience.

Kiya came back, moving quickly.
“It’s a caravan,” she said, panting in the thin air. “Ambushed!”

“How many brigands?” asked Tol.



“Forty or fifty, on foot. Humans, centaurs, and I think I saw an ogre among them. Their prey is a
caravan of ten wagons. The caravan is drawn up in a ring around an outcropping of stone, but ten
little men are too few to hold off the robbers.”

“Little men—you mean kender?”” Tol asked.

Kiya shook her head. “No, stout little men—dwarves. They will not survive without help.”
Tol drew his saber. Miya sighed again.

“Cheer up, sister,” Kiya told her. “Exercise will warm your blood!” Miya muttered darkly.

They rode down the draw, pausing where the ravine opened onto a broader valley. Screened by
trees, they surveyed the situation.

Ten large, ox-drawn wagons were circled around a broken spire of stone. Two of the wagons had
been burned, and bodies littered the ground. The dwarves were putting up a valiant fight.

A roar of voices and the clatter of arms announced the return of the bandits. They were a motley
crew, as Kiya had said, and forty-three in number, men mostly, and a handful of centaurs. A
towering figure in rust-streaked armor stood on a ledge overlooking the battle. His remarkable size
marked him as an ogre.

Tol explained his plan of attack. “We’ll let the robbers get deeply engaged with the dwarves again,
then we’ll surprise them. Make as much noise as you can—whoop and shout like we’re five
hundred instead of five.” To Kiya he said, “Put a few arrows in that big fellow, won’t you?”” She
promised she would.

After bellowing and brandishing their arms awhile to intimidate the defenders, the bandits rushed
forward again. They attacked with no order, no discipline. Each robber ran screaming at the
wagons, waving a sword, axe, or spear. Centaurs galloped in with a club in each hand.

The dwarves, bearing short swords and axes, appeared on the sides of their wagons. They were
pitiably few.

Miya’s horse, a nimble black creature she’d named Pitch, stamped and snorted, catching its rider’s
tense mood. Frez’s and Darpo’s mounts likewise shifted.

“Steady,” Tol said, Shadow standing placidly beneath him. The robbers were nearly to the wagons.
“Steady.”

Blades clanged loudly in the crisp mountain air. Screams of pain shortly followed as sword, axe,
spear, and club struck home. It was bloody business, shocking even to seasoned warriors like Tol
and his men. They were professionals, accustomed to fighting other professionals. The fracas below
was nothing more than a brutal melee.

A dwarf, impaled on a long spear, was hoisted off his feet and hurled in a wide arc by two men.
Robbers, trying to climb aboard the wagons, fell back without arms or hands or heads.

Tol drew his sword. “Forward, at the gallop!”
They burst through the thin line of trees with a concerted shout of “Juramona!”

If their battle cry was lost in the noise of combat, the rumble of their horses” hooves was not.
Brigands furthest from the wagons faced about, uncertain what to do. Ambushing merchant
caravans was their livelihood, but there was no profit in fighting Ergothian cavalry. Some bolted.
By the time Tol’s people reached the fight, half the bandits had fled.

Tol aimed for the nearest, biggest foe, a centaur. He sabered the man-horse across the back, blade
slashing through the creature’s fur vest. The centaur twisted his torso around and swung a huge
spiked club at Tol’s face. Dodging, Tol thrust under the brawny centaur’s arm, piercing him in the
ribs. Momentum carried Tol into the falling centaur, who collapsed under Shadow’s hooves.



Pivoting, Tol sabered left and right, wounding a bandit with every stroke. He knew that men who
lived on the edge of life—vicious and violent as they were—feared mutilation worse than death;
death in battle was usually quick, but a gravely injured man could suffer long agonies before finally
succumbing. With deep sword cuts on their backs and shoulders, the thieves abandoned the fight
and scrambled for safety. Frez would’ve ridden after them, but Tol called him back.

Miya whacked one fleeing robber on the head with her staff, stunning him. Seizing him by his dirty
blond topknot, she dragged him across her saddle and brought him to Tol.

“Want a prize?” she said, grinning.

She let go of the man’s hair, and he fell to his knees. Tol presented his sword tip to the brigand’s
face.

“Heed this, churl,” he said in his most menacing voice. “The army of Lord Tolandruth has claimed
these mountains for Ergoth. Disperse, and your lives shall be spared. Continue to plunder, and every
brigand caught in the hill country will be tied to a stake and burned alive.”

Miya chuckled appreciatively, brown eyes glittering, and her merriment unnerved the robber even
more.

“Answer, do you understand?”” Tol demanded. The fellow nodded furiously. “Then go—and spread
the word!”

All the brigands who could run were fleeing now. The ogre, obviously the chief of this pack of
wolves, never entered the fight. Tol drew his little band up between the ogre and the wagons, and
waited for the frightened thief to deliver his message to the ogre chief. Cowering before his leader,
he relayed Tol’s threat with suitable arm waving and eye-rolling. The ogre clashed his upper and
lower tusks together and gave In inarticulate roar. He started down the ledge toward them, but Kiya
put an arrow in the turf at his feet.

The hulking ogre halted and made an obscene gesture at the Dom-shu woman. Unperturbed, she
fitted another arrow and drew her bowstring taut. The ogre clashed his tusks again, then stalked
away after his vanishing followers. In moments the valley was peaceful again.

Eight haggard, blood-spattered dwarves emerged from the tethered wagons.

“The blessings of the Maker God on you all!” called a white-bearded dwarf. He wore a long
brigandine studded with brass plates and carried a well-used battle-axe on his shoulder. “Tell me
your names, strangers, so I may honor your memories for the rest of my days!”

Introductions were performed, with Tol naming himself simply as “Tol.” No need to clutter matters
with titles and reputations.

“Men of Ergoth, are you not?” Tol said this was so, and the dwarf added, “I am Mundur
Embermore, of the clan Hylar, and these are my retainers.”

“Hylar?” said Darpo. “The high clan of Thoradin? You’re a long way from home, Master
Embermore.”

“Aye, ’tis true, and well I wish I were in the halls of the mountain king again!”

He explained that the dwarves had been sending out mining expeditions to different mountain
regions, and they’d found rich diggings in the Harrow Sky range. Gold, and better still, iron.

“There are veins of red ore in these peaks that make the mines of Thoradin look like Aghar holes,”
he proclaimed.

“Master Embermore, these mountains are no healthy place to work,” Tol cautioned.

It was true enough, but Tol also knew the new emperor would not be pleased to learn that dwarves
were exploiting the riches of a land so close to the empire’s border. He urged the dwarves to depart



quickly. The bandits might recover their nerve at any time, especially if they realized Tol’s “army”
was only five strong. Mundur saw the wisdom of this and ordered his thanes to work with an
impressive, booming voice.

Two wagons had been destroyed, and three of the ox teams slain, but from the remnants Mundur
Embermore reorganized his caravan. However, the dwarves could not move on until their fallen

comrades were solemnly interred. Tol understood their sentiment, and he and his people stood a

nervous watch while the dwarves honored their dead.

When the last stone was placed on the last cairn, Mundur approached Tol, still mounted on Shadow.

“Our brothers will sleep in peace, thanks be to you and the Maker God,” he said. His deep-set blue
eyes were rimmed with tears. “A thousand blessings on your noble brow, Ergothian!”

“We can’t let thieves run free,” Tol replied, embarrassed by the dwarf’s continued gratitude.

“No, indeed!” Mundur smiled, showing broad yellow teeth. “Allow me to repay your gallantry in
my own small way. May I see your sword?”

The rest of Tol’s party collected around him as he drew his saber and offered the hilt to the dwarf.

Mundur ran a thick thumb over the flat side of the blade, then licked it. “That’s good iron. Mined in
the west of your country, no more than five winters past I'd say.”

He summoned one of his thanes, and the two of them measured the saber with great care.

“You favor a curved blade, soldier?” Mundur asked, and Tol admitted he did. To his helper, Mundur
said, “Bring Number Six.”

The thane retrieved a long wooden box from one of the wagons. When this was presented to
Mundur, the elderly dwarf opened it and removed a finished sword with a long, curved Made and a
cup hilt made to enclose the wielder’s hand completely. He presented the weapon to Tol.

“Try this, Ergoth.”

The cup hilt was somewhat snug, as the grip had been sized for a dwarf, but Tol’s own hands
weren’t overly large. The weapon’s length was right and its balance excellent. Sweeping out from
the oil-finished hilt, the blade was quite thin, and displayed an intricate pattern of whorls in its
surface.

“We made up a number of sample weapons at the mine,” Mundur explained. “To show the folks
back home what can be done with the metal we found here. What think you of the blade?”

Tol swung the saber. It was fast and light, but he doubted the thin blade would stand up long in
close combat. As politely as he could, he said so.

Mundur’s eyes gleamed. “It will serve you well, a very long time. The sword is yours, warrior. A
small gift from Mundur Embermore to his benefactor. Use it in good health!”

Chuckling deep in his chest, Mundur departed. With much waving, shouts of gratitude, and whip-
cracking, the dwarves formed their caravan and went on their way.

Kiya took the sword from Tol’s hand and brandished it a few times. “I feel no magic in it,” she said,
handing it back.

“I doubt there is any.” He slipped his old, much-used saber back in its scabbard and regarded the
new weapon with a practiced eye. “Mundur’s a miner and a smith, not a spell-caster.”

“A handsome blade, though,” Frez noted. Miya commented sourly that gold would’ve been a better
reward than another sword, no matter how well wrought.

Tol hung the new weapon from a thong behind his saddle bags. As Shadow jounced along, the
cutting edge wore against the end of a saddlebag. No one noticed until the contents of the bag
spilled out on the stony ground.



Darpo rode up from behind and pulled the dwarf blade free. With no more force than its own
weight, it had sliced through the thick leather bag.

“Some edge!” Darpo declared, handing the weapon to Tol.

Miya picked up Tol’s scattered belongings. When she saw his tin drinking cup, she whistled loudly
between her teeth. The cup was also deeply scored by the blade.

Tol dismounted. Sword in hand, he tossed the ruined cup in the air and slashed at it with Mundur’s
blade. The cup flew into two halves, bisected.

“It is enchanted!” Miya exclaimed.

Kiya gave Tol a quick look, lifting her eyebrows. He shook his head and casually rested a hand at
his waist where he wore the millstone. He had touched the blade to the Irda artifact, with no result.
The sword’s power lay not in magic but in superb craftsmanship.

“Try something harder, my lord!” Darpo urged.

Tol pulled a silver coin from his belt pouch. Holding the saber edge up, he balanced the coin on it.
With a single, sharp heave, he brought the saber over in a wide arc. Two silver semicircles landed
on the ground. Kiya offered a brass spoon, and Mundur’s blade sliced it just as easily.

Miya stooped and retrieved a black iron horseshoe from Tol’s fallen gear. Wordlessly she held it out.
This would be the supreme test. Horseshoes were forged from the toughest iron. A common saber
could be ruined by hacking a horseshoe; it might even snap in two.

Tol tossed the horseshoe into the air and swung the blade hard. He felt only a slight resistance,
heard a snap, and the horseshoe hit the ground in two pieces. The edge of Mundur’s sword wasn’t
even nicked.

Frez whooped, Darpo laughed, and the Dom-shu sisters clapped each other heartily on the back. Tol
slipped the dwarf blade into his empty scabbard.

“A good sword,” he said, calmly. Unable to maintain his facade, he grinned suddenly. “I think I’1l
keep it!”

Miya, the inveterate haggler, was all for going after the dwarves to see whether more blades could
be bought. Kiya finally had to take Fitch’s reins and lead her sister away from temptation.
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The sun was high. Since they’d descended from the heights, the day had turned sultry indeed, with
white haze rising up to obscure the once brilliantly blue sky. Trees became common again as the
land flattened. Behind them, the silent gray mountains they’d conquered looked like a forbidding
fortress. Miya marveled that they’d managed to cross such lofty peaks.

Spread below them, the Harrow Sky hill country resembled a quilt, a patchwork of green vales and
brown hills. With Tarsis four days behind them, Tol expected to reach the sea in another four.

At his order they shed their distinctive Ergothian clothing, trading scarves, hoods, and cloaks, until
each of them looked appropriately anonymous. No sense announcing themselves as imperial
warriors, Tol said. A small band of wanderers—perhaps robbers themselves—would invite much
less attention than Ergothian soldiers.

A few leagues farther on, signs of habitation grew more and more common. Smoke was on the
wind, from hearths and campfires. Here and there crude vegetable patches appeared, gouged out of
the flinty hillsides. The hardscrabble gardens reminded Tol of his childhood. He’d spent many a
morning hoeing in such fields alongside his father, mother, and two sisters.



As always, thoughts of his family brought a pang to Tol’s heart. Not having seen them for years, he
had searched out their farm as he led the Army of the North southward on its long trek to Tarsis.
He’d found the tiny homestead, tucked in the hills south of Juramona, but it was abandoned. The
pens had fallen down, and the house in which he’d been born was roofless and derelict. No trace of
his family remained. Caught up as he was in a war, Tol could not take time to look for them.

The first person they encountered since the dwarves’ departure was a little girl. With only a willow
switch, she was herding a trio of pigs, each as large as herself. She shied away from the five riders,
driving her charges off the path. Although only about twelve years old, she had hard eyes and a long
dagger tucked in the rope knotted around her waist. She gripped its wooden handle as they passed.

“The natives are so friendly here,” Miya snorted.

“You grew up free in the forest,” Tol said quietly, as they gave the wary child a wide berth. “A
farmer is surrounded by enemies: the weather, insects, thieves, overlords. Life makes you hard—or
you die.”

They came to a village nestled between three hills. An open town, with no wall to defend it, it was a
cluster of stoutly built log houses centered on a common well. One of the larger homes had a porch.
As they passed the open door, Kiya sniffed.

“Beer,” she said.
Darpo added, “Someone’s roasting a joint of beef.”
“Atavern!” Miya reined up. “Civilization at last!”

Tol would have preferred to ride straight through, but his own stomach growled in response to the
smells of cooking. He turned Shadow toward the porch. A rangy, barefoot boy in dirty hide trews
came out and tied their mounts’ reins to a hitching post. Tol gave him a few coppers to watch their
animals.

Dismounted, they stretched knotted limbs. Tol warned them to say nothing about who they were or
where they were going.

This early, the hostel’s only inhabitant was the innkeeper. She was a sharp-eyed old woman with a
face like a hatchet. Tol and his companions affected an air of laconic indifference and seated
themselves around a rude trestle table. Once they were settled, the innkeeper came over.

“Well?” she said, raising thin gray eyebrows.
“Beer. Bread. Meat,” Tol intoned. She gave a twitchy nod and headed off to the rear of the house.

The common room was dark and low ceilinged, and smelled strongly of smoke and spilled brew.
Shafts of daylight slanted in through chinks in the ill-fitting plank walls and dust motes tumbled
lazily in the light. The floor was dirt, covered by a layer of crumbled pine bark. The surface of the
table was crisscrossed by knife cuts.

The old lady returned, laden with food and drink. She fairly staggered under her load, and Frez
would’ve gotten up to help her. Tol tapped his arm to halt him. Soldiers of Ergoth might assist a
burdened old woman, but stray wanderers would not be so polite.

Despite her gaunt appearance, the innkeeper was strong. She made it to the table without spilling a
drop or losing a single loaf. She doled out the victuals with practiced ease. Every diner received a
flat loaf of hearth bread and a wooden mug of dark beer. In the center of the table, the woman
placed a steaming rib roast, sliding the hot meat from her platter directly onto the none too clean
tabletop. Food dispensed, she held out a red, work-worn claw.

Still maintaining his tight-lipped pose, Tol put what he thought was a stingy amount in the old
woman’s hand, two silver pieces. She took the money readily, testing each coin between the only
two molars in her head, then left them.



Darpo and Frez, accustomed to more civilized ways, were a bit nonplussed, but the Dom-shu sisters
overcame any reticence they felt and began slicing off slabs of beef.

“Not bad,” Kiya declared of the food.
Miya agreed through a mouthful of bread.

Tol took a sip of beer. The brew was young and raw, no older than his last haircut, but the flavor
was surprisingly good. He drained the mug quickly.

Just then a stranger entered the rough tavern. Silhouetted in the open doorway, he surveyed the
room with hands on hips. As he sauntered their way, Tol’s party continued eating but kept wary eyes
on the fellow.

“Greetings,” he said, halting in the shadows three paces from their table. “Do you belong to those
horses outside?”

Miya swallowed beer and said, “Yes, what of it?”
“We don’t see horses much around here, that’s all. Passing through?”

He stepped into a shaft of sunlight. He had a pleasant face, round cheeked and swarthy, with dark
hair cut in a bowl shape, and narrow, gray-green eyes. His chin was clean of whiskers and his ears
upswept into points, but his solid build proclaimed his mixed parentage.

When Tol said they were indeed only passing through, the half-elf came closer. Clad all in dark
brown leather, he had twin daggers in his sash belt, pommels out for quick drawing. Tol tensed and
knew Kiya, Darpo, and Frez were likewise on guard.

The stranger smiled, lifting his arms slightly away from his sides, as though to reassure them. “I see
you are obviously prosperous folk, but would you be interested in a fair-paying job?”” he asked.

“What sort of job?”
“A simple one, excellent sir. Escorting a few wagonloads of goods to the coast.”

Tol would’ve smiled, but he realized the gesture could be misunderstood. This slippery fellow had
taken them for mercenaries—a reasonable error—and wanted to hire them to go just where they
intended to go anyway!

“How much?” asked Miya, rising to her feet. She was a head taller than the half-elf, and her eyes
were alight with interest. She could reduce even the hardened street merchants of Daltigoth to tears
with her relentless bargaining.

Unlike most men, the half-elf seemed unperturbed by the Dom-shu’s size. Looking up at her calmly,
he replied, “Since you’re mounted, one gold piece per day.”

It was a respectable offer, but Miya barely even considered it. By the time she was done, the
stranger had agreed to one gold and one silver per rider per day, plus two meals per rider. After a
glance at Tol, Miya sealed the deal.

“My name is Orlien,” their new employer told them. “I’m a merchant hereabouts, and I need to get
four wagons to the coast in four days. Is that well with you?”

The deadline would require fast moving, but that suited Tol, and he agreed. Smiling broadly, Orlien
bade them come to the corral on the west side of the village when they were done with their meal.

Once the half-elf was gone, Darpo said, “If he’s a merchant, I'm the empress of Ergoth.”
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Kiya was nodding. “Those knives he wears are assassin’s tools

Her words had triggered a bitter memory for Tol. His boyhood friend Crake had left Juramona to
seek his fortune in Daltigoth. Instead of wealth, Crake had found a career as a hired assassin and
spy. He’d carried knives much like Orlien’s. Crake had learned of the nullstone and tried to take it,



and Tol had been forced to fight his former friend to the death. Although more than a decade had
passed, he’d never told anyone the identity of the assassin he’d killed.

Ironically, it was that victory that had helped bring him to the attention of Prince Amaltar and the
emperor. It also had further strengthened his resolve not to reveal the millstone’s existence.

As these thoughts were flashing quickly through Tol’s mind, he said, “Well, whatever he is, this
‘job’ suits our needs very well. We’ll need a ship to take us across the gulf to Ergoth. Orlien must
have a ship waiting if he’s on such an urgent schedule. One way or another, the ship’ll take us to
Ergoth.”

Careful to avoid the appearance of haste, Tol’s party finished their meal then ambled outside. The
corral Orlien spoke of wasn’t hard to locate in so small a village. By a single barn and pen four
wagons were drawn up. Rather than the usual oxen, two sturdy draft horses were hitched to each
wagon. Horses were rare and expensive in the hill country, as Orlien himself had noted when he
greeted them. If he owned eight of the animals, he was not a poor man.

The first two wagons were loaded, their freight covered by thick tarpaulins and secured by
crisscrossing ropes. Each of the last pair was framed with wooden hoops supporting a canvas roof
that hid their cargoes.

Orlien emerged from the barn, followed by a fearsome henchman. Hugely muscled and scarred, the
fellow had tufts of curly white hair sticking out all over his enormous body. One eye was gone, the
socket covered by a leather patch. He wore furs and rested a dwarven battle-axe on his meaty
shoulder.

“Greetings, noble friends!” Orlien called, spreading his arms wide. “Time is short. Shall we get
underway?”’

“What are we carrying?” asked Tol with feigned indifference.

“Goods I acquired locally: rough gems, medicinal plants and mushrooms, honey of the mountain
bees, and other such. My trade. My life.” Orlien smiled again.

Miya had moved toward the last pair of wagons. As she reached a hand out to touch one, the axe
came off the big man’s shoulder and he took a step in her direction.

“Lady, please!” Orlien said, raising his voice, but quelling his henchman with a sidelong glare.
“Those contain delicate goods. Things that would be damaged by the sun.”

Shrugging, Miya moved away from the covered wagon. The other one—the last in line—suddenly
rocked a little, and a muffled thumping was heard.

Orlien’s ready smile slid from his face. “That one’s not delicate. That’s Faranu, a notorious
mountain bandit,” he explained. “The good people of this village captured him during a raid not ten
days past. There’s a price on his head, to be paid by the Marshal of the Southern Hundred in Ergoth.
He’s wanted there for murder and a host of other foul crimes.”

Surprise changed to understanding. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” Kiya said. “We’ll see he gets
there.”

“We hate bandits,” agreed Miya, nodding.

Tol said, “This Faranu—does he have followers who might try to rescue him?”
Orlien looked away for a moment. “Well, yes.”

“How many followers?” asked Frez quickly.

The half-elf hemmed and hawed but finally replied, “No more than twenty, certainly. Mountain
trash. No match for professionals like yourselves.”

Miya looked to Tol, a hopeful expression on her face, and he nodded. Fists on hips, she said, “You



just raised our pay, friend Orlien. Taking such risks is going to cost you.”

He wriggled and resisted like a hooked trout, but Miya was relentless. As shadows lengthened in the
street, Orlien finally cracked.

“All right!” he said, sweat dripping from his chin. “Two gold pieces each, plus a silver for every
bandit you kill.” He glared. “But I won’t pay for wounded ones!”

“Done,” said Tol, anxious to get underway.

Each wagon had a driver and a hired guard riding on its bench. Orlien’s axe-wielding henchman
(whose name was Yull) rode on the wagon that carried the villain Faranu.

Orlien walked down the line of horses, doling out single gold coins to each member of Tol’s party.
“Yull will pay you the balance when you deliver my goods to the ship’s owner. Good luck, and
make haste!”

The caravan rolled out of the village just as the sun began to dip beneath the western hills. Tol
assigned one of his people to each wagon, giving Kiya the plum task of watching the one containing
the captive bandit. He himself rode ahead of the lead wagon.

Following the winding trail around the foot of the many hills, they soon lost sight of the village. The
sun slowly vanished, painting the undersides of the towering columns of cloud a brilliant pink. Tol
set a brisk pace. They had four days to reach the coast or they would miss their ship, Orlien had
warned.

Four days to the sea, two days to cross the gulf if the winds were fair, and then Tol would be in
Ergoth once more.



Chapter 5

Number Six

The journey was not a pleasant one. The road they followed was no Ackal Path, wide and paved and
well tended. Instead, rutted and rugged, the dirt track wound this way and that around the foot of
every hill, never remaining straight for more than a few dozen paces. With the view so limited, it
was a perfect place for an ambush. Everyone stayed tense and watchful, but the first day passed
without incident.

The first night in camp, before his people dropped wearily onto their bedrolls, Tol worked out new
dispositions for the next day’s ride. Two scouts would ride a goodly way ahead of the wagons,
looking for any signs of trouble. A third rider would precede the caravan but stay in sight of it, and
the last two would trail behind the wagons so as not to seem a part of the company. In this fashion
Tol hoped to keep a wider eye over the territory they had to traverse.

Darpo had the first watch, but before they settled down to sleep, Miya quietly related what she’d
observed earlier in the evening.

She had lingered by Faranu’s wagon, hoping to catch a glimpse of the famous bandit. She was about
to sneak a peek inside when Yull appeared, axe in hand. She had withdrawn, but not before she saw
the wagon driver enter the canvas enclosure carrying a bucket of ripe apples.

Kiya scoffed at her sister’s tale. “They feed their prisoner only apples? No bread? No meat?”” Miya
stubbornly repeated what she’d seen.

“I’m surprised they feed him at all,” Tol said sleepily.

Quiet descended, broken only by the low whirring of insects. Tol’s rest was troubled, however. He
dreamt he was lying on cold, hard ground (which was true) and a silent figure stood a few steps
away in the dark, watching him. The sensation was so vivid he woke, hand reaching for his saber
hilt.

It was very late, when even the night birds are still. Prop -ping himself on one elbow, Tol surveyed
the camp. The wagons were arrayed in a semicircle, with the Ergothians in the middle. Each
wagoner and guard slept in their conveyance.

Tol spotted motion. Kiya had relieved Darpo, and was walking outside the ring of wagons. Darpo
snored softly behind Tol.

All seemed peaceful, so Tol lay down again, but when he fell asleep, the dream returned. This time
his dream self got up, sword in hand, and challenged the phantom watcher. Without a word, the
silent figure vanished into the greater darkness of the night. For an instant, Tol saw the figure’s
profile by starlight.

Felryn!
Tol lurched awake. Kiya was shaking him hard.
“Husband!” she hissed. “Be quiet, or you’ll wake everyone!”

“Too late,” groaned Darpo.



It took Tol a moment to shake off the confusion of his vivid nightmare. He told Kiya what he had
dreamed. In the telling, it all sounded very ordinary, not frightening at all, but Kiya did not sneer.

“Felryn’s spirit continues to watch over you,” she suggested. “If you dream of him again, don’t
challenge him. Be friendly. Welcome him. He may have a message to impart.”

Orlien’s drivers and guards were rising. Only Miya, a notoriously heavy sleeper, hadn’t stirred. To
wake her, Tol resorted to a trick he’d invented, and which Kiya had adopted as well: he bent down
and kissed Miya on the forehead.

“If you’re not my husband or sister, prepare to die,” the Dom-shu woman murmured.
“Husband,” said Tol, grinning. “Dawn breaks. Arise!” Grimacing, Miya complied.

The caravan resumed its journey as the eastern horizon warmed from indigo to rose. Crows
squawked from the hilltops, and deer darted out of sight as the wagons drew near. Kiya watched
them wistfully. Fresh venison would be a welcome change from their campaign rations.

The winding trail they followed merged into a larger path that ran more westerly. The wagoners
steered their ponderous carts onto this new track, jouncing hard over tree roots and deep ruts.

For the first time since leaving Orlien’s village they encountered other travelers, all on foot. They
had the look of itinerant laborers not averse to part-time banditry. Rangy men, neither old nor
young, their faces were hard and eyes sharp. Horses and laden wagons drew their gazes. Word
would get around quickly; they hoped none of Faranu’s men were among the wanderers they
passed.

The wagoners paused at midday to water the horses at a spring. A rude wall of fieldstone
surrounded the waterhole. Tol and Darpo had been riding in the vanguard position; they sat on the
wall watching the drivers tend to their animals. The black-haired wagoner who drove Faranu’s
prison carried two buckets. One was shared by his team, the other he passed to Yull, who took it
into the back of the wagon. A short time later he emerged; the bucket was empty.

“Thirsty fellow,” Darpo remarked curiously, and Tol nodded.

Yull went to the front of the wagon and hauled a heavy burlap bag out from behind the driver’s seat.
He filled the bucket from it, spilling part of the contents on the ground. Then he went inside again
with the laden pail.

Tol inspected the spill. Grain—oats, to be precise—trickled through his gloved fingers. The wagon
jounced as Yull stepped down from its rear, and Tol dusted his hands and sauntered back to the
spring.

Darpo queried him with a look. “What do apples, water, and oats suggest to you?” Tol asked.
“Horses,” the scarred warrior replied immediately.
Tol agreed. “Something odd is going on,” he said but had no firm idea yet of what.

They moved on. Nothing untoward happened until midafternoon. Tol and Darpo were trailing in the
rearguard position, and Kiya was riding in front of the wagons. Frez and Miya were scouting ahead
when a man on horseback approached, the first rider they’d seen.

A slight fellow wearing a leather jerkin, he cantered by Frez and Miya without appearing to notice
them. As he drew near Kiya, however, he veered slightly toward her. Without warning, the Dom-shu
woman nocked an arrow, drew, and shot the man from his horse.

The lead wagoner hauled back on his reins. The caravan lurched to a stop, beasts stamping and
wagoners cursing the abrupt halt. Tol and Darpo galloped forward, ignoring the cries of the lead
wagoner that Tol’s “savage” had shot an unarmed traveler.

Kiya dismounted and rolled the dead man over. She yanked back his hood, revealing the shock of



braided hair and pointed ears of a woodland elf. When Kiya parted his jerkin, they saw he wore a
ring mail shirt. Strapped to his back, its pommel only barely visible above the neck of his jerkin,
was a concealed sword.

A warrior skilled in such a method of carry could wait until he was abreast of his target, then draw
and stab in one lightning-fast motion. Kiya had acted to save her own life.

“How did you know he was armed?”” Frez asked.

“I saw the shoulders of his jerkin rise each time his horse put a foot down. Something under his
jerkin was bouncing slightly. A sword, a mace, something.”

Yull appeared, gesturing angrily at them to move along. Not knowing whether the dead elf was a
lone warrior or someone’s scout, they rolled him off the road and tied his horse to the back of a
wagon. The caravan continued on its way.

Around the next big hill, the road straightened, and they could see ahead almost half a league. Not
another soul was insight.

Frez and Miya pulled their mounts to a halt. The Ergothian drew his saber.
“Woman,” he said, “tell Lord Tolandruth we’re in trouble.”

Miya wasted no time questioning the veteran soldier but wheeled Pitch in a tight circle. The wagons
rolled slowly up behind Frez and stopped. Miya cantered down the line. As she passed her sister,
Kiya nocked another arrow.

Before Miya reached Tol, the air around them flashed as bright as a sun. Pitch balked and reared,
but Miya held on. The draft animals neighed in fright and yanked against their heavy traces. The
wagons were suddenly burning!

Drivers and guards leaped for their lives. Pitch shied away, nimbly climbing the hillside sideways to
escape the billowing flames. Miya held on for dear life and shouted, “Husband! We’re attacked!
The wagons burn!”

From their place forty paces back, Tol and Darpo had seen the caravan halt. With a cry of “Fire!”
Darpo pulled his sword and galloped ahead.

Tol drew his new dwarf-forged saber and followed quickly. In spite of the cries from his people and
the wagoners, he saw no flames. The rearmost wagon, slightly askew on the road, looked the same
as always. The driver was crawling away in the dust, beating at his pants legs. Yull emerged from
the canvas enclosure yowling and slapping at his head and face with meaty hands. Neither man was
on fire, though they obviously thought they were.

“It’s a trick!” Tol shouted, as Shadow galloped toward the beleaguered caravan. “There’s no fire!
Watch out for an ambush!”

He left Darpo to guard the rear wagon. Ignoring the screeches of Yull and the driver, Tol spurred
Shadow up the hillside and caught the reins of Miya’s terrified horse. Fumbling for the millstone, he
clapped a hand to Pitch’s neck, and the horse calmed. Grasping Miya’s wrist, Tol broke the illusion
for her as well.

“It’s an illusion,” he said. “There’s no fire! Are you all right?”
She was and very angry at being tricked. “I’m going to crack some skulls for this!”
“Fine! Follow me!”

Tol also broke the spell for Kiya and her horse. Likewise furious at being deceived, Kiya joined Tol
and her sister as they rode to relieve Frez. They found him beset, surrounded by eight attackers on
foot. He was keeping them off with sweeps of his saber. Her horse at full gallop, Kiya rose in the
stirrups and loosed an arrow, taking down an opponent armed with a billhook.



A shower of stones fell on Tol and the Dom-shu. On the crest of the facing hill stood foes with
slings whirling. Leaving Kiya to drive the attackers back with swiftly loosed, well-placed arrows,
Tol and Miya rode to Frez’s aid.

Their opponents were nothing more than a rabble, armed with whatever arms they had gleaned from
earlier victims. Tol’s dwarf blade—"Number Six,” as Mundur Embermore had called it—split iron
and bronze with equal ease. He struck down two robbers with only two blows, cleaving a helmet
(and skull) in twain and piercing a brazen buckler.

Having lost the element of surprise, the raiding party fled, leaving three of their number lifeless on
the road. Kiya got another, a sling-wielder on the hillside, at a range of two hundred paces. Frez had
a few cuts, as did his horse, but those were the only injuries among Tol’s party.

They rode slowly down the line of wagons, which had been abandoned by drivers and guards alike.
Frantic to escape the phantom flames, the draft horses had torn free of their traces and run away into
the distance.

Darpo was waiting by the last wagon. His eyes were wide as he hailed Tol and gestured to the
wagon he guarded.

“My lord,” he said, “you must see this!”

Tol peered through the parted canvas. Lying in the bed of the wagon was what appeared to be a
young horse, a colt, with a coat the color of clover honey. That made sense, given the rations Yull
had been feeding their prisoner. Then the colt lifted its head and all such prosaic thoughts fled.

A single horn, white as cream, protruded from the animal’s forehead.
“Mishas save us!” breathed Frez. “A unicorn!”

The men stared in open-mouthed shock, but the Dom-shu women fell to their knees, gasping.
Among their forest-dwelling people, the unicorn was revered as a demigod, the living embodiment
of the wild.

“Sacrilege!” Kiya said, her voice choked with fury. “The young Forestmaster must be released!”

Tol did not share the Dom-shu’s reverence for the rare animal, but he pitied the hobbled beast and
was angry at Orlien for lying to them. He climbed inside the wagon and drew his dagger. The
unicorn watched him with soft, sad eyes, fringed with golden lashes.

“Easy, there,” Tol said soothingly. “I’ll not hurt you. Let me cut those bonds—"

As soon as the thongs holding the colt’s legs parted, the creature exploded into action, driving its
horn at Tol’s chest. The Ergothian dodged clumsily, hampered by the close confines of the wagon.
The cool ivory horn instead slid along his neck. Then small golden hooves smacked into Tol’s chest.
He fell backward against the canvas. It split, and he tumbled out of the wagon to land on the dusty
road.

Angry shouts greeted his abrupt appearance. Yull and the wagon guards had returned.

Realizing the secret was out, Yull unlimbered his single-edged axe and led the hired men against
their ostensible escort. They were five against five, but having the mighty Yull on their side seemed
to offer the attackers an edge.

Tol had lost his dagger when the unicorn kicked him, but he still had Number Six. With the cry,
“Juramona!” he rallied his comrades.

Yull’s men charged. Although not soldiers, they were well-versed in this sort of brawl. With spears
and round brass bucklers, they drove the Ergothians away from the wagon and backward up the
sloping hill. Yull urged them on, waving his ugly axe and growling. He paused at the rear of the
wagon to glance in at the captive.



With a loud thock, a pair of tiny, unshod hooves hit Yull directly between his leather eyepatch and
good eye. He staggered back, knees wobbling. The unicorn colt sailed out of the wagon. As soon as
his front hooves touched ground, his back legs lashed out.

Yull’s cry caused his men to turn. Immediately, Tol charged. He and his people surged down the
hill, slashing at their distracted foes.

Ignoring the resurgent Ergothians, Yull stalked toward the unicorn. Kiya raised her bow, but it was
struck from her hands by a skillfully thrown spear.

“Tol!” she yelled. “Save the young Master!”

Tol, dueling with a guard, heard her plea. He lopped off his opponent’s spearhead. The guard
brought up his buckler to ward off another blow, and Number Six’s point penetrated the brass shield
and stopped a hair’s breadth from the fellow’s right eye. Yelping, the guard abandoned his shield
and took to his heels.

Tol freed his blade and closed on Yull. The big man was trying to snag the unicorn’s trailing bonds.
He planted one foot on the leather thongs. The unicorn stumbled as its hind legs were caught. Yull
raised his heavy axe—

“Stop!” Tol bellowed. “What will your master Orlien do to you when he finds out you killed such a
prize?”

The idea was enough to give the angry brute pause. Torn between fear of Orlien’s retribution and
the desire to slaughter the insolent beast who’d hurt him, Yull hesitated. For the first time in the
entire journey, he spoke.

“You not steal!” he said, pointing from Tol to the trapped unicorn.

“I’ve no intention of stealing anything,” Tol replied, continuing to close the distance between them.
“I intend to set him free.”

“No! Valuable! Bring much gold!”

Tol didn’t doubt that. The horn alone had medicinal and magical qualities that would fetch awesome
prices in the markets of Daltigoth or Tarsis.

Glaring at the hulking man before him, Tol said, “You’ve no right to hold such a rare creature. Yield
now, and I’ll spare your life.”

Yull’s face split in a gap-toothed grin. “Many try to kill Yull. All dead now. You, too, little man.”
Tol jerked his head over his shoulder. “You’re alone.”

One by one, the wagon guards had been slain or had given up. Kiya had a bad gash on her forearm,
earned when the bow had been struck from her grasp, but she’d wrapped a strip of cloth tightly
around the wound. She and the rest of Tol’s party stood behind him, ready for further combat.

“Let the unicorn go,” Tol urged. “Be free of Orlien, and make your own life.”

Yull’s answer was a powerful sideways slash with his axe. Tol felt the wind from it as he leaped
back. Regret flashed through his mind. He would have to kill Yull to free the unicorn.

Before battle could he joined, a chorus of shrill, keening whistles filled the air. Frez, Darpo, and the
Dom-shu sisters found themselves engulfed by at least a hundred painted woodland elves. The elves
swarmed over them, tearing swords from their hands and immobilizing them with the sheer press of
their bodies. Tol, Yull, and the unicorn were likewise surrounded, but the elves did not assault them,
merely trapped them inside a living wall of half-naked, painted flesh. More than two score short
bows, arrows nocked, were aimed at the two antagonists.

Tol raised his hands slowly. “Peace,” he said loudly. “I mean no harm to you or the young
Forestmaster!”



A pair of elves darted forward and freed the unicorn. Yull started to resist, but the collective creak of
drawn bowstrings halted him.

A female emerged from the crowd. Her short, spiky black hair was painted with streaks of blue and
yellow. She wore a heavy collar of hammered silver beads and carried a tall staff with a forked
silver head. From the way her comrades parted for her, Tol took her to be their leader. She barked a
few short phrases in her native tongue.

“Miya,” Tol said, “tell her we’re hired fighters, and we mean no harm to the unicorn. Tell her we
meant to free it.”

“That’s asking a lot of my poor Elvish,” Miya muttered, then spoke haltingly in the elf tongue.
The female elf studied Tol with a cold, calculating eye, then replied.

“I think she called you a liar,” Miya said. “She says we’re thieves, trying to steal the young Master
from Orlien’s men.”

The elf woman spoke again, angrily, and Miya struggled to understand and relay the words to Tol.

Hunters had stolen the unicorn from the forest where the elves dwelt, far to the north of the hill
country. They’d sold the rare creature to Orlien for gold. Practically the entire tribe had come south
to find the unicorn, which they regarded as their personal godling.

Miya’s command of the language was not up to the task of persuading the elves of her party’s
benevolent intentions. The unicorn was led away, and the elves continued to hold the Ergothians
and Yull.

Tol thought fast. The elf woman was in command, but she was unarmed; perhaps she was not a
chief, but the tribe’s shaman. Her silver adornment and staff lent credence to this theory. With that
in mind, he told Miya to propose the elves test him to learn whether he was telling the truth.

The elf woman waved the idea aside. Two score bowstrings tightened.

“Do you care nothing about justice?”” Tol cried, and Miya translated as quickly as she could. “I’ve
always heard the woodlanders esteemed truth and justice above all other virtues!”

That caused some murmuring in the ranks of elves. Miya told him, “They say, ‘The grasslander is
right. Evil will follow us if we slay the just along with the guilty.” ”

The elf woman lifted a hand, and the murmurs ceased. She stood nose to nose with Tol—they were
of a height—and repeated a short phrase four times. He felt a faint flicker of heat across his face, as
he did when encountering magic, but the Irda artifact he carried shielded him completely.

The shaman drew back, startled at her failure.

Seeking to press this advantage, Tol said, “Tell her, because I speak the truth, the gods protect me
from her spells. None of her magic can hurt me. She can cast any spell she wants, and it won’t
effect me.”

Miya only stared at him, and he snapped, “Tell her!” Miya did so.

The elf woman threw back her feather-lined cloak, revealing a close-fitting suit of green-dyed
deerskin. Planting her fists on her hips and looking Tol up and down, she laughed and rattled off
several comments.

Miya translated: “She says she is Casmarell, the fourteenth descendant of the great Casmarell, first
shaman of her people in the time of the Awakening, in the Age of Dreams. She calls you
‘Creekstone.” ”

“What?” Tol demanded.

“Her exact words were ‘one as smooth and slippery as a flat stone in a flowing creek.” ”



“Never mind the insults. What about my challenge?”

In answer, the shaman snapped an order to her followers. They seized Tol, plucking the saber from
his hand. Kiya, Frez, and Darpo tried to intervene, but Tol ordered them back.

The elves propelled him to an alder tree by the edge of the road and lashed his hands around the
trunk behind his back. The elf shaman stalked toward him, parting the ranks of her followers like a
plowshare turning turf. Yull and Tol’s companions had no choice but to follow along behind her.

She gestured broadly with her staff, waving its forked silver head in a circle above her. Miya
translated her words.

“She will, um, test you with all the spirit power of the woodland race and, um, if you are telling the
truth, the gods will protect you.”

Darpo said, “My lord, be of stout heart! We’ll get you out of this—"
“There is no reason to fear,” Tol replied quickly. “Be still.”

Casmarell pointed her staff at Tol, and commenced a low, guttural chant. Again, he felt a weak
flicker of heat on his exposed skin but nothing more. She lowered her staff.

Tol smiled cheerfully. Casmarell frowned.

Hazel eyes never leaving his face, she backed away five paces. Throwing her arms wide, she let out
a terrifying shriek.

The elves nearest her shrank back, averting their eyes and covering their ears with painted hands.
Kiya, Miya, Frez, and Darpo blinked rapidly as their vision blurred, then winced as pain flared in
their heads.

This was the Death Shout. According to legend, the greatest shamans among the wild elves could
literally scream an enemy to death. Tol did not look away and bore Casmarell’s fury with his eyes
wide open.

Beneath her tribal paint, the shaman’s face darkened from the strain of the Shout. Slowly, she
brought her hands together, raising the pitch of her scream as her fingers touched. The air itself rang
with the concussion, and Casmarell bent forward against the thrust of her own spell. Dust and dry
leaves took to the air.

Tol lifted his chin. Although it took effort, he managed to smile.

Finally the shriek died. Staggering from her effort, Casmarell reeled backward, to be caught by her
followers. She shook off their help, snapping a peevish phrase Miya did not need to translate.

Awed mutterings circulated among the elves. Not only had the human escaped an agonizing death,
he was smiling insolently at their shaman. Was he truly protected by the gods?

Casmarell smote the ground with the butt of her staff. A tremor echoed through the earth, and a clap
of thunder rolled through the cloudless blue sky. She spoke a terse incantation and rushed at Tol.

The Dom-shu sisters and Frez surged vainly against the arms restraining them. Darpo got a hand
free and downed one of his captors with a punch. Yull watched Tol’s imminent demise with a wide,
gap-toothed grin.

Tol awaited Casmarell’s rush as calmly as he could. The millstone would be little help if she meant
to bash his skull. His legs were free, so he tensed, ready to lash out when she came within reach.

The forked silver tip of Casmarell’s staff drove at Tol’s face. One of his knees twitched upward, but
the shaman halted suddenly, still out of reach. The staff wavered over the bridge of his nose for a
moment then she touched it to his forehead. A prickling sensation passed down through his heels
and up through his head, but otherwise he was unaffected.

Trembling, Casmarell opened her eyes. They were shot through with blood from the strain of her



efforts. Seeing Tol still utterly unmoved, her strength failed. The staff dropped from her hands. Her
legs buckled, and the elf woman slumped to her knees.

The hands holding Kiya, Miya, Darpo, and Frez slowly slackened, then were withdrawn. One by
one, the hundreds of Wildrunner elves faced Tol and went down on one knee, their heads bowed.
Frez hurried to untie his commander.

Tol picked up the shaman’s staff. It was a dark stave of vallenwood, worn smooth as brass by years
of handling.

Casmarell rose up suddenly, a flint knife in her hand. She did not attack Tol, however, but was
trying to pierce her own heart. Kiya caught her wrist from behind and twisted the stone blade from
her hand.

The elves also had released Yull. The hulking mercenary took to his heels at once, and the elves
ignored him. They began to chant a single word, softly, over and over.

“ ‘Creekstone,” ” Miya translated. “They mean you, Husband.” This time the epithet was said with
respect.

An elf with a brass circlet on his head came forward and prostrated himself before Tol. He spoke
then looked to Miya.

The Dom-shu woman was startled. “He says he is Robisart, war chief of their tribe. He hails you as
the new shaman of his people.”

Kiya laughed briefly, but Tol hushed her with a glance. “Tell the chief he honors me, but I cannot
accept. Besides, he has a shaman.” He helped the miserable Casmarell to stand. She trembled in his
grip. “Tell them to take the unicorn and go in peace,” he added.

Tol turned away. He located the dwarf-made sword and returned it to his scabbard. The mob of
painted woodland elves followed him, watching his every movement raptly.

Casmarell knelt at his feet and spoke quietly. Miya looked very uncomfortable, and Tol had to
prompt her twice to translate the shaman’s words.

“She offers herself to you,” Miya said. “She thinks she can, um, partake of your powers if she
becomes your mate.”

There was no laughter from the Ergothians or Kiya this time. Casmarell’s distress was too plain.

Tol took the shaman by the shoulders and lifted her again to her feet. Looking her in the eyes, he
said, “Go home, Casmarell. Minister to your people.”

Miya translated as he put the staff back in Casmarell’s hands. She took it, but her expression
showed plainly that the ancient wood no longer held any power. The nullstone had apparently
swallowed it all.

The Ergothians recovered their horses and gear, abandoning the rest of the caravan. Darpo
suggested giving the contents to the elves. Tol agreed, and Miya relayed the news. With whoops, the
elves fell upon the wagons and carried off Orlien’s ill-gotten goods.

Tol’s party rode away. They hadn’t gone fifty paces before Kiya spotted Casmarell trailing after
them on foot.

The Dom-shu woman’s face held an unaccustomed look of sadness. “Maybe I shouldn’t have stayed
her knife,” she murmured.

Tol frowned. “She’ll get over it,” he said. “She has her Forestmaster back. Miya, tell her again she
must go and take care of her people.”

Miya did so, but added, “Husband, you have a way of sticking in people’s heads. I doubt she’ll
forget you.”



They turned away again, riding on for a moment in silence, and then Darpo asked, “How did you
withstand the elf’s magic, my lord?”

He did not answer but urged Shadow to a trot, eager to put distance between himself, Darpo’s
question, and the lonely figure of Casmarell still standing in the road.
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They smelled the sea long before they saw it. Salt flavored the wind that tossed the juniper trees so
common in the hills above the Gulf of Ergoth. Brown soil changed to white sand.

It was late afternoon, six days out of Tarsis. The clash with the elves had cost them an extra day, as
had a running encounter with a dozen bandits the day after they freed the unicorn. Six of the bandits
had perished and the rest dispersed, leaving Tol’s party free to make the final dash to the coast.

Frez was scouting ahead. From atop a high dune, he spotted the sea and waved to his companions to
hurry and join him. Soon all of them were looking down upon the windy bay.

Although there was no proper port for many leagues, three ships lay offshore. The three were “in
irons,” as Darpo phrased it. Prows pointing directly into the wind, sails furled, they remained in
place, bobbing slowly atop the low swells.

Unscrupulous captains would draw up to any likely spot on the eastern coast, hang a lantern from
their tallest mast, and wait. Eventually, thieves would turn up, eager to unload their swag. Later the
smugglers would sail to Ergoth, Sancrist, or Tarsis, peddling stolen property in shady seaside
markets. Nevertheless, the three ships were a welcome sight. One of them was their way home.

They rode down the dune, the horses’ hooves slinging up gouts of loose sand. Whistles and shouts
from the shore showed they’d been spotted. Ox-drawn carts stood on the beach near several mounds
of goods, no doubt ill-gotten. Sailors in baggy pants and stocking caps prowled the scene with pikes
on their shoulders. The thieves and sailors watched the newcomers with cold calculation.

Tol skirted the crew busy with the ox carts. With such a full cargo on their hands, they’d be less
interested in passengers. Further down the beach four longboats were drawn up on the sand, their
crews waiting idly for more purloined goods to come their way. Tol led his people to them.

“Greetings,” he called. “What ship are you?”

The mate—so marked by the gray tassel on his black cap—pointed to a blue-hulled roundship
rolling in the surf behind him. “The Blue Gull. Captain Torwalder is her master. Who be you?”

“Soldiers, out of work. We seek passage to Thorngoth.” This was the port at the mouth of
Greenthorn River, across the gulf.

The mate pushed the cap back on his sunburned head. “Imperial territory? Why would you want to
go there?”

“It’s a big port,” said Tol, shrugging. “A good place to get lost.”

“Cost ya.”

Miya couldn’t resist. “How much?”

The mate spat on the sand. “Fifty gold for the five o’ you and the horses.”

“Fifty!” Miya exploded. “For fifty gold pieces we could buy our own ship and hire a better crew
than you!”

The mate countered with a cheerfully obscene suggestion, and Miya plunged into the negotiations
with enthusiasm. They at last agreed on a price of sixteen gold for their passage and the conveyance



of the horses. The mate was red-faced and grumbling by the time the deal was struck, as were most
who tried to out-bargain Miya.

A freshening wind stirred the waves, making the trip out to the Blue Gull rather hair-raising. The
longboats rose and fell like hatchets, cleaving the sea with great foaming splashes. Tethered behind
the boats, the horses swam against the tide, eyes rolling with anxiety.

Drawing alongside Blue Gull’s flaking hull, the Ergothians had to call upon all their agility to make
the leap from the heaving longboats and grab the rope ladder hanging down the ship’s side. Former
sailor Darpo managed handily enough, but as soon as Tol jumped for the ladder the longboat
dropped out from under him, and he was thrown back among the rowers. Only his pride was hurt,
and he eventually made it aboard.

The Blue Gull was a tubby vessel, only slightly longer from stem to stern than it was broad in the
beam. The roundship rode in the water like a great boot, high at the stern and low at the bow. It had
a single flush deck, with timber hoardings built over each end—sterncastle and forecastle. Darpo
noted the ship’s rig, although well worn, was in good repair and the crew seemed to know their
vessel well.

Captain Torwalder proved to be a young man, with a neatly trimmed, pointed blond beard and very
heavy eyebrows. In a resonant voice, he ordered a boom rigged out to lift the horses on board. One
by the one the animals were hoisted from the waves. Most rolled their eyes in alarm at the
unfamiliar form of transportation. Miya’s Pitch neighed shrilly and kicked his slender legs, and
even Shadow balked at first.

The horses were soon safe in the hold, but the ship could not yet weigh anchor. Blue Gull was
empty save for Tol and his party; the smugglers needed to take on more cargo.

They lingered offshore the rest of the day but no more goods arrived, and Tol pressed the captain to
depart. When the tide turned before sundown, Torwalder finally agreed. His men fell to the capstan,
winching the anchor up from the shallow water.

The great buff-colored sail unfurled and Blue Gull wallowed out to sea. Once clear of the surf, the
ungainly vessel came into its own and rode the sea with dignity, if not speed.

“Slow passage,” Darpo remarked. He scanned a sky painted scarlet by the sunset. “Fair weather,
though. If the wind holds, we should make Thorngoth in two days.”

“Barring pirates, storms, or the whims of the Blue Phoenix,” Frez muttered. He was not a good
sailor and clutched the windward rail, his face the color of chalk.

The Dom-shu sisters, on the other hand, were delighted with their first taste of the sea. They went
from port rail to starboard, talking excitedly about everything they saw. Kiya was enchanted by the
ship and its working, while Miya raved about the sea. When a section of water roiled just off the
starboard bow, she cornered a busy sailor and demanded to know what caused the disturbance.

“Dolphins,” said the fellow dismissively.

He’d seen such sights thousands of times, but Miya crowed gleefully. She hung over the railing,
watching the capering creatures.

As dusk closed in, Torwalder hung a hooded lantern on the binnacle for the steersman to see by.
Kiya asked why the lantern was so small.

Torwalder rested his hands on the buckle of his sword belt. “Light carries far over the ocean at
night,” he replied. “It don’t pay to be seen too well too far.”

“Pirates?”
The captain let the word hang in the air, answering by not answering.

They ate bread, and shellfish soup served from a common iron pot below deck. Whether it was the



rocking motion of the ship, the hearty fare, or the busy time they’d had with various bandit groups,
the entire party was ready for sleep soon after supper. As the "tween decks was stuffy and smelled
strongly of tar and fish oil, they opted to sleep on deck.

They spread their bedrolls on the sterncastle, out of the way of the working sailors, and settled
down. Since none of them had passed a full night in sleep since leaving the camp at Tarsis, Tol
decided not to bother posting a watch. Torwalder’s men seemed to have things well in hand.

Tol unbuckled his sword belt and lay down between Miya and Kiya. Number Six, Mundur’s
wonderful blade, curved neatly up against him. By starlight he noticed a single glyph engraved
unobtrusively on the sword’s brass pommel. He couldn’t read Dwarvish, but knew the symbols for
numbers; the glyph was the numeral six.

Overhead, the rigging seemed to rake the starry sky, creaking and groaning with every roll of the
beamy hull. Only two days to Thorngoth, Tol thought, as slumber settled over him like a thick quilt.
The journey upriver to Daltigoth would seem a pleasure jaunt after what they’d been through
already.

He dreamed once more of Felryn. This time he kept his nerve and did not accost the shade or let it
disturb his rest, and the shadow of the slain priest of Mishas stood by Blue Gull’s steersman all
through the night.



Chapter 6

The King of the Sea

Bare feet thumped loudly on the plank deck. Kiya rolled over and awakened Tol.
“Something’s happening,” she whispered, and sat up. He followed suit, sheathed saber in his hand.

Torwalder’s crew was scrambling up the rigging while the master of the Blue Gull bellowed orders.
Normally the roundship had a single thick mast, stepped in the belly of the ship. This morning a
light pole mast had been erected on the forecastle, and a triangular sail billowed out from it. Men
aloft on the main yard were lashing spars in place. Soon winglike trysails blossomed from the spars.
All this new canvas sent Blue Gull galloping hard through the waves, an inelegant pace that threw
up huge gouts of water from the blunt bow.

Tol went to the rail and called to Torwalder in the ship’s waist. “Captain! What’s wrong?”” The
young seafarer pointed astern. Beyond Blue Gull’s foaming wake were four vessels, two galleys and
two lesser, oared ships known as galleots. All four had gray-green hulls, making them hard to
distinguish from the sea or the dull, predawn western horizon behind them. The Tarsan Navy was
still held impotently in the bay before their fallen city. Legitimate traders did not sail in galleys.
These could only be pirates.

Miya, Frez, and Darpo had awakened and were staring aft as well. Quickly, the entire party buckled
on their weapons.

Tol hurried down the ladder and approached Torwalder.

The captain waved him away, but Tol would not be put off.

“When did we pick them up?” he asked.

“When the stars set. Been on our stern ever since, keeping the same station.”

A line pulled free and the port trysail flapped uselessly in the wind. Torwalder bawled curses at the
foolish sailor whose knots had failed, and the fellow scrambled to make them fast again. Tol
returned to his comrades and shared the captain’s news.

“Can we outrun them?”” Kiya wanted to know.

Darpo shook his head, looking grave. “A lean lugger in a morning gale might, but this tub will
never outspeed that pair of quinquiremes. Ships that size have crews of forty not counting rowers.
The galleots’ll have a dozen each.” Including Torwalder’s crew, there were only seventeen souls on
the Blue Gull.

When the galleys were first spotted, Captain Torwalder had turned Blue Gull away from her
northwest course; he was now running before the wind north by east. The gulf narrowed ahead.
They could see tantalizing hints of land off the port side. By the time the sun rose out of the eastern
sea, the coast of Ergoth was plainly visible, though still leagues away.

“Why don’t we just run for shore?”” asked Miya, eyeing the distant coast wistfully.

“The pirates would overtake us long before we reached it,” Darpo said. “They’d box us in, cut off
our room to maneuver, and have us in their hands like a ripe plum!”



Torwalder had no intention of being trapped. The cunning young captain steered for shallow water.
His lightly laden roundship drew far less than the heavy galleys. The galleots could pursue them in
even shallower waters, but the odds for Blue Gull would be much improved if she could shed the
two powerful quinquiremes.

The sea chase settled into a protracted affair. Whenever the pirates crowded Torwalder, he
zigzagged toward shore; the deep-draft galleys fell back, and Torwalder would dash out to sea
again. After a time, the Dom-shu sisters grew frustrated with the tiresome chase.

“Let’s have at them!” Miya declared loudly. “Enough running away!”

Torwalder had climbed the ladder to the sterncastle to see their pursuers more clearly. Her words
carried easily to him, as they were meant to.

“You don’t want to fight them,” he said, once he was back on the deck again. “Them they don’t kill
outright end up chained to an oar, where you row until you die. You womenfolk they might sell
ashore as slaves—after they tired of you.”

Pulling his curly brimmed hat down to shade his eyes, Torwalder studied the pirate squadron.
“Can’t make out the ensign at this distance,” he grunted. “Don’t know who they are.”

Among the numerous freebooters haunting the gulf, some were especially notorious. These included
Morojin, a vicious, one-eyed pirate; Xanka, self-styled King of the Sea; the brothers Hagy and
Drom, known as the Firebrands from their habit of burning captured vessels—usually with the
hapless crews still on board; the female pirate, Hexylle, who commanded an all-woman crew; and
Hagbor, the fearsome sea ogre, who was said to eat his prisoners.

Around noon, the wind died. Blue Gull, which had been churning along at a decent rate, slowed to
crawl. They were on the outward leg of one of Torwalder’s zigzags, in deep water near the center of
the gulf. At the captain’s command, sailors dragged buckets of seawater up the masts and drenched
the limp sails.

“Painting the sails,” Darpo told his comrades. Wet canvas caught even the tiniest breath of breeze.

It didn’t help. Slowly the two gray galleys closed in. The galleots dashed ahead of their bigger
brothers, steering on either side of the roundship. Torwalder ordered his men to arms. Pikes and
cutlasses were distributed. Four sailors armed with bows took to the rigging.

“Where would you like us?” Tol asked.

“Choose your own ground,” the captain replied stonily. “One part of the deck is as good as another
to die on.”

Tol chose to defend the sterncastle. Frez and Darpo pried loose the ladders leading up from the
lower deck and hauled them up. Blue Gull sat much higher in the water than the galleots, so at least
the defenders would have the advantage of height.

“Two points port,” Torwalder cried. The man on the steering board bent to his task. A freshening
breeze caught the sails, and the roundship surged ahead, bearing hard for the galleot on their left.
The captain of the pirate craft either misread Torwalder’s intentions or simply failed to grasp his
desperate purpose. The pirate ship held to its straight course. When the other captain finally woke to
Torwalder’s plan, it Was too late.

“He means to ram!” Frez shouted.
Tol barked, “Hold on!”

In the last moment the galleot tried to sheer off, pivoting on its own length to elude the roundship.
Sails swelling, Blue Gull drove on, snapping the pirate’s starboard oars like kindling. The oaken
cutwater hit the galleot’s light planking. Although braced for the impact, Tol and his people were
thrown to the deck. A deafening cracking sound filled the air.



Torwalder roared orders even as Blue Gull ground the enemy under its prow. The port side of the
galleot rolled out of the water, oars flailing helplessly in the air. Screams rang out. With irresistible
momentum, the roundship tore the pirate vessel in two.

Kiya got to her knees and crawled to the rail in time to see the stern half of the galleot rise high in
the air before it sank. The slave rowers, chained to their benches, shrieked for help as the water rose
around them. Heavily armed pirates scrambled over the side, but they were in little better shape.
They couldn’t swim long or far weighed down by armor.

“The slaves are dying!” Kiya cried, seizing Tol’s arm.
“There’s nothing we can do!” he shouted over the grinding crunch of shattering wood.

Blue Gull tore free of the galleot. Torwalder turned his ship smartly on a reverse tack and sped
away. Sailors lined the rails, jeering their drowning foes.

Tol and his people crowded the rail as well, mesmerized by the spectacle. The rear half of the
galleot slipped beneath the waves, and they saw only a few heads still bobbing on the surface. Blue
Gull’s archers sniped at the survivors from the rigging.

Torwalder had no time to enjoy his success. The other galleot had turned away to avoid the fate of
its sister, but the big quinquiremes had put on speed and were bearing down on Blue Gull. Pennants
fluttered from pole masts. Largest of these flags was a forked banner in red and white.

“The flag of Xanka,” said Torwalder grimly. Their pursuer was the so-called King of the Sea.

White water curled from the heavy bronze ram on the snout of each quinquireme. Just as Blue Gull
had smashed the galleot, so too could the pirates’ rams pierce the roundship.

The galleys drew apart, coming up on either side of Torwalder’s ship. Pirates were massed on the
foredecks. Sunlight glittered off their naked blades. The ships were close enough that Tol could see
the leers on the pirates’ faces as they caught sight of Miya and Kiya.

Torwalder commanded his men to erect a boom from the mainmast as they had when the horses
were hauled aboard. A spare anchor was winched up from this yard. When a pirate ship came
alongside, Torwalder would swing the boom over their deck and drop the anchor. It might not
smash all the way through the galley’s hull, but the weighty hook was bound to wreak havoc among
the pirates crowded together on deck.

The battle-god Corij and the Blue Phoenix, god of the sea, favored them. The wind improved, and
Blue Gull crept ahead. On the leeward side, quinquireme pirates were manhandling a catapult
forward to the bow. Tol told Kiya to aim her arrows at the catapult’s crew when the time came. The
Dom-shu woman swore that any who approached the machine would die.

The chase continued for half the afternoon. Even Torwalder became anxious. Why didn’t Xanka
close in? The galleys could overtake them any time they chose, but they seemed content merely to
stalk the roundship. Once the sun began sinking in the west, the truth became clear.

A lookout on Blue Gull’s masthead sang out. “Ships off the starboard bow!” A heartbeat later he
added, “More ships to port!”

From horizon to horizon, a vast arc of ships spread across the gray sea. Oars foamed the water at
their sides. Every ship bore the red and white pennant of Xanka.

Sailors abandoned their posts and swarmed around Captain Torwalder, all shouting at once. Threats
were made.

Blows were exchanged. The young master of the Blue Gull struck down a man with the pommel of
his cutlass.

Tol led his people to the main deck. They cleaved through the rebellious sailors, making their way
to Torwalder. Cries of “We’re done for!” and “Time to abandon ship!” rang out all around them.



“No one leaves my ship!” the captain thundered. “This is mutiny!”

“We’ll be slaughtered or slaved if we stay!” roared a sailor behind Torwalder as he raised a hatchet
high.

Tol caught the weapon with his saber and turned it aside. Torwalder whirled and ran the man
through with his cutlass. The mutineer was dead when he hit the deck.

That was enough for the crew. Throwing down their weapons, they ran to the rail. Torwalder chased
them, slashing the nearest with his sword and bellowing commands. They paid him no heed,
scrambling madly over the rail. In moments, the deck was empty save for Tol’s party, and the
furious captain.

“My regrets you have to die on my ship!” Torwalder growled.
“We’re not dead yet,” Tol said staunchly, but neither he nor his people looked very confident.

Without steady hands on the steering board or trimming the sails, Blue Gull soon lost its way,
luffing and turning beam-on to the following sea. The rhythmic thump of massed oarlocks grew
louder as the skulking galleys closed in.

Grapnels whistled through the air, biting into Blue Gull’s port bulwark. Darpo stepped up to hack
off the connecting lines, but Tol stopped him.

“This is one predicament we can’t fight our way out of,” Tol said evenly. “Put down your weapons
and stand by.”

More grapnels snagged Blue Gull, and the ship was hauled in tight against the long hull of one of
the biggest ships any of them had ever seen. Torwalder identified it as Xanka’s flagship, Thunderer,
an “elevener’—so called because each oar was manned by eleven rowers.

Two boarding bridges crashed down to the roundship’s deck. A swarm of heavily armed pirates
rushed across and quickly surrounded those remaining on Blue Gull.

Swords and other weapons were stripped away, hands shackled roughly behind their backs. The
buccaneers struck their legs from behind, forcing them to their knees.

Across the gangplank came an enormous, broadchested man wearing fancy damascened armor
inlaid with gold and silver, and a sword on each hip. Five daggers were visible, poked here and
there in his wide red leather belt. On his head was a high, crested helm, likewise intricately
damascened, which hid all of his face except his heavy, curled brown beard.

Once this gaudy apparition stood firmly on Blue Gull’s deck, he removed his helmet and tossed it to
a nearby pirate. His face was deeply browned by the sun, his brown eyes wide-set, and his nose
crisscrossed by broken veins.

“Who commands this vessel?” he demanded in a rough, nasal voice.

No one answered, so the pirate chief nodded at one of his men. The fellow hit the captive nearest
him in the center of his back. Frez pitched onto his face, bloodying his nose.

The pirate chief ignored the snickering of his men. He eyed Torwalder up and down, taking in his
obviously nautical attire. “You,” he said. “Are you this ship’s master?”” Denial seemed pointless, so
Torwalder grunted an affirmative.

With no further preamble, the pirate chief drew a sword with his left hand and severed Torwalder’s
head from his body, all in a single motion. The pirates laughed and kicked the captain’s head around
the deck until their master’s rumbling voice called them to order again.

Torwalder’s body was tossed over the side. His head was saved to grace the bowsprit of the
Thunderer.

All the Ergothians, though battle veterans, were shocked by the suddenness of the captain’s demise.



Face set in a grim mask, body tensed to defend Miya and Kiya, Tol waited to see who the pirate
chief would approach next.

“Landlubbers,” the chief said, regarding them thoughtfully. He sheathed his sword. “Well, you look
sturdy enough, and I need good rowers on my ship. You are now the property of Xanka, King of the
Seal!”

The pirates set up a loud cheer and fell to looting the luckless Blue Gull. Cursing, trying to resist,
Tol, Frez, and Darpo were dragged aboard the galley. Kiya and Miya were held back under Xanka’s
pitiless gaze. Miya’s face was pale but calm; Kiya’s showed only contempt for her captor.

Halfway across the boarding ramp, Tol lashed out, butting one pirate in the back and kicking
another in the stomach. The first man toppled off the ramp and sank beneath the waves. Darpo
dropped on his haunches and rolled backward, bowling over three pirates. Frez put his back to Tol’s
and used his heavy infantry boots to kick down a foe who tried to draw a sword on him.

Their revolt was short lived. The pirates soon had the Ergothians under control, and the men were
dragged the rest of the way to Thunderer. There, they were thoroughly beaten with sword pommels
and pike butts. All three were left lying on the galley’s deck, gasping and bleeding.

A prodding toe roused Tol from his stupor. Xanka loomed over him. The chief ordered him to stand.
When Tol could not, he was hauled to his feet by two buccaneers.

“You have some skill,” said Xanka. “Who are you?”
“Soldiers. Warriors,” Tol grunted.

A pirate handed Xanka Tol’s saber. “This is a good blade,” the chief said, turning Number Six so it
caught the orange light of the lowering sun. “Where’d you get it?”

“From a dwarf metal merchant. We saved his caravan from a band of stinking thieves—"

Xanka shucked the scabbard and put the blade’s keen edge to Tol’s throat. “How about I remove
your head with this fine dwarf blade, eh?”

“Bold words from a fat coward to an unarmed man in chains!”

Pirates in earshot gasped at this insolence. Xanka pressed the blade, drawing a thin line of blood on
Tol’s neck.

“You can take all day to die, lubber!” Xanka hissed. His breath stank of fish and garlic.

Tol looked him straight in the eye. As loudly as he could, he declared, “You can kill me any time,
craven. If you were a warrior and not a grubby, loud-mouthed sea bandit, you’d free my hands and
fight me, man to man!”

Xanka laughed, casually hitting Tol in the jaw with the sword hilt. “You’re destined for carrion.
String him up, men! Let’s see if he can spew his insults without a tongue!”

Four pirates seized Tol and started dragging him backward to one of the galley’s pole masts.
Enjoying every word, Xanka explained Tol would be hung head down from the mast and his tongue
cut out—and that would be only the beginning.

A noose was thrown around Tol’s feet, but before they hauled him up, he tried another thrust. Not
usually given to boasting, he judged this particular audience might be impressed by martial success.

“Listen to me, savage!” he growled. “I’'m no ordinary soldier! I am Lord Tolandruth, Rider of the
Great Horde of Ergoth and General of the Army of the North!”

Darpo and Frez were horrified he had revealed himself. Their shocked expressions only added
weight to Tol’s claim, and Xanka lifted a hand to halt the proceedings. His face lost some of its
gloating expression and showed curiosity.

“You’re Tolandruth of Juramona?” he asked. With great dignity, Tol affirmed this. “The one who



bested the beast XimXim?”’

“The same. I am the conqueror of Hylo, and I personally defeated both Spannuth Grane and
Tylocost of Tarsis in single combat!”

From the crowd behind Xanka, a pirate demanded, “If you’re this great lord, why’re you traveling
with just two men?”

“The old emperor has died. All warlords of the empire have been summoned to pledge fealty to the
new monarch. I left Tarsis with a small band so I could move fast.”

Xanka regarded him in silence, and Tol held his breath for a frozen moment. With a shrug of his
meaty shoulders, the pirate chief finally said, “Lords die same as anybody else. String him up.”

He turned away, but his men did not move to carry out his command. He repeated his order more
loudly and with obscene emphasis. Still the pirates hesitated.

“What ails you?” the King of the Sea bellowed, spittle flying from his lips. “Do as I say!”

“We ain’t never disobeyed you, Captain,” said a lean, bald buccaneer, “but if he’s truly Lord
Tolandruth—”

“He bleeds the same as any man, don’t he, Faerlac? His neck will snap if I twist it, won’t it?”” Xanka
raged. He backhanded the bald pirate, and another man within reach.

“Your men have more honor than you,” Tol said haughtily. “Give me my sword—or are you afraid
to meet me in fair combat?”

Blood suffused Xanka’s face and he charged, ready to trample Tol into the wooden deck. Darpo and
Frez started to move to shield Tol but found it wasn’t necessary. A wall of pirates intervened,
keeping the enraged Xanka off the shackled Tol.

“Fight him, Captain!” urged Faerlac, the bald sailor. His split lip dribbled blood. “Slay him fairly,
and your name will resound beyond the narrow gulf. The great Lord Tolandruth, cut down in single
combat by the mighty Xanka, King of the Sea!”

The vision of future glory he painted slowly soothed his angry commander. The purple veins in
Xanka’s bulging neck lost their virulence and his high color lessened. Tol first thought the appeal of
fame had caught the pirate chieftain’s attention, but he suddenly realized it was something else.

Xanka was afraid.

Of Tol? Perhaps, but as Xanka’s dark eyes flickered left and right, Tol realized he feared something
else even more: his own men. Pirate chiefs ruled by intimidation, and their reigns lasted only so
long as they were successful. If Xanka faltered in the face of Tol’s challenge, his men might
abandon him. Or worse, Xanka’s heavy body might be the one swinging from a rope tied to
Thunderer’s mast.

The pirate chief broke the tense silence with loud laughter and declared he would hang Tol’s head
from the bowsprit, next to Torwalder’s and the dozen other moldering specimens already there. The
fleet, he said, would sail to the Turbidus Sands, a shoal near the north end of the gulf. There, he and
Tol would fight to the death on Thunderer’s deck.

The pirates raised a loud and lusty cheer. Tol felt like shouting himself. His plan to buy more time
had worked.

When the cheering subsided, the shackles were removed from Tol’s wrists. Darpo and Frez
remained bound. Unable to do more for them, Tol asked for Kiya and Miya.

“They’re my wives,” he told Faerlac. “While I live, I will not see them abused.”

The bosun saw the simple justice in this and sent for the Dom-shu. A long time passed before they
finally arrived, and the four sailors bringing them looked rather battered. The women’s arms were



pinioned with cloth straps, their ankles hobbled, and gags covered their mouths.

One sailor, sporting a darkening bruise under one eye, told Faerlac that Kiya was the fiercer fighter
but Miya’s sharp tongue was lethal. She had, he said, all but flayed the skin off their backs with her
curses. At Tol’s request, Faerlac agreed to remove Kiya’s gag.

“Husband!” she said. “I rejoice to see you living!”
Tol quickly explained the situation. The merest ghost of a smile crossed Kiya’s lips.
“May Bran protect you, Husband. We’re in the gods’ hands now!”

The captives were herded to the mast and left under guard. Tol was unfettered, but the pirates freed
the others only long enough to bind their hands before them rather than behind their backs; at least
they’d be able to balance more easily. Gongs sounded, and the great galley slowly got under way.
The pirate fleet sorted itself into serried squadrons, with Thunderer front and center.

Xanka had one last chore before departing. Drawing away from the rest of the fleet, Thunderer
turned ponderously in a half-circle. Below, the tempo of the rowing master’s drum increased. The
great elevener plowed ahead, straight for the looted roundship, which rolled in the swell, her sails
down, her helm unmanned.

Foaming green water curled back from the pirate’s saw-toothed ram. Xanka mounted to the
forecastle and ordered ramming speed.

Thirty-two enormous oars rose and fell in perfect rhythm, the last light of day flashing off each
blade as it plunged into the sea again. Although the ship was huge, Thunderer’s three hundred fifty-
two rowers gave it considerable speed. Wind whipped the captives on deck.

Blue Gull awaited its destruction blindly, like a calf poised for the butcher’s blow. The pirates had
no interest in horses, so Shadow, Pitch, and the rest were still in Blue Gull’s hold. There was nothing
Tol’s party could do but watch helplessly as the pirate ship drove straight at the smaller vessel.

Cornets blared, warning of the collision. Darpo grabbed onto Frez, who held onto Miya’s waist. The
Dom-shu clutched Tol.

Xanka laughed uproariously. “See, lubbers, what fate awaits the enemies of the King of the Sea!”

The bronze-covered ram hit the little roundship at the waterline. With a loud crash, it burst through
the heavy planking. On Thunderer’s deck, the shock was surprisingly light. Splinters flew as Blue
Gull was thrown up on the galley’s downswept stem, timbers snapping like reeds. A few fragments
fell on deck as Thunderer swept through the debris unhindered, turned sharply on its own length,
and returned to the waiting pirate fleet.

His point made, Xanka retired below, a broad grin on his fleshy face.
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When the pirates tired of guard duty, they fettered Tol’s feet and left him with his shackled
comrades. The Ergothians sat in a circle, their backs against the galley’s main mast. Their supper
was brackish water and biscuits so hard Kiya vowed an ogre’s tusks couldn’t gnaw through them.

Thunderer was brightly lit by night, lamps glowing every few steps along the rail. As the hold was
crowded with slave rowers and whatever booty had been garnered this trip, the pirates spent most of
their time on deck. Eating and drinking were pastimes with them, not just necessities, and they
gamed constantly, casting dice against the forecastle bulkhead.

Behind Thunderer, the pirate fleet spread out as far as Tol could see. Yellow lanterns winked from
every mast. Kiya said Xanka commanded two hundred nine ships.



“How did you get such exact information?” Tol wanted to know.
She shrugged. “I asked.”

The ships ranged from the mighty Thunderer down to light galleots such as Torwalder had
destroyed. Xanka’s was just one of several pirate fleets in the gulf.

The empire had nothing fit to oppose so many crafty pirates. Egrin, Tol’s former mentor, had been
sent south after the defeat of Tylocost in Hylo to organize defenses against pirate raids. A dedicated
warrior, Egrin had established flying patrols along the coast, to oppose any landing the pirates
made. He tried to set up a squadron of fighting ships, but Ergothians weren’t sailors and their ships
were usually swiftly destroyed. A stalemate had existed for ten years. Egrin’s troops foiled the
pirates’ attempts to raid the rich coastal districts, but the swarms of pirates completely choked off
the Ergothians’ sea trade.

With only his four companions, Tol couldn’t hope to destroy an entire pirate fleet, but he could try
to unman the pirates by defeating Xanka. Although ruthless and powerful and half again Tol’s size,
Xanka seemed too far gone in the pleasures of the table and bottle to be much of an opponent. The
fleshy pirate reminded Tol of Lord Odovar in his later years, changed from a vigorous, hearty
warrior to an overfed martinet because peace bored him.

The captives dozed, sitting with their backs against the mast, until early in the morning, when a
change in the cadence of Thunderer’s oars roused them. The ship was slowing. Men stood at the
bow, sounding the depths with lead lines.

As the galley crawled through the Turbidus Sands, the leadsmen sang, “Six fathoms, an eighth!”
then, “Full fathoms five!” The ship’s keel scraped. “Three fathoms, a fourth! “The oarmaster stilled
his drums, raising all oars, and Thunderer slowly glided to a stop.

The sea was flat calm. They were at the extreme north tip of the Gulf of Ergoth, only two leagues
from shore. Pulling himself to his feet, Tol peered over the bulwark. A fantastic scene greeted his
eyes.

Many more than just Xanka’s two hundred ships were gathered here. Hundreds of vessels, most
much smaller than Thunderer, crawled through narrow channels in the shoals. This was the pirates’
lair, their hideout from the potent Tarsan Navy. Only an experienced pilot, familiar with the shoals,
could navigate safely through the maze of sandbars.

Faerlac appeared. Accompanying him were two sailors bearing a short pole from which hung a
steaming iron pot. The pot contained nothing more exotic than white bean porridge, but Tol and his
companions fell upon it hungrily.

Faerlac squatted by Tol. “We’ve come to the Sands,” he said. “Two bells after sunrise, you and
Xanka will fight.”

“May I have my sword, the one taken from me?”

“When the time comes.” The bosun gestured to the congregation of vessels around them. “Most
every free chieftain is here. Word will be sent round to all the flagships. You’ll have a mighty
audience for your duel.”

So it proved. The day waxed hot. In the clear air, the reflection off the water was intense. Pirates
smeared black grease below their eyes to cut the painful glare.

Boats arrived from other ships, bearing pirate captains of every stripe. Many were obviously petty
thugs, but a few arrived with more panache. Among the early arrivals were two striking young men
in identical outfits—billowing trousers, high boots, and studded leather vests—identical but for one
important detail: one’s garb was all black, the other’s pure white. These were the brothers Hagy and
Drom, hailed as the Firebrands for their habit of burning looted ships.

A squat, swarthy figure with a drooping mustache reaching halfway down his chest proved to be



Morojin. His left eye was gone, gouged out in a fight long ago. In its place Morojin wore a carved
ivory ball. Watching the pirate climb aboard with cat-like grace, Tol was grateful he wasn’t dueling
Morojin.

Hagbor, the notorious ogre pirate, was not present. His squadron was cruising the Cape of Khar.
However, the lone female pirate, Hexylle, did come, with her female crew. Thick-armed and stout,
Hexylle had skin brown and leathery as an old boot and deeply wrinkled from years of sun and
wind. Her eyes were a brilliant blue, but she was as coarse and brutal as success in her chosen trade
demanded.

The chieftains took up places of honor along the sterncastle rail. Crowded behind them were
assorted first and second mates, bosuns, and other officers. The long waist of the galley was kept
clear, although the rigging was black with clinging crewmen. Frez, Darpo, and the Dom-shu sisters
were held under guard on Thunderer’s forecastle overlooking the scene of the duel.

In the sweltering heat, Tol had stripped off his cloak, tunic, and shirt. Bare to the waist, he looked
pale among the sun-baked pirates. Sailors in the rigging hooted when he appeared, led up from
below by Faerlac.

Thunderer’s bosun gestured fore and aft. “Here is your battlefield. You may not leave it unless your
opponent leads you away.” He bade Tol look up. “There are archers in the crow’s nest. If you try to
escape, they have orders to shoot you and your friends.”

“T’ll not run,” Tol said.

Faerlac cupped a hand to his mouth and called through the open hatch. Two pirates climbed out,
arms laden with weapons. They scattered daggers, pikes, swords, axes, and billhooks around. Tol’s
sword and dagger were returned to him. He shoved the ornate dagger into the waist of his pants and
rested the flat of Number Six’s blade on his shoulder. He was ready.

Xanka did not appear. A long interval passed. Tol and the spectators sweated under the remorseless
sun.

Just as the crowd began to murmur and stir impatiently, the doors of the sterncastle cabin were flung
open. Four dirty, barefoot pirates, got up in fancy stolen livery, strode out and put cornets to their
lips.

Faerlac announced, “His Excellency, Xanka, master of the Thunderer and all squadrons of the
Blood Fleet, the King of the Sea!”

The horns blared. The pirate lord stalked out of the cabin into the bright light, clanking as he
walked. He was clad from head to toe in elaborate armor.

At some point in his career, Xanka had taken a warlord’s parade armor and altered it to fit himself.
Every surface was embossed with fantastic details: panthers roared at his shoulder joints, bears and
bison snarled along his arms and legs. The helm was a fantastic rampant dragon, fanged mouth
gaping at the crown. Tol had never seen such bizarre decorative armor, not even on the extravagant
nobles of Daltigoth.

Xanka’s men cheered as he advanced between the rows of heralds. Tol looked beyond his opponent
and saw that unlike the mass of sailors, the other pirate captains were not impressed by Xanka’s
show. They sat along the rail, watching impassively and drinking from heavy, stemmed goblets.

Xanka halted a few steps from Tol. He carried four swords, one on each hip and two crosswise on
his back. The greaves on his legs had special sockets to hold daggers. The spiked tail of the dragon
on his helm was detachable. It was a mace.

From her place on the forecastle, Miya shouted, “Not fair! He wears armor, and our husband has
none!”

“Tol doesn’t need it,” her sister replied.



The pirate chief drew the swords on his hips and waved them furiously over his head. His men
roared approval, but Tol had to bite back a laugh. To his practiced eye, Xanka’s display was
ludicrous. He had to be sweating like a war-horse in that armor, which, for all its glitter, was nearly
useless as protection. Embossing stretched metal thin, making such fancy armor less sturdy than
ordinary flat plates would have been. There was a lot of brass on Xanka, too, and brass was
vulnerable to an iron blade.

Faerlac held up his hands. Once the cheering quieted somewhat, he intoned, “This is a fight to the
death. There are no other rules.”

Hardly were the words spoken than Xanka came slashing at Tol with both blades. Tol leaped back,
dodging awkwardly. Faerlac was not so lucky. The tip of one sword raked over his thigh. The bosun
went down, bleeding. The startled heralds grabbed his arms and dragged him out of the way.

Xanka bulled on. Tol contented himself with parrying the swinging cutlasses. The bulky captain
was surprisingly fast, and with two full-length swords, he made quite a threshing machine. Tol
circled backward, avoiding an open hatch. He drew his dagger to provide some defense on his left
side.

Thunderer’s deck, which had seemed so open, now resembled a trapper’s field. Everywhere were
potential hazards. Coils of rope and raised coamings waited to snag Tol’s feet. Open hatches were
also perils. He had to step lively to avoid these pitfalls.

He let Xanka push him back amidships. Beneath a canopy of screaming sailors, Tol wiped sweat
and long hair from his eyes and wished he’d asked for a headband. Retreating into the shadow of
the mast, he continued to size up his foe..

His earlier appraisal of Xanka was being confirmed; the pirate chief was no match for him. A dozen
years older and twice as heavy, Xanka had probably been a formidable fighter once. Now he was
weighed down by years of over-indulgence. He had killer instincts, but his movements and
reactions were predictable. A few more circles around the galley’s deck and the heat would work its
will on the man in the stifling armor, so Tol let Xanka put on a show for a while.

Xanka made a wild sideways cut with his left sword. Tol sprang into the air, high enough that the
blade passed under his feet. The pirate followed with a savage downward sweep of his right blade,
which Tol caught on his sword’s guard. This was the first close blow he’d taken, and it surprised
him. Despite everything, Xanka was strong. Backed by all his weight, the blow drove Tol to his
knees. The pirates went wild.

Tol kept his composure, and Xanka did exactly what Tol thought he would: he thrust with his left
sword, while bearing down on Tol with the right. Tol turned Xanka’s attack with his stout dagger
then drove the jeweled pommel into the pirate’s throat. There was no plate there, just a hanging
screen of scale-mail. Gagging from the blow, Xanka staggered back.

Tol got up, spun his saber around in a furious disengage, and brought the keen edge down on
Xanka’s left wrist. He pulled the blow, so the dwarf blade cut through the articulated gauntlet but
not the flesh and bone beneath. Brass and iron rained on the deck.

Grunting with shock, Xanka backed away. The cheering faded. Some of the sailors could see their
captain’s left hand was bare, but they couldn’t fathom what had happened.

Tol swiftly attacked again. Rather than waste energy slashing at armor, he thrust at Xanka’s face and
throat. The stout captain parried heavily, breath puffing with every swing of his swords. Tol caught
the right sword in a binding parry and spun it out of Xanka’s grasp. The cutlass flashed through the
air and stuck point-first in the deck. Xanka promptly drew one of the swords on his back, but he
was shocked at being disarmed.

Confident now, Tol toyed with his foe. He easily turned aside Xanka’s cuts, taking care not to let the
bigger man close in where he could use his strength and bulk to advantage. Sweat flowed down



Xanka’s face like a miniature waterfall, drenching the fancy plate armor. His breath came in audible
gasps.
Tol drove him back to the sterncastle and spared a glance up at the watching pirate captains. The

Firebrand brothers were pounding the rail with their fists and howling for blood. Hexylle, ignoring
the battle, conversed with some of her crew. Morojin watched the contest keenly.

Xanka took advantage of Tol’s brief moment of inattention. He lashed out with his foot, driving his
spiked sabatons into Tol’s leg. Bleeding, Tol fell. Xanka laughed and rained vicious cuts over him.

Although his right calf was covered in blood and the five wounds stung ferociously, Tol knew they
weren’t deep. He rolled away from Xanka’s wild attack, vaulted to his feet and caught both of the
pirate’s blades in a stunning cross-parry. Kiya, Miya, and Tol’s men jumped to their feet, shouting,
and even the pirates cheered this bold move.

Tol drew back, swiftly sheathed his dagger, and took the hilt of Number Six in both hands. He bored
in, straight at the pirate’s broad chest. Xanka tried to bind Tol’s blade and spin him away, but the
hard dwarf metal would not be denied. First one then the other of Xanka’s cutlasses snapped close
to the hilt. The point of Tol’s sword drove into the captain’s cuirass, where the raised image of a
snarling bear caught the tip. Grunting with effort, Tol drove his sword point straight through the thin
plate.

The roaring crowd fell instantly silent. Tol held his position, gazing implacably at Xanka’s closed
helm. Slowly, the hulking pirate reached a hand up over his shoulder and drew his last sword.
Frankly amazed at the man’s stamina, Tol recovered as the new blade whistled past his nose.

Gasping like a beached whale, Xanka tore off his helm. His hair was molded to his head with sweat.
Blood ran down his breastplate.

“You’ll pay for this!” he rasped.
“Come, fat man. We haven’t got all day!” Tol retorted.

Boiling with rage, Xanka threw down his sword and seized a battle-axe, one of the weapons
distributed around the ship. It outreached Tol’s saber. Xanka swung the long-handled axe in a circle
around his head, forcing Tol to duck.

On the next circuit, Tol held up his sword. His blade cut through the axe handle without pause.
Sailors ducked frantically as the wicked head went spinning by and sailed over the rail into the sea.
Xanka wasted no breath or time. He simply grabbed the nearest weapon, a billhook.

It was a fortuitous choice. Tol had no experience fighting a bill and soon found himself caught.
Xanka hooked him and jerked him off his feet, the bill tearing open Tol’s right shoulder. His saber
skittered away. Tol scrambled after it, but Xanka grabbed his ankle and dragged him back.
Wheezing with laughter, the pirate drew a wickedly curved dagger from the sheath in his right
greave.

Tol suddenly changed direction and dived between Xanka’s legs. Emerging behind the ponderous
buccaneer, he snatched up a stray cutlass from the deck and swung. The crude iron blade rang
harmlessly off Xanka’s armor three times.

Frustrated, Tol threw the weapon at the pirate’s head. He needed Number Six!

It lay in the scupper on the port side. Tol ran around Xanka to reach it. Pirates in the rigging thought
he was trying to escape and jeered. An archer put an arrow in the deck at his feet. Over the pirates’
hoots and catcalls, he could hear Xanka pounding after him. He fingers closed around Number Six’s
grip just as Xanka barreled up behind him, billhook reaching for his limbs.

Bleeding from shoulder and calf, Tol had had enough. He swung once, lopping off the head of the
bill, then struck again, slicing through a section of the hardwood shaft. Reversing direction and
closing both hands on the hilt, he swung a third time. Number Six punched through the fancy brass



pauldron and into the thick flesh of Xanka’s right arm.

The pirate screamed. His cry of pain silenced the crowd once more. Tol freed his sword and stood
back, ready to strike again.

Xanka fell to his knees. “No more!”
“This is a death match!” Tol snarled.

“No! Please! Don’t kill me!”
His enemy was a braggart and a vicious, brutal thief, but Tol hadn’t expected him to cry craven.

Blood coursed down Xanka’s arm. Number Six had cut him to the bone, leaving his right hand
useless. Tears streamed from his puffy eyes.

“On your feet!” Tol shouted.
“No more!” Xanka waved his left hand feebly.

Faerlac stepped out of the crowd. Standing over his wounded captain, he said into the awesome
silence, “Rise and fight, if you can!”
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“I cannot!” Xanka sobbed, clutching his wound. “My arm—!

Tol had no illusions. If their roles were reversed, the pirate chief would slay him cheerfully and
boast ever afterward about besting the great Tolandruth. Frez and Darpo would rot their lives away
as slave rowers, while Miya and Kiya faced even worse fates.

As a boy Tol had watched the captured Pakin rebel Vakka Zan lose his head. Ever since, he’d had a
horror of executions, felt only disgust at the killing of helpless prisoners. He’d risked his life to
spare Makaralonga, chief of the Dom-shu and father of Kiya and Miya, after capturing him in
battle. Ergothian tradition demanded that a conquered leader forfeit his head, but Tol could not kill a
man who had yielded to him honorably He and Felryn had concocted a phony execution and
delivered another man’s head to the emperor as Makaralonga’s.

Tylocost he had spared, too, for no other reason than he found the elf general an intriguing
opponent. By that time Tol’s prestige was so high he could ignore calls for the mercenary’s death.
So Tylocost lived as a paroled prisoner in Juramona.

Hundreds of other Tarsan officers had passed through Tol’s hands as the war went on. He spared
them all, for they were fellow warriors, and honorable foes.

Xanka was neither.

All this flashed through Tol’s mind in only moments, and he looked to Faerlac. The bosun was
regarding his captain with contempt. Lip curling, Faerlac turned away.

Tol walked slowly around the kneeling pirate. He paused, sweaty fingers flexing around the
sharkskin grip of his sword. The only sound on Thunderer was Xanka’s hoarse weeping.

Tol raised Number Six high. With a single stroke, he cut off the King of the Sea’s head.



Chapter 7

Doorway to Empire

Xanka’s headless body slumped to the deck with a clatter of ornate armor. His head, rolling with the
motion of the ship, ended in the scupper.

Tol straightened his back, both hands on his saber. The King of the Sea was dead. What would his
subjects do now? Hundreds of eyes watched Tol, but no one spoke. He carefully wiped the blood
from his blade and flung the dark crimson droplets on the deck, then met the stares of Xanka’s
pirate crew with a cold glare of his own. Although he had schemed to have Xanka fight him man to
man rather than face a slow death by torture, he was unsure what would happen next. Perhaps he
should treat this situation as he had the Battle of Three Rose Creek. At battle’s end, the defeated
General Tylocost had admonished him to raise his sword high and accept the fruits of victory.

Faerlac stepped forward and covered Xanka’s body with a rough blanket. His action seemed to free
the rest from their immobility. A scraping noise and the sound of footsteps, caused Tol to turn.

The pirate chiefs were descending from the sterncastle. The Firebrand brothers, faces rosy from
drink, leaned on each other for support. Hexylle and her officers chatted in low voices among
themselves. Tailing the rest, one-eyed Morojin surveyed the scene calmly. The brothers reached Tol
first.

Drom, all in white, squatted by the corpse and lifted the covering for a better look.

“Neater than the headsman of Thorngoth. Look, Hagy!” he said, tapping the leg of his black-clad
sibling. There was no anger in his words, only excitement.

Hexylle snapped her fingers, and one of her crew stepped forward bearing a stoneware jug. At the
pirate’s nod, a cup was filled and offered to Tol.

“It’s hotter than a dragon’s gut out here. Drink!” Hexylle said, her voice as coarse as her looks.

Tol took the cup and drained it gratefully. It wasn’t wine or beer, but a clear fiery liquor he’d never
tasted before. Heat flushed his face, but any liquid was balm to his parched throat.

“Thank you, lady,” he said. Hexylle grinned broadly at that, blue eyes nearly vanishing in the
leathery wrinkles of her skin.

Morojin, shortest of them all, stepped around Hexylle. “That blade of yours. May I see it?”” he
asked.

With studied calm, Tol handed it over. Morojin hefted the saber, swung it, even sniffed the blade. To
Tol’s relief, he returned it at once.

“That’s a rare blade. Dwarf work, yes?” Tol admitted it was. Morojin stroked his long mustache
thoughtfully, then tapped the hilt of a dagger in his belt. “This is of the same metal. It’s said the
dwarves hammer the very essence of fire into the iron. They call it ‘steel.” ”

The metal of Mundur’s sword had a name. Tol turned the unfamiliar word over in his mind.
Morojin added, “Xanka was a fool. Got what he deserved.”

The pirate ordered his yawl brought alongside so he could return to his flagship. When it arrived, he



paused by Thunderer’s rail.

“Fine fight,” he said, regarding Tol with a glitter in his good eye. “You’re a wicked hand with a
sword, lubber. Some day maybe I'll find out how good you are.”

With a casual wave, Morojin departed. Hexylle and her women likewise gave a breezy farewell and
left for their longboat. The Firebrands delayed a bit, making mock thrusts in the air as they refought
the duel, black besting white, then white holding sway. Faerlac steered them to the rail and their
own boat.

The idle crew of Thunderer broke up then, each man going about his business. Before Tol knew it,
the oarmaster had resumed his beat, and the sweeps were rising and falling again, propelling the
mighty elevener toward open water.

Kiya, Miya, and Tol’s men worked their way down from the forecastle. Embracing Tol, Miya said in
a low tone, “They cut us loose!”

“Are we free, do you think?” Frez muttered. None of the pirates seemed to be paying them the
slightest heed.

Tol knew no more than they. “Stay close,” he said. “We may get out of this yet.”

At Faerlac’s order, four sailors removed Xanka’s body, dropping it over the side. The head Faerlac
offered to Tol.

“It’s customary for the new captain to hang the defeated foe’s head from the bowsprit. Tells the fleet
who’s boss now,” the bosun explained.

The Ergothians were thunderstruck. Kiya stuttered, “Husband is now your chief?”

“Of course. It’s our law, written in the articles of the Blood Fleet. Anyone deemed equal in stature
to the captain can challenge him for his position. Lord Tolandruth was certainly Captain Xanka’s
equal. He slew Xanka. Now he’s out leader. What are your orders, Lord Captain?”

Miya and Darpo were grinning broadly; Kiya and Frez were stunned. Tol was as shocked as they,
but had been too long a warrior to let his consternation show.

He said, “Make for Thorngoth. At your best speed.” When Faerlac held up the dripping head, Tol
added tersely, “Observe your law.”

Xanka’s severed head was duly hung from the bowsprit of his former flagship. One by one the other
ships in the Blood Fleet dipped their pennants in acknowledgment of their new commander.

Tol and his people were escorted to the captain’s cabin in the sterncastle. The outer room was
crowded with Xanka’s personal booty, the choice pickings of years of freebooting. Thick carpets
covered the deck, and heavy tapestries in cloth-of-gold and burgundy brocade hung on the walls. So
much fine furniture was jammed into the space one could hardly use it. Several leather-bound
chests, sealed with stout iron locks, were scattered about. Faerlac handed Tol the key that fit the
locks.

Exhausted, feeling his composure waning, Tol dismissed the bosun then sank onto one of the chests,
mopping his brow. His wounds burned.

Miya plucked the key from his unresisting fingers. She opened a nearby chest. Tol heard her gasp.
“By Bran’s beard! Husband, look at this!”

He expected treasure, and treasure it was. The box, knee-high to Miya, was filled to the brim with
raw gemstones, chiefly rubies. The Dom-shu woman dug her hand into the heap of precious stones,
letting them cascade from her fingers.

“What can the others hold?” Frez wondered aloud.

Miya stared at him for only an instant before rushing to throw open the other chests. One held silver



coins, another gold. A fourth contained gilded and jeweled trinkets—rings, bracelets, torques,
earrings. Each chest held a warlord’s ransom, and there were nine in the room.

While his companions pored over the late Sea King’s loot, Tol went through the door into the
aftmost cabin.

Xanka’s personal quarters were even more extravagantly decorated than the anteroom. Golden
statuettes and gilded temple lamps lined the walls. The carpet was so thick, Tol’s booted feet sank
into its softness and his footsteps made scarcely any sound. Sweet vapors wafted up from a golden
censer, swaying with the motion of the waves.

The rear wall of the cabin was the ship’s curving stern. It was set with glass panes, giving a splendid
panorama of the sea behind Thunderer. The glare of the midday sun off the water filled the space
with light.

Squinting against the brightness, Tol took a moment to realize he was not alone. Two women rose
from the couches on which they’d been lying. One was tall, bronze-haired, with hazel eyes. Her
gauzy costume emphasized rather than concealed her voluptuous figure. The other woman was
much younger, little more than a girl, with ebony skin and the largest, darkest eyes Tol had ever
seen. She was dressed as a sailor, but neither her outfit nor her close-cropped curly hair disguised
her sex.

“So Xanka is dead,” said the older woman. She folded her long fingers together. “The Dragonqueen
will have his black soul.”

Tol did not doubt that. “I am Tolandruth of Juramona,” he said.

She bowed her head, sunlight playing across her smooth hair. “I am Dralie. This is Inika. We are—
were—Xanka’s consorts.”

“How did he die?” asked Inika.
“He fought hard,” Tol replied generously.
Inika’s dark brows lifted. “Really? I'm surprised. He was a terrible coward.”

Dralie took Tol’s hand and led him past the couches. A table was set with heavy golden dishes, and
laden with grilled squab, roast beef, four kinds of fish, and a tall amphora of wine. This was
supposed to be Xanka’s victory meal. A few steps further on, by the wide stern windows, sat an
oblong box of brass and leather. Steam rose from the water it contained. s “What’s that?” Tol asked.

“The captain ordered us to prepare his bath. It was a hot morning and he expected to work up a
sweat.”

Tol was fascinated. As a child on the farm and a warlord of Ergoth, he bathed by pouring buckets of
water over his head. During the cold Daltigoth winters, the water would be warmed, but he’d never
been in a bathtub in his life.

Dralie pulled out a chair for him. “Eat, master.”
Hungry, he complied, but told her, “Don’t call me that. I’'m not your master.”

When the women tried to feed him, he put a stop to that as well. It was no wonder Xanka had grown
soft. Being waited on hand and foot was no life for an honorable man.

While he ate, Inika played a sweetly melancholy air on a reed flute, and Dralie sang. She had a rich,
mature voice. When she finished, Tol asked the women how they had come to be here.

Inika came from a village on the north coast of the empire. It had been raided by a squadron of
Xanka’s ships. The pirates carried off two things: women and cattle. She was kept by the captain of
the galley Terror until she caught Xanka’s eye. She’d been with him a year.

Tol apologized, saying the empire should have protected her. She shrugged. “Myduties here were



not too great. I eat well, and I have a roof over my head.”
“Well, you’re free now. When we reach Thorngoth, you can go ashore with my comrades and me.”
Inika said nothing, merely turned her dark eyes to Dralie.

The older woman had been born in Tarsis and apprenticed to the temple of Mishas as a priestess and
healer. On a voyage to Hylo to found a new sanctuary to the goddess, her ship was taken by
Xanka’s fleet. He wasn’t King of the Sea then, just leader of a flotilla of six ships. She healed the
wounds he’d received in battle, and not long after became his consort.

She’d recounted her story calmly but now looked out the windows at the galley’s foaming wake, her
face shadowed. “That was seventeen years ago.”

For the first time Tol felt a twinge of regret for what had happened. Xanka was a murderous bandit
who deserved to be shortened by a head, but Dralie seemed to care for him. He began to apologize
for her loss.

Dralie turned and looked at him as though he’d grown a second head. Then she spoke, and he
finally understood.

“One who was a disciple of the goddess should not feel joy at the passing of a fellow being,” she
said.

Her cold, even tone sent a chill down his spine. Finished with his meal, Tol got up to go. Inika
caught his arm.

“Stay,” she said, “else the water will grow cold.”
“I don’t need—"
“You bear the dust of a long journey, my lord,” Dralie said. “It is your right to take your ease.”

They began undressing him. Tol resisted only half-heartedly. He was bruised, battered, and dirty.
The two women disrobed him with detached efficiency and ushered him into the bath. It had lost
some of its heat but was still pleasantly warm. Dralie poured scented oil into the water while Inika
took up a soft brush and applied it to Tol’s back.

The cabin door opened and Kiya entered. Her eyes widened as she took in the scene.
“I wondered what kept you in here so long!” she said.

The others peered in around her, and Miya uttered a shocked oath.

“Who are these louts?” asked Dralie. “My wives,” Tol said.

“Who are these hussies?” demanded Miya. Tol considered carefully. “Xanka’s treasures.”
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With Faerlac’s help, Tol summoned the masters of every ship in the Blood Fleet to Thunderer that
night for a council. Quite an assortment of characters crowded the afterdeck of the galley. Gray-
bearded salts with lined faces rubbed elbows with dashing youths in extravagant costumes of
sashes, plumes, and kilts.

Tol’s party had lost not only their horses, but all their baggage when Blue Gull was sunk, so they
raided Xanka’s bountiful wardrobe. Dralie helped find what they wanted and gave advice as
necessary on how to wear their choices. After their initially chilly introduction, the Dom-shu sisters
and Xanka’s consorts got along well.

They spruced up according to their natures, with Tol settling for a reasonably sober jerkin of wine-



colored leather, an Ergothian helmet, and a white mantle, and Miya going all-out in a robe of
emerald green silk, topped by a turban in the North Seas fashion. Tol was pleased the gaudy
clothing cheered her. She’d been fond of Pitch and had been grieving for the loss of her horse.

It was night, and the galley rode the gentle swells of the gulf. Lanterns lined the rail. The mob of
pirate captains talked among themselves until Tol appeared on the sterncastle above them. He was
flanked by his two men, Faerlac, the Dom-shu, Dralie, and Inika. A hush fell over the crowd.

“Men of the Blood Fleet! I am Tolandruth of Juramona, General of the Army of the North,
Champion of the Regent of Ergoth, and Rider of the Great Horde!” He hoped the list of titles would
give weight to his words. “By right of combat, I have become master of this fleet. If anyone cares to
dispute my claim, let him do so now!”

The pirates eyed each other, muttering. Finally, a veteran captain with black hair and the features of
a half-elf said, “What is your will, my lord?”

Tol folded his arms. “I intend to take the fleet to Thorngoth.”

That set off a rumble of surprised conversation. A young captain with a potbelly and a shaven pate
yelled, “You mean to sack the port?”

“No. The town will not be molested. I will walk ashore and greet the imperial governor.”

More consternation. The pot-bellied captain shouted, “The garrison will attack us without mercy!”
“Not if we fly the flag of Ergoth.”

Silence fell. Tol let it stretch for a few moments, then explained.

“For years you have preyed upon the ships of every nation with skill and success.” Brutal skill and
ugly success, he thought, but wisely did not say. “Your number has grown from a handful of
independent vessels into a mighty fleet. Now I offer you a chance to become even greater. Submit
to the authority of the empire, and I guarantee all of you will receive amnesty.”

Some greeted this offer with harsh laughter. Others did not. The half-elf captain shouted down those
around him, then asked, “If we are pardoned, my lord, then what? How do we live?”

“As captains in the Imperial Navy of Ergoth.”

This caused even more harsh laughter followed by wrangling. A few pirates came to blows, and one
band of hotheads charged the ladders leading to the sterncastle. Tol’s companions, supported by
Faerlac, drew swords and prepared to stand them off. Tol contented himself with glaring fiercely at
the charging pirates.

“Stand down!” he barked. “By your own law, I am commander of this fleet!”

His words, backed by a quintet of naked blades, cooled the rebels’ ardor. Grumbling, the attackers
backed down.

The bald, pot-bellied captain called out, “What if we don’t want your pardon? Will you force us?”

“I haven’t the time or the power to force anyone. I’ve been summoned to attend upon the new
emperor, and I want to reach Daltigoth in two days. Any ship and crew that wishes to take
advantage of my offer is welcome. The rest may go and consider themselves absolved of their oath
to the Blood Fleet.”

Fifty captains left immediately. The remaining one hundred fifty-eight argued loudly among
themselves about the merits of Tol’s plan.

Stepping back to let them hammer it out, Tol said, “What do you say, Faerlac?”
The bosun sheathed his cutlass. “I go where this ship goes,” he said firmly.
The half-elf captain stepped forward, and the rest quieted. “My lord,” he said, “what about our



property? What will become of it?”

Their loot, he meant. Tol had no time to dispute every coin and trinket the pirates had purloined. He
said as much, and most of the remaining captains looked relieved.

“And the galley slaves?” the half-elf asked.

The wretched captives chained to the oars of the pirate ships were not criminals or prisoners of war,
but unfortunates taken on the high seas by the Blood Fleet, even as Tol’s party had been. That he
could not countenance.

“All slaves must be freed,” Tol stated flatly. “If you accept the emperor’s charge and become
officers in his navy, new rowers will be supplied from the prisons of Ergoth.”

On this point he would not bend, and another thirty-odd captains departed. More disputations on
various points saw another two dozen pirates leave Thunderer.

To the one hundred or so remaining, Tol declared, “Welcome captains! You’ve made a wise
decision.”

They would make landfall at Thorngoth just before dawn. Tol thanked the loyal masters and
dismissed them—all but the half-elf.

The half-elf pirate was called to the sterncastle. He had a thin mustache and his black hair was cut
short. Light gray eyes watched Tol warily. Tol asked his name.

“Wandervere, my lord, of the galleot Quarrel.”

After questioning the captain further about Quarrel’s capabilities, Tol revealed he wanted to ascend
the Greenthorn River at Thorngoth and proceed inland via the canal that joined the river to the
capital. A journey over water would be far swifter than galloping on horseback the thirty-eight
leagues from the coast to Daltigoth. Amused by Tol’s bold suggestion, Wandervere agreed.

Thunderer got under way again, oars rising and dipping in time to the great drumbeat. Before
turning in for the night, Tol went below for the first time and addressed the rowers. As soon as they
reached imperial territory, he told them, all slaves would be freed. Hundreds of gaunt, haggard faces
stared at him without reaction, unable to believe his words. The rhythm of rowing was lost, and the
galley wallowed to a stop. Tol repeated his promise.

From a rear bench a hoarse voice cried, “May the gods bless Lord Tolandruth!” A surprisingly
strong cheer rose from the exhausted slaves.

Tol ordered water and extra rations for the slaves and returned to the deck. On the stair, he met
Wandervere.

“You’re not just a good man with a sword, I see,” the half-elf commented, and there was no
mockery in his gray eyes. ““You know how to lead men. Those rowers will need no lash to spur them
tonight. They’re rowing to freedom.”

The last of the loyal captains departed. From Thunderer’s stern windows Tol watched the lamps on
the bows of the pirate ships turn away. He passed the night alone in Xanka’s broad bed. Dralie and
Inika slept in the outer cabin with his comrades.

Some of the captains had a change of heart during the night. By the next morning, only sixty-six
ships still followed in Thunderer’s wake.

* sk sk sk ok

Before dawn, squalls of rain lashed the bay. The heavy elevener pitched and rolled in the shallow
waters off Thorngoth’s guardian fortress. Makeshift imperial banners whipped from the masthead,



but in the swirling rain, Tol wasn’t sure anyone on shore could see them.

Thunderer crept ahead. The rest of the pirate fleet trailed behind in a wedge formation. High and
dark, the stone walls of the fortress were forbidding in the grayish light.

“Steady,” Tol said. “Let them see our flags.”

“Oarmaster, eight beats!” Faerlac called out. The tempo of the rowing slowed.

The thin sound of a brass trumpet carried across the water—the call to assemble for battle.
“*Ware off!” Tol said, voice taut.

Even as he spoke, there was a thump, and a flaming missile arced up from the dark battlements.
Frez scoffed. No catapult in the world could reach them this far.

A blazing javelin two paces long hit the water amidships and sizzled out, putting the lie to Frez’s
confidence.

“They can’t see our colors,” Tol said. “I’ll have to go ashore. Prepare a small boat.”
“In this weather, my lord?”” Darpo protested, holding a rail to keep his balance.

“No one need go with me.”

“Someone has to man the boat,” Faerlac said. “I’ll go.”

Stung by the bosun’s courage, Darpo and Frez volunteered immediately. Fortunately, the Dom-shu
sisters were still sleeping; Tol knew they would have volunteered to go as well, and there wasn’t
room for everyone.

As a yawl was prepared, more catapult shots whizzed toward them. Tol ordered the fleet to draw off
out of range and await his signal, once he’d apprised the garrison of the tru