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Part One

Agent

“In the service of Caesar, everything is legitimate.”
—Pierre Cornellle,

LaMort de Pomp?e



CHAPTER ONE

Return

A bird soared over the city.

Its eyes sought out a figurein the throng on the docks, one man amidgt the teeming surge of humanity
occupying the harbor-side during the busiest part of the day. The Port of Roldem, harbor to the capitd
aty of the idand kingdom of the same name, was one of the most crowded in the Sea of Kingdoms.
Trade goods and passengers from the Empire of Great Kesh, the Kingdom of the Ides, and hdf a dozen
lesser nations nearby came and went dally.

The man under scrutiny wore the travel clothes of a noble, dl sturdy weave and easlly cleaned, with
fagtenings which dlowed him to remain comfortable in dl weathers. He sported a jacket designed to be
worn off the left shoulder, leaving his sword arm unencumbered. Upon his head was a black beret
adorned with aslver pin and a sngle gray feather, and upon his feet he wore sturdy boots. His luggage
was being offloaded and would be conveyed to the address he had specified. He traveled without
servant, which while unusud for a noble was not unheard-of for not dl nobles were wedthy.

He paused for a brief second to drink in the sghts. Around him people scurried: porters, salors,
stevedores, and teamsters. Wagons loaded so high their whedl's appeared on the verge of buckling rolled
dowly by him, cargo heading into the city or out to the ferry barges which would load them onto
outbound ships. Roldem was a busy port by any standard; not only were goods ddivered here, but dso
transshipped, for Roldem was the trading capita of the Sea of Kingdoms.

Everywhere the young man looked he saw commerce. Men bargaining over the cost of goods to be
sold in digtant markets, others negoatiating the price of offloading a cargo, or insuring one agangt pirates
or loss at sea. Still others were agents of trading concerns esgerly weatching for any Sgn that might prove
an advantage to their sponsors, men who sat in coffee houses as far away as Krondor or as close as the
Traders Exchange, just one street away from where the young man now stood. They would dispatch
young boys with notes who would run to those men who awaited news on ariving cargo, men trying to
sense a dhift in a distant market before buying or sdling.

The young man resumed his walk, and avoided a gang of urchins dashing past with determined boyish
purpose. He forced himsdf not to pat his purse, for he knew it was dill where it was supposed to be, but
there was dways the posshility the boys were sent by a gang of pickpockets on the lookout for a fat
purse to rob. The young man kept his eyes moving, seeking out any potentid threat. He saw only bakers
and dtreet vendors, travelers and a pair of guardsmen. It was exactly who he would have expected to see
inthe crowd on Roldem’s docks.

Looking down from above, the soaring bird saw in the press of the crowd that another man moved
dong apardld course and at the same pace as the young noble.

The bird cirdled and observed the second man, a tdl travder with dark har who moved like a



predator, easly keeping his eye upon the other man, but usng passers-by as cover, dodging effortlesdy
through the crowd, never fdling behind, but never getting close enough to be discovered.

The young noble was fair-skinned, but sun-browned, his blue eyes squinting againg the day’s glare. It
was late summer in Roldem and the dawn migts and fog had fled, burned off by midmorning to a brilliant
aunny sky, made tolerable by a light wind off the sea. Trudging up the hill from the harbor, the noble
whidled a nameess tune as he sought out his old quarters, a three-bedroomed fla above a
moneylender’ s home. He knew he was being followed, for he was as adept a hunter as any man living.

Tdon of the Slver Hawk, lagt of the Orosini, servant of the Conclave of Shadows, had returned to
Roldem. Here he was Tdwin Hawkins—distant cousin to Lord Seljan Hawkins, Baron of the Prince's
Court in Krondor. His title was Squire of Morgan River and Bdlcastle, Baronet of Silverlake—estates
producing dmogt no income—and he was vassd to the Baron of Ylith; a former Bannerette Knight
Lieutenant under the command of the Duke of Y abon, Td Hawkins was a young man of some rank and
litle wedlth.

For dmost two years he had been absent from the scene of his most Sgnificant public triumph,
winning the tournament at the Masters Court, thus earning the title of World's Greatest Swordsman.
Cynicd despite his youth, he tried to keep theilluson of superiority in perspective—he had been the best
of the severd hundred entrants who had come to Roldem for the contest, but that hardly convinced him
he was the best in the world. He had no doubt there was some soldier on a digant baitlement, or
mercenary riding guard-duty somewhere who could cut him up for fish-bat given the chance, but
fortunatdy they hadn’t entered the contest.

For a brief ingant, Td wondered if fate would dlow him to return to Roldem in three years time to
defend that championship. He was but twenty-three years of age, s0 it would only be circumstance that
would prevent him from returning to Roldem. Should he do so, he hoped the contest would be less
eventful than the last. Two men had died by his sword during the matches—a very rare and usudly
regrettable outcome. Nevertheless Td had fdt no regret, since one of the men had been among those
respongble for the destruction of his nation, and the other had been an assassn sent to kill him.
Memories of assassins turned his mind to the man following him. The other man had dso boarded at
Sdador, yet had managed to avoid direct contact with him aboard the amdl ship for the duration of the
voyage, despite their being nearly two weeks at sea.

The bird wheded overhead, then pulled up, wings flgoping as it hovered, legs extended downward
and tail fanned, asif watching prey. With itstdltde cry, the predator announced its presence.

Hearing the familiar screech, Td looked up, then hesitated for a moment, for the bird above the throng
was adlver hawk. It was his spirit guide and had given him his naming vison. For an ingant Td imagined
he could see the creature' s eyes and hear a greeting. Then the bird wheded and flew away.

“Did you see that?” asked a porter nearby. “Never seen a bird do that.”
Td sad, “Jdugt a hawk.”

“Never seen ahawk that color, leastways not around here,” answered the porter who took one ook
a where the bird had hovered then returned to lugging his bundle. Td nodded, then moved back into the
throng. The slver hawk was native to his homdand far to the north, across the vast Sea of Kingdoms,
and as far as he knew, none inhabited the idand kingdom of Roldem. He fdt troubled, and now by more
then the presence of the man who had followed him from Salador. He had been subsumed so long in the
role of Td Hawkins that he had forgotten his true identity. Perhaps the bird had been awarning.



With a mentd shrug he considered that the bird's appearance might have been nothing more than a
coincidence. While dill an Orogini at heart, in dl ways he had been forced to abandon the practices and
bdiefs of his people. He ill owned a core being—Tdon of the Slver Hawk—a boy forged in the
crucible of anation’s history and culture; but he had been shaped and aloyed by fate and the teachings of
outlanders so that at times the Orogini boy was no more than a distant memory.

He wended his way through the press of the city. Shops displayed colorful fashions as he entered a
more prosperous part of the city. He lived a judt the right leve to convince everyone he was a noble of
modest means. He was charming enough and successful enough as Champion of the Masters Court to
warrant invitations to the very best Roldemish society had to offer, but had as yet to host hisown gda

Reaching the door to the moneylender’s home, he reflected wryly that he might crowd hdf a dozen
close friends into his modest gpartment, but he could hardly entertain those to whom he owed a socid
debt. He knocked lightly upon the door and then entered.

The office of Kostas Zenvanose conssted of little more than a tiny counter and there was barely
enough room to stand before it. A clever hinge dlowed the counter to be raised a night and put out of
the way. Three feet behind the counter a curtain divided the room. Td knew that behind the curtain lay
the Zenvanose family living room. Beyond that lay the kitchen, bedrooms, and exit to the back courtyard.

A pretty girl appeared and her face brightened with a smile. “Squire! It's wonderful to see you again.”

Sveta Zenvanose had been a chaming girl of seventeen when Td had last seen her. The passng two
years had done nothing but turn a pretty lass into a burgeoning beauty. She had lily-white skin with a hint
of rose on her high cheekbones and eyes the color of cornflowers, dl topped off with hair so black it
shone with blue and violet highlights when struck by the sun. Her previoudy dender figure had dso
ripened, Td noted as he quickly returned her amile.

“My lady,” he said with a dight bow. She began to flush, as she dways had when confronted by the
notorious Td Hawkins. Td kept the flirtation to aminimum, just enough to amuse the girl, but not enough
to pose any serious issues between himsdf and the girl’s father. While the father posed no threat to him
directly, he had money, and money could buy a lot of threats. The father appeared a moment later, and
as dways Td wondered how he could have sired agirl as pretty as Sveta. Kostas was gaunt to the point
of looking unhedlthy, which Td knew was mideading, for he was livdy and moved quickly. He dso had a
keen eye and a canny knack for business.

He moved swiftly between his daughter and his tenant, and smiled. “Greetings, Squire. Your rooms
have been readied, as you requested, and | believe everything isin order.”

“Thank you.” Td smiled. “Has my man put in an appearance?’

“l believe he has, otherwise you have an intruder above who has been banging around dl day
yesterday and thismorning. | assume it's Pasko moving the furniture to dust and clean, and not a thief.”

Td nodded. “Am | current with our accounts?”

Asif by magic, the moneylender produced an account ledger and consulted it, with one bony finger
running down the page. With a nod and an ‘aY he said, “You are mogt certanly current. Your rent is
paid for another three months.”

Td had left the idand nation dmost two years previoudy, and had deposited a sum of gold with the
moneylender to keep the gpartment againg his return. He had judged thet if he didn't return within two



years, he/ d be dead, and Kostas would be free to rent out the rooms to someone else.

“Good,” sad Td. “Then | will leave you to your business and retire. | expect to be here for a while,
90 a the end of the three months, remind me and I'll advance more funds againg the rent.”

“Very wdl, Squire”
Sveta batted her lashes. “Good to see you home, Squire”

Td returned the obvious flirtation with a dight bow and amile, and fought down a sudden urge to
laugh. The rooms above were no more his home than was the palace of the King. He had no home, a
least he hadn't Since the Duke of Olasko had sent mercenaries to destroy the land of the Orosini. As far
as Td could judge, he was the sole surviving member of his people.

Td left the office. One quick glance around the street told him that the man who had followed him
from the ship was out of sight, so he mounted the stairs next to the door, dimbing quickly to the entrance
to hisrooms. He tested the door and found it unlocked. Stepping in he was confronted by a dour-looking
men with a droopy moustache and large brown eyes.

“Mader! Thereyou arel” Pasko said. “Weren't you in on the morning tide?’

“Indeed,” replied Td, handing his jacket and travel bag to his mansarvant. “But as such things are
wont to be, the order of landing was dictated by factors of which | am ignorant.”

“In other words, the ship’s owner didn’t bribe the harbormaster enough to get you in early.”
“Mod likdy.” Td sat down on adivan. “ So expect the luggage to arrive later today.”

Pasko nodded. “The rooms are safe, master.” Evenin private, Pasko observed the formdlities of ther
relationship: he the servant, Td the master, despite the fact that he had been one of Td’s indructors over
the years.

“Good.” Td knew that meant Pasko had employed various wards againgt scrying magic, just as he
would have ingpected the premises againg more mundane observation. The chances of their enemies
knowing that Td was an agent of the Conclave of Shadows were smdl, but not out of the question. And
they had sufficdent resources to match the Conclave in dedling with opponents.

Since hisvictory over Raven and his mercenaries, avenging his own peopl€e's daughter, Td had lived
on Sorcerer’s Ide, recovering from wounds—both mentd and physica—learning more of the politics of
the Eagtern Kingdoms, and smply resting. His teaching had continued in various areas, for Pug and his
wife, Miranda, had occasondly ingructed him in areas of magic that might concern him. Nakor the
Isdlani, the saf-proclaimed gambler who was far more then that, ingtructed him in what only could be
termed ‘dodgy business’ how to cheat a cards and spot others cheating, how to pick locks and
pockets, as wdl as other nefarious skills. With his old friend Caleb he would go hunting. It had been the
best time he had known since the destruction of his people.

During that period he had been alowed to glimpse some of the dedlings of the Conclave on a levd far
above his gation; and had thus gained the sense that the Conclave had agents numbering in the hundreds,
perhaps thousands, or a least had links to thousands of well-postioned individuds He knew the
organization's influences reached down into the heart of the Empire of Great Kesh, and across the sea to
the lands of Novindus, as wel as through the rift to the Tsurani home world, Kelewan. He could tdl that
enormous wedlth was at ther disposd, for whatever they needed aways appeared somehow. The fdse



patent of nobility that Ta carried in his persond portfolio had cost a amdl fortune, he was sure, for there
were ‘originds in the Royd Archives on Rillanon. Even his ‘distant cousn’ Lord Sdjan Hawkins had
been delighted to discover along-lost relative who had been victorious in the Masters Court, according
to Nakor. Td didn't fed emboldened enough to ever vist the capitd of the Kingdom of the Ides,
because while the ederly Baron might believe that some distant cousin had fathered a lad who had some
veardility with the sword, the possibility of Td failing to be convincing when it came to smdl talk about
this or that family member made such avist too risky to contemplate.

Stll, it was reassuring to know that these resources lay at his disposal should he need them. For he
was ready to embark upon the most difficult and dangerous portion of his persond misson to avenge his
people: he had to find a way to destroy Duke Kaspar of Olasko, the man ultimatdy responsible for the
obliteration of the Orosini nation. And Duke Kaspar happened to be the most dangerous men in the
world, according to many sources.

“What news?’ asked Pasko.

“Nothing new, redly. Reports from the north say that Olasko is agan causng trouble in the
Borderlands, and may be once more seeking to isolate the Orodon. They dill send patrols through my
former homeland to discourage anyone who might think to daim Orosini lands.” Then he asked, “Whét is
the newsin Roldem?’

“The usud court intrigues, master, and quite a few rumors of this lady and that lord and thar
daliances. In short, with little of note to comment upon, the nobles, gentry and wedthy commoners turn
their atention to gossip.”

“Let’s confine oursdves to matters of importance. Any Sgn of Olasko’s agents here in Roldem?’

“Always. But nothing out of the ordinary, or at least nothing we can see that’s out of the ordinary. He
builds dliances, seeks to do favors in exchange for socid debts, loans gold, and ingnuates himsdf in the
good graces of others”

Td was dlent for along moment. Then he asked, “To what ends?’
“Pardon?’

Td leaned forward in his chair, elbows on knees. “He's the most powerful men in the Eastern
Kingdoms. He has blood ties to the throne of Roldem—he's, what? Sixth in line of successon?’

“Seventh,” replied Pasko.

“So why does he need to curry favor with Roldemish nobility?’
“Indeed.”

“He doesn't need to,” said Td, “which means he wants to. But why?’

“Lord Olasko is a man with many irons in the fire, master. Perhaps he has interests here in Roldem
which might require a vote of the House of Lords?’

“Perhaps. They ratify treaties enacted by the Crown, and verify successon. What se do they do?’

“Not much else, save argue over taxes and land.” Pasko nodded. “Given that Roldem is an idand,



measter, land is of great importance.” He grinned. “Until someone discovers how to build dirt.”

Td grinned back. “I'm sure we know a few magicians who could increase the 9ze of the idand if they
ft the need.”

Pasko said, “ So, what are we doing back in Roldem, master?’

Td sat back and sghed. “Playing the role of bored noble looking to find a better gation in life In
short, | mugt convince Kaspar of Olasko I'm ready to take service with him by creating a muddle here
that only he can get me out of.”

“Picking afight with aroya seems a good choice”

“What? Y ou' re going to smack Prince Congtantine and provoke a dud? The boy’s only fifteen years
of agel”

“l was thinking of his cousin, Prince Matthew.”

Pasko nodded. Matthew was the King's cousn. He was consdered the ‘difficult member of the
royd family; more arrogant, demanding and condescending than any other member of the King's family,
he was dso awomanizer, a drunk and he cheated at gambling. Rumor had it that the King had bailed him
out of very difficult straits on a number of occasions. “Good choice. Kill him and the King will privaidy
thank you . . . while his executioner islopping off your head.”

“I waan't thinking of killing him, just . . . cregting enough of a fuss tha the King would be unhappy
with me remaining in his country.”

“You'd have to kill him,” said Pasko dryly. “As Champion of the Masters Court you could probably
deep with the Queen and the King would pass it off as a boyish prank. Why do you need dl this bother?
Olasko offered you a position when you won the tourney.”

“Because | wish to appear the reluctant petitioner. 1 would have undergone close scrutiny had |
accepted his offer immediadly after the tourney two years ago. If | were to appear suddenly requesting
that podtion today, | would undergo an even closer examindion. But if I'm medy forced by
circumgtances to seek out his patronage, then my matives are obvious—at least | hope they are.”

“Whileat Sorcerer’'slde, | was. . . prepared, to withstand a greet dedl of examination.”

Pasko nodded. He understood what was being said. Td had been conditioned by Pug and the other
magidans to ded with any magic that might uncover his true dlegiance.

“But the circumstances of my seeking service with Kaspar must dso be credible. Being in his debt for
y life seems an obvious motive”

“Asauming he can keep you off the headsman’s block.” Pasko rubbed his throat. 1’ ve aways thought
beheading a barbaric choice. Now, the Kingdom hangs its fdons. A short drop—" he snapped his
fingers “—and the neck is broken, and it's over. No mess, no fuss, no bother.”

“In Great Kesh, I've been told, they have many different choices of execution, depending on the
location and nature of the crime decapitation, burning at the stake, being buried up to your neck next to



an anthill, drowning, exposure, being pulled apart by camels, being buried dive, defenestration—"
“Wha?'

“That's throwing someone off a very high place onto the rocks below. My persond favorite is
cadtration, then being fed to the crocodiles in the Overn Deep after having watched them firg consume
your manhood.”

Td stood up. “Have | ever mentioned that you have a serioudy morbid streak? Rather than
contemplate the means of my demise, I'll spend my energies on saying dive”

“Then, to a practica concern?’
Td nodded.

“While | suspect Duke Kaspar would intervene on your behdf in such a crcumstance—the
humiliation of Prince Matthew, | mean, not the feeding to crocodilesthing . . .~

Td gmiled.
“...ign'tit going to be difficult for im to do so from across the seas?’

Td’s amile broadened. “Nakor had intdligence from the north just as | Ieft Salador; Duke Kaspar
arrives within the week for a state vist.”

Pasko shrugged. “In ad of what?’

“A little hand-holding for his distant cousin, | imagine, prior to doing something that might otherwise
earn the King's displeasure.”

“We have no idea, but the north is congtantly on a low rail, and Kaspar only has to raise the heet in
one place or another for a kettle to boil over somewhere. That's one of the many things | wish to find

Pasko nodded. “Shdl | draw you a bath?’

“I think I'll take a walk to Remarga's and indulge in a long massage and tub there. Bring suitable
dothing for an evening in town.”

“Where will you be dining, master?’
“l don’t know. Somewhere public.”

“Dawson’s?" The former inn was now exdusvey a dining establishment for the noble and the rich,
and had spawned a dozen imitators. ‘Dining out’ had become something of a pagtime for those in the

capitd Gity.

“Perhgps that new establishment, the Metropol. It's considered the place to be seen, | have been
told.”

“It'sa private club, magter.”



“Then get me an invitation while | bathe, Pasko.”
With awry expresson, Pasko sad, “I'll seewhat | can do.”

“I mugt be seen in public so word will spread I'm back in the city, but | need to be aone tonight when
| finish supper and return to these quarters.”

“Why, master?”

“So | can find out who's been following me since | left Salador, and what’s on hismind.”
“A spy?

With a stretch and ayawn, Td said, “Probably an assassin.”

Sghing, Pasko said, “So it begins”

Nodding as he headed for the door, Td sad, “Yes. So it begins”

Fog shrouded the city. Migt hung so thick it was impossible to see more than three feet ahead. The
bright lamps at each corner of the merchants quarter were reduced to dim ydlow spots in the distance,
and even the occasond lantern beside a tavern door became just a fant pool of light across the street.
There were places on long streets where no light was vishle, and the senses were confounded, distances
were meaningless and the entirety of the universe was murk.

Even sound was muted. The taverns he passed offered jus a murmur of voices rather than the
raucous cacophony normdly heard. Footfdls were a soft grinding of hed on caked mud rather than a
clatter of leether on stone.

Even so, Td Hawkins knew he was being stalked. He had known that the indant he had departed
Lady Gavorkin's home. He had lingered over dinner a the Metropol—it had taken only minutes for
Pasko to gain an invitation on behdf of the owner of the establishment for the Champion of the Masters
Court to dine as his guest—and Td had Ieft with a free membership in the club. He had been impressed
with the decor, the ambiance and the service. The food was only just acceptable, and he planned on
having words with the chef, but he could see this dub business might be a useful enterprise.

Roldem lived on commerce more than any nation in the east, and this new dub was in a location
where nobles and wedthy commoners could come together in casua surroundings to socidize in a
fashion impossible to imagine anywhere dsein the city. Ta suspected that over the coming years fortunes
would be logt and titles gained, marriages arranged and dliances formed in the quiet interior of the
Metropol . Even before he had finished dining, a note from Lady Gavorkin had been handed to him, and
Td judged it as likdy he would encounter his stalker on his way to her townhouse as he would back to
hisown. He had not, however, been accosted by whoever followed, and had spent a pleasant two hours,
firs being scolded for hislong absence, then being ardently forgiven by Lady Gavorkin.

The lady was recently widowed, her husband having perished in a rad againg a nest of Ceresan
pirates operating out of an isolated bay off Kesh. His sarvice to the Roldemish Crown had garnered
Lady Gavorkin afar amount of sympathy, some guarantees of a modest pension in addition to her ample
estates and holdings, and an appetite for a new husband as soon as the proper mourning period had been
observed. She was childless, and her estates stood at risk if the Crown decided that another noble would



be better able to manage them. Idedly, from the royd perspective it would be ided that Lady Gavorkin,
Countess of Dravinko, should marry some other noble who was favored by the Crown, which would tie
up two loose ends nicdly.

Td knew he would have to sever dl contact with Lady Gavorkin soon because he would never
withgand the close scrutiny reserved for those marrying into Roldemish nobility. A minor squire's son
from a town outsde a disant Kingdom city who was socidly acceptable as an escort for gdas and
fedivals was one thing, but someone who wed the widow of a recently departed war hero was another
meaiter entirdly. Besides, being tied down to anyone, even someone as ditractive as Lady Margaret
Gavorkin, hed limited apped for Td, her subgtantid wedth, holdings and energetic lovemaking
notwithstanding.

Td ligened as he walked and let his hunter’ s indincts serve him well. He had learned years earlier that
acdty was nothing but a different kind of wilderness, and that the skills he had learned as a child in the
mountains to the far north, across the sea, could keep him dive in any city. Each place had its own
rhythm and pace, its own dynamic feding, and once he was comfortable within that environment, threats
and opportunities for a hunt would be recognized, just as they were in the wild.

Whoever followed him was desperately trying to keep a proper distance and would have gone
unnaticed by anyone less keenly aware of his surroundings than Td. Td knew this area of the ity as wedl
as anyone born here, and he knew he would be able to lose his staker a whim. But he was curious as to
who was fallowing him, and more to the point, why.

Td paused for hdf a step, just enough of a break in the rhythm of his walking for his stalker to reved
his whereabouts, then continued. He turned right at the corner, and stepped ingde a deep doorway, the
entrance to atallor shop he had frequented. Forgoing his sword, he deftly removed a dagger from his belt
and waited. At the moment Td expected, the man fallowing him turned the corner and stepped in front of
him.

Td reached out and grabbed the man's right shoulder, bearing down and twigting as he pulled. The
men reacted, but Td was quicker; the stalker did exactly as Td anticipated, hestating for an instant
before reflexively pulling away. Td yanked upward usng the man's own mation to spin him completely
around. Suddenly the stalker found himsdf hard againgt the door with Td’s dagger at his throat.

“Why are you folowing me?’ Td asked, his voice a hissed whigper lest he arouse those adeep
upgtairs above the shop.

The man was quick, for his hands were moving towards his own dagger before the lagt syllable was
uttered. He was dso no foal, for he recognized he was in a hopeless Stuaion a scant moment before
Tdon would be forced to plunge the blade into his throat. He dowly raised his hands to show they were
empty. In awhisper, he answered, “Magnificence! | mean you no harm! My sword and dagger are dill a
my belt!” He spoke in the language of the Kingdom of the Ides.

“Who are you?’
“l am Petro Amdfi.”
“Amdi? That's Quegan. But you speak the language of the Ides.”

“l have resided in Sdlador many years now and, to tdl the truth, my command of the Roldemish
tongueislacking, so | employ the King's Tongue.”



“Tdl me, Amdfi, why are you falowing me?’ Td repeated.
“l am an assassin by trade. | have been pad to kill you.”
Td took a step back, leaving his blade againg the man’s throat, but gaining a perspective on him.

Petro Amdfi was a half-head shorter than Td'’s two inches over Sx feet, with broad shoulders and a
barrd chest. Hisdothing marked him as a foreigner; he wore a curious long tunic, gathered at the waist
by ablack lesther belt, and rather than the long wide-bottomed trousers affected by the style-conscious
in Roldem this season, he wore leggings and a courtier’s dippers. He sported a moustache and goatee
and upon his head he wore a felted wool beret with a clasp and feather on the Ieft Sde. His face was
narrow, with deep eyes tha reveded his menace more than his vulpine appearance. “You mean me no
harm, but you're an assassin sent to kill me. Something of a contradiction, don’'t you agree?’ observed
Td.

“l gain nothing by hiding the truth, Magnificence. My life is preserved by your ignorance. Should you
kill me this moment, you will wonder who hired me.”

Td chuckled. “Thet istrue. So, then, we are a an impasse, for should you tel me, then | mugt kill you.
Soitisto your benefit not to tdl me. But as | cannot spend the rest of my life waiting for you to divulge
who sent you, so | gain nothing by keeping you dive”

“Wat!” said Amdfi, holding out his hand in a conciliatory gesture. “1 did not come to kill you. I was
hired to do so, but | have been obsarving you snce nearly a week before you departed Salador and |
wigh to bargain.”

“For your life?’
“More, Magnificence. Let me serve.”
“You'd take service with me?’ said Td in dubious tones.

“Willingly, Y our Magnificence. Any man of your skills would be a worthy master, for | have seen you
dud in the Court of Blades in Salador, and I've watched from the corner as you play cards in the
aehouses; you win just enough to raise no suUspicions, yet you are a master cheat. You are welcome in
the homes of the great and near-great. You are admired by men and desired by women. What's more,
no one has ever done what you just have, turned me from hunter to hunted. But most tdling of dl, you
are Champion of the Masters' Court, the greatest blade in the world, and a rumor circulates that you are
secretly in the service of Duke Kaspar of Olasko, and one who serves such as Kaspar can only prosper
gregtly. | wish to prosper greetly with you.”

He gently moved the tip of Td'’s blade away from his throat with one finger, and Ta permitted it. “As
you can see, Magnificence, | am getting on in years, nearly Sixty of them. The assassin's trade requires
illsthat are fading as | age. | mud think of my latter days, and while | have kept some part of the fees
paid me over the years, it is not enough. | have fdlen on hard times”

Td laughed. “Bad investments?”

Amdi nodded. “A trading concern out of Salador, most recently. No, | wish to take my bloody kills
and use them to a more permanent advantage. Were | your man, then | would rise with you. Do you
sec?’



Td put away his dagger. “How can | trust you?’
“I will swear an oath in whatever temple you require.”

Td consdered. Few men would willingly break oath, even if they weren't as honor-bound as the
Orogni. “Who told you | wasin Kaspar's service?’

“A rumor here, there, nothing more. You were reported to have been seen in the region of Latagore
where Duke Kaspar has interests, and it is well known he sought you out after you won the competition
a the Magters' Court two years ago. Duke Kaspar employs only the mogt gifted and ambitious young
men, S0 it isassumed you are his”

“Wel, I'm not,” replied Td, intentiondly turning his back on Améfi. He knew he took a risk, for as
much as the assassin daimed age was dowing him down, Td judged him capable of a swift attack from
behind if given the opportunity. The attack didn’t come.

Instead, Améfi fdl into step beside Td. “You wish to know who sent me?’

“Yes” replied Td.

“Lord Piotre Miskovas, though | am not supposed to know this”

“He does hold agrudge,” observed Td. “I haven't dept with his wife in more than two years.”

“As | understand it, she became intoxicated at a gda given by Lady Amsha Detoris, and threw the
facts of your . . . liason into her husband’ s face over supper some months after you lagt left the city. The
couple are yet not reconciled and she abidesin her suites herein the city, while he resides a thar estates
inthe country. He blames you.”

“He should look to his own philandering,” remarked Td, “for had he not been so quick to bed every
pretty face he saw, hiswife would not have been so eager to recelve my attentions.”

“Perhaps, Magnificence, but it takes a man of unusud character to openly confront his own
shortcomings. It's SO much more convenient to blame others.”

“Upon hearing of your planned return, he sought out an assassn—far less discreetly than he should
have—and | was hired to remove this—" he pointed a Td “—Wblot on his honor. He was at lesst
intdligent enough to have used a.. . . broker . . . in Sdlador, lest blame fdl upon him here in Roldem. |
have “faled,” so | am honor-bound to return his gold, and seek to turn this fallure into a triumph. Employ
me, Magnificence, and | will serve you. My oath upon it!”

Td conddered his next move. He had been back in Roldem for less than a day and needed rdiable
eyes and ears. “Until such time as you can successfully betray me without risk?’

Amdi grinned. “Possibly, my lord, for | have never been a man of congtant heart. But oath-breaking
does not come easly even to one such as me, and given your rare talents | suspect such a time would
never exig, for it would require an opportunity to become even richer than | hope to become in your
svice”

Td laughed. Amai had a refreshing candor that made Ta think he could trugt the assassn—up to a
point, anyway—and as long as he didn't attempt to press him beyond that point, he should prove a
religble servant. “Very well, let us to the Temple of Lims-Kragma, where you will swear an oath.”



Amdi grimaced. “I was thinking perhaps Ruthia or Agdon,” he said, naming the Goddess of Luck
and the God of Judtice.

“| think wagering your chance at being reborn to a higher sation a good hedge againgt betrayd,” sad
Tdon, putting away his weapon. “Come dong. And, we mugt work on your Roldemish. We may be here
awhile”

If Amdii thought even for an indant to draw his wegpon and srike, he masked the impulse
completely, quickly moving to fdl into step beside his new master as they vanished into the fog shrouding
the city.

The magidian stood in the corner, his features veled in shadow. Td knew his face even if he couldn’t
seeitin the gloom. A sngle candle burned in the gpartment, and that was on the table in the next room,
cadting afaint light through the open door.

“Where' s your new man?’ he asked.
Td said, “I sent him on an errand. What did you find out?”

Stepping out of the shadows, the magician reveded himsdf to be atdl man of lean features, a sriking
face with a long sraight nose, dramatic cheekbones and gartling blue eyes. His har was so pde, it
appeared dmog white. He said, “Informants in Queg have vouched for Amdfi. At least they have
vouched for his reputation as an n.”

“A reputable assassin,” said Td. “That’'s a quaint notion.”

“He s consdered something of an “honorable’” man in the context of histrade,” declared Magnus, son
of Pug of Sorcerer’s Ide, and one of Td’s many teachers over the years.

“It's beginning,” said Td. “Lady Gavorkin confirmed last night that Duke Kaspar is to arive by
week’s end and will be ensconced in the palace with his cousin the King. Pasko? How many invitations
arrived today?’

“ Seventeen, mader,” he answered.

“By month's end, | imagine | will bein a pogtion to make the re-acquaintance of the Duke a one gda
or another.”

“Your plan?’ asked Magnus.
“I need to establish alink with Kaspar, then find a reason to cdl out Prince Matthew.”

“Isthat necessary?’

“Almog certainly,” said Td. “For while I'm vague on the detals | think | have anticipated Duke
Kaspar’s larger godsin his maneuverings over the last few years.”

“Thisis something you didn’t mention before leaving the idand,” said Magnus.

Td nodded. “Because | didn’t fully see the pattern until a few hours ago. And | may be wrong, but |
beieve dl his actionsin the north to be nothing more then a bloody, murderous ruse, and his anticipated



invason of the Kingdom through Farinda a feint.”
“To what end?’
“To keep the Kingdom busy up north while he works towards his true god in the south.”
“Andthatis. .. ? asked Magnusimpatiently.

“I have no idea. But it could involve Roldem or Kesh, and keeping the Kingdom occupied dong a
long, empty border would work to Kaspar’ s advantage.”

“I'm no military expert, but it seems to me if he sends a force into the Kingdom of the Ides, they will
respond in strength. If Kaspar sends in amdl companies, each can occupy a much larger force if they
scatter across the plains. From the foothills at the border to the Blackwood north of Dolth, you've got
amog a thousand miles of grasdands. King Ryan of the Ides would be forced to tie up a huge number of
men hunting down ardatively amdl army.”

“So, the quedtion is, if Kaspar wants that army up in the grasdands, where does he plan on griking?’

Magnus said, “I will convey your theory to Father.” He put a broad-brimmed fdt hat on his head, and
removed a device from within his dark-gray robe, an orb that glowed with copper highlights in the
canddight. He depressed the surface with his thumb and suddenly he wasn't there, the only dgn of his
departure being asmdl inrush of air.

Pasko said, “But why?’
“Why?" echoed Td. “Why what?’

“Why dl the plotting? Kaspar is as powerful in his own way as the King of Roldem. He effectivdy
rules Aranor; the Prince does his bidding. He ether controls or intimidetes every naion surrounding
Olasko, and he has the King of Roldem’s ear. Why does he want this war with the Ides?”’

Td sat back. “I thought it obvious. By destabilizing the region, opportunity arises for Kaspar to gan
what he wants mogt of al.” Td laced his fingers together and stared at the candle over bdled figs He
tapped his chin lightly with his hands as he muttered, “Men of power seek only one thing: more power.”



CHAPTER TWO

Reception

Td gmiled.

This was his fird time in the palace snce his victory in the Masters Court Tournament two years
earlier. The King had sent an invitation for Tdwin Hawkins to attend the wecoming gda to celebrate the
arivd of the Duke of Olasko.

Td had waited patiently in line for histurn to be presented, behind dl the nobility of Roldem, most of
those from other nations, and just ahead of the wedthiest commoners. A squire from the Kingdom of the
Ides stood barely above a ribbon-maker with a great ded of gold in the eyes of the Roldemish court.

Even s0, Td stood resplendent in a pair of new wide-legged trousers—the current fashion—with his
boots covered to the buckles, and a broad black leather bet, but he chose to wear a currently
out-of-fashion tunic—a ydlow doublet sewn with seed pearls. While other nobles were wearing the
off-the-shoulder military anglet which was now dl the rage, Taon had chosen to wear the jacket which
hed been given to him as a gift by the King two years ago.

When lagt he had met the King, Td had been the center of attention, the winner of the Tournament of
Masters, the recipient of the golden sword, emblematic of his being the world' s greatest swordsman.

Now Kaspar of Olasko was the focus of the gda, and Td but a minor participant. When he at last
heard his name cdled, Td moved forward briskly and approached the throne. He took in the tableau
before him as he reached the point where he was expected to bow before the Crown. King Carol sat on
his throne, his wife Queen Gertrude to his right. On his left hand sat Crown Prince Congtantine, her to
the throne. Td remembered the Prince as a quiet boy with curious eyes, one given to dight amiles as he
ligened closdly to the banter of the adults around him. Td suspected he was an intdligent child. The
younger members of the royd family were absent, the other two Princes and the Princess no doubt being
made ready for bed by thair servants and nannies.

To Conganting s left stood aman dressed in a burgundy-colored tunic of velvet, fastened with loops
and frogs made from diamonds. He wore black leggings rather than this season’s wide-bottomed
trousers, and his feet were encased in polished, but servicesble boots. He wore the same black hat Td
had seen him wearing two years before, a large velvet thing which hung over hisright ear dmogt to his
shoulder, with a gold badge on the l€ft.

It was the Duke of Olasko.

Kaspar of Olasko studied the young squire while dill engaging the young prince in conversation, a kill
which Td observed, for while Prince Congtantine was being kept occupied by his digant cousin, Olasko
was assessing Td closdly. Td considered it possible that Kaspar was one of those men who could focus
on two things at the same time. Even among the magicians Td knew, that was a rare gift.



Out of the corner of his eye, as he bowed before the King, Td reacquainted himsdf with Kaspar. He
was a burly man with a broad chest and powerful shoulders, and muscles revealed by the tight leggings
suggested he might dso be a man with some speed. He glanced a Td in such a way that the younger
men suspected the Duke recognized he was being appraised. His face was round, but his chin jutted a
bit, robbing him of any comic cast to his festures. He sported a thin-cut black beard, with his upper lip
shaved, which gave his chin an even more aggressive appearance. His hair was ill mosily black, though
asprinkling of gray hinted he was amanin his early forties. His eyes were those of a predator, black and
searching. And his mouth was full, sensuous without being decadent, and set in a near-amirking smile Td
hed seen severa times before.

Td draghtened from his bow and the King said, * Squire Hawkins, it is good to have you in our court
agan.”

“l am pleased as wdl to return to Roldem, Mgjesty.”

The Queen beamed as she said, “And | see you return to us in the garb we presented you upon your
victory.”

Td gave Gertrude his most endearing amile “Mgesty, | have worn this gift only once before, on the
night of my triumph, and have vowed that it will never again be worn, save in the presence of your august
sves”

The King nodded in pleasure and said, “You are most condderate. Again, welcome.”

Td knew he was now excused, so he moved over to the gathering on the left Sde of the King to
watch those behind him being presented. He stole a couple of quick glances a Kaspar, but the Duke
seemed focused on his quiet conversation with the Prince.

Eventudly the last presentation was made and the Master of Ceremonies moved to stand before the
throne. “With Your Mgesty’ s permission?’ he said bowing.

The King waved his hand and the Master of Ceremonies turned and declared, “My lords, ladies, and
gentlemen, please retire to the banquet hdl and await Ther Mgegties!”

Td watched as the royd family departed, with the Duke of Olasko following close after. He knew
they’ d retire to a nearby gpartment in the palace and wait until dl the guests were seated before moving
to the head table.

Td waited patiently in line, but it moved quickly as more than two dozen pages and squires had been
detailed to the Master of Ceremonies who consulted the master segting plan. Once indructions had been
whispered into the page's ear, a guest had only to pause for a moment before being escorted to ther
placein the hdll.

Td was pleasantly surprised to discover he was being seated at the King's table. He quickly counted
chairs and redized tha there would be no more than two or three people between him and the Duke of
Olasko. He suspected his pogtion at the banquet was more aresult of Kaspar wishing him to be near to
hand than because of his prestige as regning Champion of the Masters' Court.

When the royd family arrived, everyone rose and bowed dightly, then remained standing urtil the
King was seated and the Master of Ceremonies struck the floor with his iron-shod gaff of office. At
which point everyone sat and servants began pouring wine and providing food.



Td found himsdf next to aloca court baron and his wife, whom Kaspar engaged in conversation for
awhile The Baron at lagt turned to Ta and introductions were exchanged. Then the Baron launched into
an enthusadtic retdling of Ta’svictories as if Td hadn't been there. On Td’s left sat a pretty woman of
middle years and her husband, rich commoners who seemed content Smply to be at the King's table and
who demonstrated no need to speak to anyone ese. They lowered their heads dightly and spoke in
whispers as they glanced around the room, apparently trying to espy people who might know them and
be impressed by their place at the head table.

Throughout the dinner the Duke ignored Td's presence, save for one dight nod and amile as the first
course was being served. During the course of the dinner, entertainers provided digtraction in severd
locations around the great hdl. Deft jugglers, acrobats, and deight-of-hand magicians. A paticularly
gifted poet spun verse to order, flatering the ladies and gently mocking the men. His wit was dry and his
rhyming clever. On the other side of the room a jongleur from Bas-Tyra sang love songs and balads of
heroic sacrifice. Td could hear enough of his song to know he was excellent.

As was the med and every other aspect of the gda. And why not? Td thought. Roldem was
considered to be the seat of dl things culturd and refined in the world, or at least this part of it. Fashion,
literature, music, dl flowed from the court of Roldem.

Given histravels, Td reflected that much of that influence was lost as you moved away from the idand
nation; thosein the west of the Kingdom seemed completely indifferent to matters of fashion, while only
in Salador and Rillanon was there some of the same concern that one saw here.

But gazing around the room he redlized that whatever others might think—that it was vainglorious and
pointless—it was dso sumptuous and regd. The women were beautiful in their finery and the men cut
handsome figures, or at least as handsome as nature permitted.

When the med ended, the court turned its attention to the center of the royd table. No one was
permitted to leave until the King and his family |eft the table. Those who had finished their med early sat
Spping wine or de, watching those around them, or engaging in idle conversation with their neighbors.

Suddenly, Ta heard Kaspar say, “So, Squire, you're back with us agan?’

Td turned in as rdlaxed a manner as he could, and trying to show deference to the Baron on his right,
spoke past him to the Duke. “For atime, m'lord.”

Kaspar took a gp from a wine cup and asked, “Have you completed that “family busness’ you
spoke of when last we met?’

“Indeed, Your Grace. It took longer than | had anticipated, but it is now a matter in the past.”

“So, you are now free to seek your fortune?” The Duke's eyes were narrow and gpprasing even as
he kept his tone light.

Td feigned alaugh. “Given my luck at cards lady, | anin need of a fortune, n'lord.”

The King rose, and a half-second later, Kaspar did as wdl. As he turned to follow his cousin, Kaspar
looked over his shoulder and said, “1 am hunting a firg light. Join me at the southern gate. I'll have a
horse ready. Do you have a bow?’

“Yes m'lord,” said Td, to Kaspar’s retreating back.



The court baron turned. “Quite the coup, young Hawkins”
“ S r?i

“The Dukes of Olasko have been hunters for generations. They say this duke's grandfather once
hunted dragons in the west of the Kingdom of the Ides. To be invited to hunt with him is a mark of
didtinction.”

Td amiled and nodded, attempting to look suitably flattered. The Baron and his wife departed.

Td fdt it necessary to make one circuit of the hdl, then determined to stay close to the exit and wait
until someone else departed. He had no wish to mark himsdf by being the fird to leave, but he wished to
be out of the palace as soon as possible.

As he made hisway through the throng, he was occasondly stopped by this acquaintance or that and
severd times by strangers who wished smply to introduce themselves to the current Champion of the
Masters Court. As he came near the King's cortege he was struck by how many people were being
kept a bay by the servants, who were acting as guardians of the royd privecy as much as providing
tidbits and drink—though who could eet or drink after such amed? Td wondered.

Without intending to, Td caught the King's eye, who waved him approach. Td ingantly turned and as
he moved towards the King, the servants parted enough to let him pass. Td bowed, “Mgesty.”

King Carol smiled. “Hawkins, it is good to have you with us again. Would it be possible to arrange a
demondration of your skills herein the palace?’

“lama Your Mgesty’s disposal,” replied Td. “Whatever time you require.”

“Oh, good, young sSir. Prince Congtantine is of an age and needs to learn his weapons. His indructors
say the boy has promise, but 4ill, | think watching experts in such matters tends to give a lad something
to emulate. Don't you?’

Td couldn’t disagree, and besides it would be impalitic to do so. “Mogt learning begins with mimicry,
Maesty.”

“Quite. What say you, a week from today?’
“At any time you wish, Mgesty.”

“Say midmorning. | find the wits are keener in the morning than the afternoon.” Turning to his wife, he
sad, “Assuming my wits are keen at any time of the day, what, my dear?’

The Queen smiled and patted her husband's am. “You are a man of very keen wit, m'lord . . .
sometimes.”

The King laughed adoud, and Td couldn’t help but amile. King Carol of Roldem was the only monarch
Td had encountered in his travels, but Ta doubted most were as self-deprecating as this one.

“Shdl | bring an opponent, Mgesty?’ Td knew that any student from the Masters' Court, and most
of the ingtructors, would welcome an opportunity to come to the court. Royd favors had been curried
with less than a sword meich in the past, Td knew.



“We have an ample supply of swordsmen here in the palace, Squire,” answered the King. “Just be
here at the gppointed hour.”

“Yes, Your Mgesty,” said Td with a bow, taking it to mean he was dismissed.

He noticed that a few guests were departing and decided it was safe for himsdf to leave as wdl. But
helfway across the floor he heard a familiar voice. “Squire, a moment of your time”

Without turning, Ta said, “ Constable, what an unexpected surprise.”

Congtable Dennis Drogan came to stand before Td and with a amile and nod said, “Glad to see you
agan, Squire”

“Whet brings you here?” asked Td.

Dennis, a middle-aged, broad-shouldered man, had a head that looked to be perfectly round. He
kept his hair cropped close and seemed impervious to the effect that had, for it emphasized his Ieft ear,
which had been hdf bitten off during a scuffle in his youth. His nose looked as if it had been repeatedly

broken over the years. Td recognized him for what he was, a brawler, tough, unrdenting and dangerous.
More s0, for he was the Crown’s law in the city.

Drogan amiled. “My unde is gill Bursar to the household here in the paace, and | am technicdly a
member of the Roya Court.”

“Ah, of course, but rather, what brings you here?’
Putting his hand on Td’ s shoulder, Drogan moved him towards the door. “You do, Squire.”
“Me?’ Td fdl into step beside the shorter man. “Why?’

“Because people have an annoying habit of turning up dead when you're in the city. | thought it best to
have a word with you before we start accumulating corpses again.”

Td didn't try to fegn innocence, but he did look aggrieved. “Dennis, you and | have never been close
friends, but we have been affable acquaintances. You know that in every instance, someone ended up
dead because my lifewas a risk. What am | supposed to do? Stand by and say, “Oh, if | defend mysdf
the Congtable is going to be annoyed, so I'd better let them kill me’?’

The grip on Td’s shoulder tightened, just enough to convey emphass without causng pain. “No, by
dl means, should your life be put a peril, defend yoursdf; I'm just suggesting you try to avoid finding
your life a peril any time soon.”

Caught hafway between amusement and irritation, Td said, “I'll do my best.”

“That'sdl | can ask.”

Td dipped out from under the Congtable’ s meaty hand and left the paace. Outsde, as guests waited
for carriages, Td wended his way through the crowd and exited through one of the pedestrian gates. He
was only a few yards from the paace, moving downhill on a thoroughfare lined with the homes of the
wedlthy, when someone fdl into step beside him.

“Evening, Td,” sad afamiliar voice.



“Evening, Quincy,” answered Td without looking. He had spied the merchant from Bas-Tyra in the
crowd at the paace.

“Lovey evening, isn't it?’

Td stopped and started to laugh. “You didn’t ambush me outside the palace to discuss the westher,
my friend.”

Quincy hdted, dso. “Well, | saw you on your way out when the Constable intercepted you; | know
you walked to the gala rather than booking a carriage, so | just Ieft before you and waited.”

“How have you been, Quincy?’ Td asked, looking at his old acquaintance under the lantern light.
Quincy de Castle was in his thirties, perhaps early forties, with a rgpidly-badding pate. His features were
undidinguished save for his eyes, which were as close to an eagle's as any man Td had known. He wore
fashionable, but not extravagant clothing, a jacket of a charcoa hue, double-breasted with a swalow-tall
cut, and matching trousers tucked into knee-high boots. It was, as Td knew, the latest fashion in the
Kingdom of the Ides, asit was last year’ s fashion in Roldem.

“l have been wdl enough.”
“Recently back from the Kingdom, | see”

They resumed walking. “Yes, the dothing. | just arrived and had no time to have new garb made.
Besdes, dl thisdavery to fashion seemsvery . . . unproductive. If someone thinks less of me for wearing
lagt year’s Syle, let him. It but works to my advantage should we negotiate.”

Quincy was one of the most astute merchants in the city. He was a native of Bas-Tyra, the second
mog important city in the Eastern Realm of the Kingdom, and specidized in high-qudity luxury goods.
As a reault, he numbered nobility, even royaty, among his customers and was invited to dl the better
socid functions. Ta aso suspected him of being an agent for the King of the Ides. There was something
about him that made Td wary, something very unmerchantlike in his bearing.

“l see” sad Td. “You needing an edge in busness seems hardly likely, but I'll grant thet taking one
where you can find it islogica. Now, whét isit that you wish of me?’

“What makes you think | want something?’ said Quincy with asmile

“Because it's not your habit to lurk in the shadows and legp out upon me in the night. Thisis hardly a
chance mesting.”

“Hardly. Look, I'll get to the point. The fird reason is | wish to invite you to a amdl gathering at
Dawson's on this coming Hfthnight. | am inviting a few likesble chaps for supper, drink, and then
perhaps we Il go on to some cards or dice”

“A note to my man would have sufficed.”

“There's another reason,” Quincy answered as they turned a corner and started down a steeper hill
towards Td’s quarters. “You are to hunt with Duke Kaspar tomorrow, am | right?’

“Bribing the waiting s&ff, are we?’

Quincy laughed. “I’ve let it be known in the palace that a bit of news here or there that might prove



ussful would be rewarded. Now, isit true?’
“Yes, tomorrow a sunrise | hunt with the Duke and his party. Why?’
“If you arein the Duke' s favor, | wish you to present meto him.”
“Why?" asked Td, stopping for a momernt.

“Because he redly is the mogt difficult man to see. | can get an audience with the King more readily
then | can with Duke Kaspar.”

“Only because you' re Hling gems to the Queen at cost.”
“l lose no money and it earns me a greet dedl of socia access. But not to Kaspar.”
“Why are you so anxious to meet with Kaspar?’

Quincy was quiet for a moment, then he resumed waking, gesturing for Td to accompany him. As
they proceeded he said, “Tradewith Olasko is . . . difficult. It's as if somehow every trading concern in
the duchy has . . . decided to do business the same way.”

“They send thair agents to Rillanon, Roldem, Bas-Tyra, Ran, down to Kesh, but if | send one of my
agents to Opardum, it may as wel be for a holiday. For no one will entertain an offer to trade. It's dways
their agents, in our cities, on ther terms. Take it or leaveit.”

“Arethey bad trades?’

“No, otherwise | wouldn’t care. Often they're very good business. But the essence of commerce is
regular trade routes, with goods being dependably provided. It keeps the market dive. Thishit or miss . .
.| can't help but fed that a vast opportunity is going to waste because of these trading concerns.”

“| fed if | can get Duke Kaspar’s ear, perhaps convince him to speak to some of the wedthier trading
concerns, or even to let me vigt his court . . . If | come from the Duke's court to the offices of a magor
trading concern, like Kasana's or Petrik Brothers, then they would have to take my offers serioudy.”

Td ligened and nodded, as if agreeing. To himsdf he thought, and if you can get your agent up into
Opardum, especidly if he's trading with the Duke's chancdlor, then the King of the Ides has a par of
eyes and ears near a troublesome neighbor.

“I'll seewhat | can do,” said Td. “But for the moment, don’t count on anything.”

“Why not?’

“Because the Duke is likdy to offer me a place in his court and | will dmost certainly turn him down.”
“Why in the world would you do that?’

“Becauseit isnot in my nature to wish to serve another,” Td lied. He knew that before the supper on
Ffthday a Dawson's, hdf of Roldem would hear about Kaspar offering a position to Td that he refused.
“And, besides, | have some other prospects that may suit me better.”

“Wel, don’t offend him too deeply,” said Quincy, dryly.



“I'll try not to.”

They reached the street upon which Td resided and parted company. Td went quickly to his quarters
where Pasko and Amdfi waited, passng the time with a game of cards.

“Mader,” sad Pasko, rigng as Td entered.

“Awake me an hour before dawn,” Td instructed as he crossed to the door of his bedroom. “Dress
for ahunt.”

“A hunt?”

“Yes, the Duke of Olasko hasinvited me out to daughter some helpless animas and | will oblige him.”
To Amdi he said, “Tomorrow | hunt with the Duke. When | return, we'll vist severd villas and estates
nearby. It is then we introduce you to the world as my retainer and bodyguard.”

“Magnificence” said Améfi.

Pasko said, “Unrall that bedding in the corner. You'll deep here” He indicated to Amfi a place on
the floor near Td’s doorway. “I deep in the kitchen.”

Then, Pasko followed Td into the bedroom and closed the door. Helping Td unlace the fancy jacket,
he whispered, “All goes wdl?’

“Wdl enough,” Td whispered back. “Knowing Kaspar’s reputation, the animas won't be as helpless
as | indicated. Something nasty like lion or giant boar, | expect.”

“He seems that sort of man,” observed Pasko.

“What do you think of our new friend?’

“He sabad card player.”

“Bad player or bad cheat?”’

“Both.”

“What ds?" asked Td as Pasko pulled the linen shirt over his head.

“He's a weapon. Very dangerous, despite his dam to old age. He may be useful if you don't cut
yoursdf.”

“| take your meaning.”
“I will keep an eye on him for awhile” said Pasko.
“Hetook oath.”

“That isasit may be,” answered the wily old servant, “but he wouldn't be the firsg man to forswear in
higory.”

“I made him swear at the Temple of Lims-Kragma.”



Pasko considered as he pulled off Td’s boots. “Some men are not even cowed by the Goddess of
Degath.”

“Does he drike you as such?’
“No, but did Nakor drike you as particularly dangerous upon mesting him for the firgt time?”

“Your point is made. Keep an eye on him for a while” Td pulled off his leggings and smdl dothing
and dipped under the quilted comforter on his bed. “Now, get out so | can deep.”

“Yes magter,” said Pasko as he stepped sedthily through the door.

Td lay quietly for a while. His mind was busy and deep was a long time in coming. For years his
purpose had been only one thing: to avenge the destruction of his people. Of dl those involved, only two
principds were Ieft: the Specid Captain of Kaspar's household guard, Quentin Havrevulen, and the
Duke himsdf. Td had dready killed the others.

He forced himsdf to cam, usng one of the mind-rdaxation drills taught him at Sorcerer’s Ide, and
deep findly came. But it was't a rdaxing deep. Rather, it was filled with dreams and images of other
places and times, his village in the mountains and his family, his mother, father, sser, brother and
grandfather. The girl he had dreamed of as a child, Eye of the Blue-Winged Ted. In his dream she sat
upon a seet, one leg crossed under the other, wearing a Smple buckskin summer dress, a faint amile on
her lips. He awoke with a painful longing he thought he had eradicated in himsdf years before. He rolled
over and willed himsdf back to deep, and again the dreams came. It was a restless night and he fdt little
benefit from his dumber when Pasko came and awoke him for the dawn’s hunt.



CHAPTER THREE

Hunt

The horse pawed the ground.

Td brought his gelding's head around dightly, forcing him to pay atention to something besides his
own boredom. The morning was crigp at fird light, with a breeze coming off the ocean, but Td knew it
would be very hot by midday in the hills to the northeast of the city. Even before Duke Kaspar appeared
Td knew they were after big game, lion or bear, perhaps even one of the more exotic creatures reputed
to inhabit the higher mountains, the giant boars—whose tusks reputedly grew to three feet in length—or
the vdley doth, twice the Sze of a horse and despite the name fast when it needed to be, and armed with
claws the Sze of short swords. The array of weapons in the luggage told Td what he needed to know
about the coming hunt: there were boar-spears with cross-pieces fastened above the broad blade to
prevent the animd from running up the haft and goring the spearman; there were giant nets with weights a
the edges, and heavy crossbows that could punch a hole the Sze of a man’s fig through plate armor.

A dozen servants, another dozen guards, and livery boys to care for the horses dso waited patiently
upon the appearance of the Duke. Another Sx men had been leaving as Td had arrived, trail-breakers
and trackers wearing the King's livery, who would mark the mogt likdy game trails. Td found it intriguing
that the hunting grounds lay less than a day’ s march away, for Roldem was an ancient land, and he would
have expected wildlife to have been pushed far into the mountains by the encroachment of civilization.
Having hunted for his entire boyhood, and on many occasions since, he knew that rarely was big game
within aday’ sride of acity.

Td let one of the servants oversee the digpogtion of his trave gear, which was modest compared to
the rest of the baggage being stowed on the horses. Td knew they'd be following trails that wagons
couldn’'t negotiate, but it looked asif they could use a pair. Two animas aone were being used to carry
what could only be a pavilion. Td had no problem with degping on the ground, but redized the gentry of
Roldem might find that objectionable.

Besides Td, two nobles of Roldem—Baron Eugivney Baakov, and Baron Mikhad Grav—waited
patiently. Td knew them by reputation. They were young, ambitious, and hedd modest but important
positionsin the King's court. Balakov was assgtant to the Royd Bursar and he could expedite or dow a
request for funds. He was broad-shouldered, with a brooding look, his dark har cut close as was his
beard. Grav was aso associated with the Bursar’s office, but was seconded to the office of the Royd
Household Guard, being primarily responsible for seeing that the palace troops were armed, clothed, fed
and pad. He was a thin man with blond har and a dender moustache he obvioudy worked hard a
keeping perfectly trimmed. Both wore extravagant clothing, along way from the modest leather tunic and
trousers Td had sdected to wear.

Asthe sun lit the sky behind those distant peaks, Duke Kaspar and a young woman emerged from the
palace, quickly making their way to a pair of waiting horses. Td glanced at the young woman, wondering



absently if it might be the Lady Rowena of Tasin, who in redity was another of the Conclave' s agents,
Alysandra.

Td had been frudtrated during the time he had spent on Sorcerer’s Ide in determining just what she
had been doing in the Duke's company, for ether people didn't know or they weren't tdling. All he
could discover was that it had been Miranda, Pug’s wife, who had dispatched the girl to Olasko at about
the same time Td had been training in Salador.

This woman was unlike Rowena, but she had one trait in common: she was equdly beautiful. But
while Rowena had been fair with eyes the color of cornflowers, this lady was dark, her skin touched by
the sun to a warm tan, her eyes dmog as dark as her black har. The Duke said something and she
gmiled, and ingantly Td knew who she was, for there was a hint of resemblance to the Duke.

As if sendng Td’s thoughts, Duke Kaspar said, “Ah, young Hawkins, may | have the pleasure of
presenting you to my sigter, the Lady Natdia”

Td bowed in his saddle. “My honor, n'lady.”

It was obvious that the other two nobles were dready acquainted with the Duke' s younger sster, who
appeared to bein her late twenties or early thirties. Both fdl in behind the Duke and Natalia, leaving Td
ather to falow or ride on the flank.

Duke Kaspar said, “We have a hdf-day’ s ride before us to get near our quarry.” He looked again at
Td. “Tha's a serviceable-looking bow, Tdwin. Do you know how to use it?” His voice was light and

playfully mocking.
Sendang the mood, Td amiled. “I’'m a better archer than | am a swordsman, Y our Grace.”

That brought alaugh from everyone, for Td, as Champion of the Masters Court, was accounted the
greatest swordsman in the world. Lady Natdlia looked over her shoulder a him, giving him an excuse to
ride forward alittle. “ Are you meking ajest, Sir?” she asked.

Td gsmiled. “In truth, no, n'lady. | have hunted since | was a child, while | only took up the sword
after my fourteenth birthday.”

“Then you mug be the world's greatest archer, dr,” said Baron Eugivney wryly.
Keeping hisamilein place, Td replied, “Hardly, Sr. Elven archers cannot be matched by any man.”

“Elved” said Baron Mikhad. “Legends. My father used to tdl me stories about a great war in my
grandfather’s time, agang invaders from another world. Elves and dwarves figured in it quite
prominently.”

“Well tak asweride,” sad the Duke, urging his horse forward.

Td found himsdf beside Baron Mikhadl, as Baron Eugivney rode forward to flank Lady Nataia “Not
legends, my good dr,” sad Td. “My home is near Ylith, and not too far to the west live those eves of
legend. And to the north, in the city of LaMut, many descendants from that other world now live”

Mikhadl looked a Td as if deciding whether or not the young man was jeding with him. “You're
serious?’



“Yes, Baron,” sad Td. “And those eves boast archers unmatched by any men living” Td didn't
know this from his childhood, but rather from long conversations with Caleb, one of his teachers on
Sorcerer’s Ide; Caeb had lived with the eves in Elvandar, ther home, for a time. He spoke ther
language and damed only one or two men had come close to matching their skill with a bow.

“Wel, then, if you say s0,” conceded Mikhad asif that put a close to the matter. To the Duke he
sad, “Your Grace, what are we hunting today?’

Over his shoulder the Duke said, “ Something specid if luck holds. A report has reached the King that
a wyvern has flown up from Kesh and is nesting in the mountains. If that's true, we have a rare
opportunity before us”

Baron Eugivney blinked in confusion. “A wyvern?’
Mikhadl’ s expresson dso revedled uncertainty. “I’'m not sure—"
Td sad, “Smdl dragon. Very fadt, very mean, and very dangerous . . . but amdl . . . for adragon.”

Lady Natalia glanced from face to face, then amiled with Td a the obvious discomfort exhibited by
the other two men. “Y ou’ ve seen one, Squire?’

“Once” sad Td. “In the mountains when | was a boy.” He neglected to mention those mountains
were close to Olasko.

The Duke looked over his shoulder as they rode out of the palace gate and turned up the high street
that would lead them northward out of the city. “How would you go about hunting one, Squire?’

Td amiled. “1 wouldn't, Your Grace, any more than | would go looking for a forest fire or tidd wave.
But if | mug,, there are two ways.”

“Redly? Say on.”

“Stake out a sheep or deer on a high plateau in plain sght. Have archers nearby and when it lands,
keep shooting until it's dead.”

“Sounds like little sport,” observed the Lady Natalia

“None, redly,” agreed Td. “Mogt of the time, the objective isto kill a marauding predator, protecting
nearby herds, not sport.”

“What's the other way?’ asked the Duke.

“Hnd its lar. Wyverns like shdlow caves or deep overhangs in the rocks. According to my
grandfather—" Td hated himsdf. For the firg time in ages he found himsdf on the verge of dipping out
of character. He forced Tdon of the Siver Hawk down in his mind and continued, “—who heard this
from a Hadati hillman up in the mountains of 'Y abon—wyverns don't like to go deep underground the
way dragons do.”

Baron Mikhad asked, “So you find itslair, then what?’

“Hush it out. Lay nets over the mouth of the cave if you can, some heavy ropes, anything to dow it
when it comes out. Then toss in some flaming brands and have long spears, ten—, twelve-foot stakes,



ready. Impaeit asit comes out and then wait for it to die”
“Has any man taken one with abow?’ asked the Duke.
Td laughed. “Only if he has a couple of dozen other bowmen dong.”
“No vitd spot? No quick kill?” asked Duke Kaspar.

“None that I've ever heard of,” sad Td. Redizing he was beginning to sound like an expert, he
quickly added, “But that doesn’t mean one doesn't exigt, Your Grace. It's just my grandfather was trying
to impress on me how dangerous they were.”

“I think he succeeded admirably,” said Mikhedl.

Tdk continued on the topic of hunting as they rode through the city. In less than an hour, they were
out of the city proper and into ralling foothills dotted with smd| estates and farms.

“After noon,” announced the Duke, “well reach the edges of the Royd Hunting Preserve. The King
has gracioudy permitted us to hunt there.”

That answered Td’s question as to how large game could be situated this close to the city.
“Your Grace,” asked Baron Eugivney, “doesn’t the preserve extend for severa hundred miles?’
“We're not going to hunt dl of it,” said Kaspar with alaugh. “Jugt the interesting bits”

Ther course followed the highway upward. It was the mgor trading route to the northern provinces,
but when it turned westerly, they took a smaler road to the northeast. At midday they paused to take a
med and rest the horses. Td was impressed a how quickly the servants erected a amdl pavilion,
complete with clever falding chairs made of canvas and wood, so tha the Duke and his guests could
rlax in comfort. They paused to dine in a large ralling meadow, with a few dairy cows grazing at the
other end.

Tdk turned to the gossip of the court, for the Duke had been away from Roldem amog as long as
Td, Natdia even longer. Both barons made it clear they saw a potentidly beneficid match in the Duke's
younger sster, and kept ther attentions focused on her. Not only was she clever and beautiful, she was
aso a stepping-stone to power. Olasko might be a samdl duchy compared to the vast expanses found in
the Ides or Kesh, but it was a very influentid one, second in the region only to Roldem.

After the med, Duke Kaspar said, “Wak with me a bit, young Hawkins.”

Td nodded and rose from his seat while the Duke waved the two barons to keep thers. “Sit,
gentlemen. Keep my sster amused, if you will.”

When they were a few yards away from the pavilion, the Duke said, “ So, young Hawkins, have you
given any thought to the offer of employment | made to you after the Tournament of Champions?’

“Intruth, Your Grace, | have. | am very flattered, honored even, but the fact of the matter is | prefer
to be my own man.”

“Interesting,” said the Duke as they reached a stand of trees. “Excuse me a moment, while | relieve
mysdf.”



The Duke unceremonioudy undid the fastening on his breeches and stood with his back to the Squire.
After hefinished, he said, “Now, that iswhat | admire about you, Squire.”

“What, Your Grace?’
“Y our independence.”
1] S r?’

“Look a those two,” he said, pointing over to where the barons were taking with Natalia. “They
hover over my siger asif she were a prize in a fediva tournament. They wish to ingratiate themsealves
with me through my sster. | am surrounded by sycophants and those seeking favor and it is a rare day
when | encounter someone who wishes nothing from me. Those are the men | vaue the mogt, because |
know with certainty that should they serve me, they will do so to ther last breath.” Lowering his voice as
they walked back towards the pavilion, he added, “Those and others like them may find better terms
from other masters attractive at the most inopportune times”

Td laughed. “So | have heard. | mugt admit, while | have distant kin in the court in Krondor, my own
experience with roya politicsislimited. In fact, last night was only my second vist to the paace.”

“You should come to Opardum. While not as grand an edifice as Roldem'’s palace, my own citadd
above the aity is rife with enough palitics to lagt a lifetime Besides, it would do my Sster some good to
spend time with a young man who wasn't trying to convince her of his undying devotion so as to gain a
position in my service.”

Then they walked back to rgoin the others. As they approached the pavilion, the Duke raised his
voice. “Let us again to the chasel”

The servants quickly bound up the pavilion and tied it to the packhorses, while others put the dishes
and food in baskets. Within ten minutes they were mounted again and riding northeast, into deeper
forests.

Td dgnded. He pointed up the tral. The Duke nodded. It was nearing sundown, with perhaps
another hour and a hdf of usable light, and they were falowing a game trall.

Td had been surprised to discover the entire royd game preserve was as its name suggested,
preserved wilderness. No logging had been conducted in this area for generations, though there were
heroic stands of old-growth trees that would yidd timbers for ships and houses should they be harvested.
As a hunter, he appreciated thet the kings of Roldem had been willing to make shipbuilders forest many
miles farther away and haul lumber down the mountains in order to keep this region prigine. He slently
acknowledged the practice was mogt likdy begun in ancient times to ensure that the royd family had
game to et intimes of famine, but whatever the origind motivation, it had left a sunning wilderness within
aday’ s ride from the largest city on the idand kingdom.

They had reached their campsite two hours earlier and a large pavilion had been established, with
severd smdler tents for the guests. The Duke had ingsted on starting the hunt at once, rather than waiting
for morning. Td had agreed tha game often was plentiful near sunset when both predators and prey
sought water. From the lay of the hills Td judged as many as hdf a dozen good-sized streams were likdy
to be in the area. Certainly there were game sgns everywhere. He had aready seen the tracks from a
heart of forest boars, a sow and her young. Haf an hour earlier he had spotted cat prints, mogt likdy a



leopard or catamount from the Sze of the prints, rather than the much larger, black-maned cave lions.

Of ther intended prey, the wyvern, there was no evidence. Asfar as Td was concerned, if they never
saw ahint of the creature, so much the better. There were other ways to die he found preferable to being
devoured while trying to demongtrate his hunting prowess to a bunch of idle nobles.

Duke Kaspar led the hunt, with Td on his right flank. Between them was the Lady Natdia, who held
agmndl bow asif she knew exactly how to use it. The two barons were on the left. A ful company of
guards, servants and trailbreakers were waiting back at camp. A hdf-dozen mounted crossbowmen
were ready to answer any cal for help, though Td's experience told him that with a wild beast, the
matter would usudly be resolved before help could arrive. He just hoped there would be no trouble.
Lingering closer were two servants holding a variety of weapons, induding a heavy crossbow and a pair
of boar-spears.

Td was surprised how quiet the Duke was at the point, and how noisy the two barons were. Both
were very uncomfortable a being on foot, gpparently, though they cdamed to be serious hunters. The
Duke stopped, and sgnded for Td and the others to join him.

He was looking at the ground as they approached. “Now, look &t that,” he said very softly.

Td went to one knee and examined the print. He put hisfinger in the soil and judged the imprint to be
no more than a few minutes old.

He stood up and said, “Bear.”
Baron Mikhad whigtled. “But look at the sze of it
“That's the grandfather of dl bears,” said the Duke.

Td had heard tdes of such bears, but they had been hunted to extinction in his grandfather’s
grandfather’s day. They were the Ja-haro Milaka, or Gray-Muzzled Bears, of his people's legends.
Perhaps limited hunting here in Roldem had kept them dive. To the Duke he said, “I know this breed by
reputation. They are aggressive a the best of times. It's spring, and it's dmogt certain one this big is a
mae, so he will be looking to mate and will not look kindly on anything encroaching his territory.” Td
glanced around. “He's close. There's dill moigure in the depression. The ar would have dried it out in
less than an hour.”

“How big do you judge hm?’ asked the Duke.

“Twelve feet if he's an inch,” sad Td. He motioned towards the servants. “Arrows will only irritate
him. We need heavier weapons.”

“What do you suggest?’
“Did you bring a catapult?’
The Duke amiled. “I've hunted bear before.”

Ignoring protocol, Td said, “As have |, Your Grace, but the largest brown bear you've seen is
nothing compared to the Gray-Muzzled Bear. You can't stop it even with a heavy bolt to the shoulder if
it's charging. With other bears you can drop and play dead and perhaps they’ll get bored after mauling
you a bit and wander off.”



“These creatures will shred you. They can bite aman’'s head off if they are in the mood.”
“Sounds like it's best to retreat at first Sght,” said Baron Eugivney.

“You can't outrun it,” said Td as he started to move towards the servants. “In a short burd, it can run
down a horse from behind and cripple it with a blow to the spine”

The Duke didn't move, while the others started to follow Td. “You're not suggesting | don't hunt this
Ccregture, Squire?’

“No, Your Grace, but | am suggesting a better choice of wegpons.”
The Duke nodded. “Whet, then?’

“l would rather have heavy lances from horseback, or heavy spears, but these boar-spears should
auffice” caled Td over his shoulder.

Duke Olasko took a sngle step towards the others when from behind him there came a roar to shake
the trees. It was alow howl with a strident note, coupled with the grating sound of a piece of wood being
torn in hdf. Td swore nothing living could make such a noise.

He turned for a second while the others froze and saw a massive brown shape explode from the trees
less than ten yards from the Duke. Kaspar spun as if ready to meet a humen attacker, in a crouch, his
bow hdld in hisleft hand, his dagger seeming to fly to hisright.

The Lady Nataia remained motionless but cried, “Do something!”

Td threw asde his bow and with two quick steps yanked the boar-spear from the hands of an
openmouthed servant who looked to be on the verge of fleeing. To the other servant, Td cdled, “Follow
m”

As he ran uphill past the two barons, he shouted, “Didract it!”

The Duke didn’'t move until the animd was dmaost upon him, and at the lagt ingant threw himsdf to the
left. The bear swatted at him with his left paw, propdling him in the direction he was dready heading.
Had it gone the other way, Td knew, the Duke would be dead with a broken spine. And, for dl Td
knew, he was aready.

Kaspar had taken a punishing blow and he was't moving, either unconscious or playing dead. The
bear’s momentum took it on for a few yards farther, then it wheded and turned, ready to charge. The
two barons and Natdia let fly a volley of arrows and two of the three struck the animd. It turned and
howled, giving Td the time he needed to reach the Duke. Td came to stand above him.

Seeing an opponent that wouldn't flee the bear dowed its charge and continued forward a a quick
walk. Td raised the boar-spear high above his head with both hands and shouted as loud as he could, an
inarticulate approximation of an animad’s howl.

The bear pulled up just a few feet away and reared on its hind legs. It roared a chdlenge, and Td
ducked low, thruging the boar-spear under the animd’s breastbone. The bear howled, stepping back.
Once more Ta ducked under and thrust. The broad-headed blade cut deep into the musde and blood
flowed, stresking the beast’ s brown fur. Howling in pain, the bear retreated once again, but Td followed,
continuing to duck and thrugt into the same spot below the breastbone.



Soon blood gushed like a river down the animd’s torso, poaling in the ground at its feet. The huge
creature waved its paws, and again Td thrust home with the boar-spear.

Td logt count, but after close to a dozen cuts, the animd staggered backwards, and fdl on his left
sde Td didn’'t wait, but reached down and grabbed the Duke, gripping hisright upper am and dragging
him downhill. Kaspar said, weekly, “I can get up, Squire.”

Td helped Kaspar to his feet. The Duke seemed dightly dazed, but otherwise unhurt, though he was
moving dowly. “I'll be feding that blow to the ribs for a week with each breath | take.”

“Areyou dl right?” Natdia cried, ariving & arun.
The two barons approached, bowsin hand, and Mikhad said, “I’'ve never seen anything likeit.”
Kaspar sad, “How did you do that, Squire?’

“My grandfather,” sad Td. “He told me once of a boyhood hunt. The grest bear rears up to
chdlenge. It is the only way to kill one, he said. If you run, helll take you down from behind, but if you
gand and threaten him, the bear will rise on his hind legs. Then, said my grandfather, you mugt drike
upward, just below the breastbone, hard and fast, for there is a great artery under his heart and if you can
nick that with a deep thrust of a spear he will quickly lose consciousness and bleed to death indde” He
looked over to where the now-comatose bear lay bleeding out, and said, “Apparently, Grandfather was
right.”

“Your grandfather mugt have been an amazing hunter,” observed Baron Mikhad quietly.

For an indant emotions threatened to overwhem Td as the image of his grandfather, Laughter In His
Eyes, came to him, ailing as he dways did. Td forced that memory aside, usng every mentd discipline
he had been taught at Sorcerer’s Ide to keep composed. He sad softly, “He was that.”

“Wel, Squire,” said the Duke, wobbly enough to dlow Baron Eugivney to help him down the hill, “I
owe you my life What can | do to repay that?’

Td suddenly redlized that without thought, he had just saved the life of the man he had sworn to kill,
but Kaspar read his confuson as modesty. “Come. Let’s go back to camp and ret, and we ll talk about
it”

“Veay wdl, Your Grace,” sad Td. For a moment the irony of the Stuation came down on him in ful
force and he was caught hdfway between wanting to laugh adoud and wanting to curse.

He took a glance back at the dying bear, then shouldered the spear and followed the Duke.

That evening, the Duke lounged in one of the chairs with his feet propped up on cushions, nurang his
injured ribs. Td was amazed & how much srength the man possessed. In his prime, Kaspar was a
powerful man with the shoulders of a wrestler or dock worker, and arms knotted thick with muscle.
When the servants had removed his shirt, reveding the huge blackening area from the deep bruise dedlt
hm by the bear, Td saw there was very little fat on the man. In open-handed combat, he would be
extremey dangerous.

He was as0 tough; every breeth had to be atrid, for Td suspected the Duke had cracked ribs, yet he



lay back comfortably, chuckling a one or another remark during the evening med, one arm draped over
the back of the chair for support, the other holding a cup of wine.

He ate little, but he consumed a prodigious amount of wine. Td’s opinion was that the wine would
hdp the Duke deep soundly. At the end of the evening, he directed a quetion at Td: “So, Squire, have
you given any thought to what reward | can offer to set right my debt to you?’

Td lowered his head alitile as if embarrassed and said, “Truth to tel, Your Grace, | acted without a
lot of thought. | was attempting to save my own life as much as yours.” He tried to look modest.

“Come now. That may be, but the effect is the same. You saved my life What can | do to repay
this?’

Td amiled. “1 am currently in need of little, Sir. But | assume a some point in the future things may not
be as sanguine for me as they are today. Should | fal upon hard times, then perhaps | might redeem your
favor?’

“Fair enough. Though | suspect amean of your resources should make hisway through life without too
much difficulty.” He stood up dowly. “Each of you has a tent prepared and a servant to provide for your
comfort. Now, | mugt bid you good night and come morning I'll see how | fed. | would hate to shorten
our hunt, but | fear | am in no manner of form able to confront a dragon, even a amdl one” The others
laughed. “ So, | suspect we shdl be back at the palace this time tomorrow. Sleep wel.”

He departed and after a moment, Td excused himsdlf, leaving the two barons done to contest for the
Lady Natalia s attentions. He found the ‘tent’ put aside for him was another smdl pavilion, large enough
for Td to stand in and disrobe with the help of a servant. The serving man took Ta’s dothing and said,
“These will be cleaned and ready for you in the morning, Squire.”

Td sat inthe middle of a pile of cushions, upon which a pair of thick quilts had been placed. On top of
thet lay a satin comforter, far more than he needed.

Bregthing deep the mountain ar, he ignored the hints of conversation that carried from the man
pavilion as Eugivney and Mikhad tried to amuse Natdia and turned his mind to the odd events of the
day. The bear had come so quickly he had reacted like a hunter, without thought, grabbing the best
weapon a hand, and charging draight at the beast. He could have just as essly taken a bow and
peppered the anima with usdless arrows until it had finished mauling Kaspar to death. Then he would
have only one man—Captain Quint Havrevulen—to kill, and his people would have been avenged.

Td had endured enough mental exercises with the magicians at Sorcerer’s Ide to know the futility of
agonizing over why things had transpired as they had. What could have happened . . . did, as Nakor
used to say. Obvioudy, there was to be no smple solution to the problem that lay before Td. But one
thing now fdt clear; watching Kaspar die would have afforded him no joy. He found he didn't hate the
men. He was wary of him, as he would be of any wild and dangerous creature. But he somehow couldn’t
reconcile the charming host with whom he enjoyed a goblet of wine with the caculaing murderer who
ordered the death of an entire nation. Something here didn’t jibe and Td wondered what it could be.

Another hand was in the mix, he suspected. The magidan Leso Varen was sad to have greet
influence over Kaspar, and Td wondered if he might not have been the architect of the Orosni’s
destruction.

When Td emerged from his reverie, he redized the camp had grown quiet. The Lady Natdia must
have bid her suitors good night. He dso redized he was 4ill very much awake and that deep would



come hard for imif he didn’t relax. He was stting nude upon the comforter, so he crossed his legs and
put his pams down on his knees. He closed his eyes and began a meditation to cam the mind.

Time dilled and he fdt his heart rate dow and his breaething deepen. He was nearly adeep when he fdt
the tent flap open.

Before he could move a shadowy figure took one quick step from the opening and grabbed him by
the throat. As he came fully dert he amdled soft perfume and heard a whisper in his ear. “How sweet.
You waited up for me” Then hefdt Natdia s lips press hard on his as she pushed him over on his back,
and pressed him down upon the pillows. He blinked and in the gloom saw her beautiful face inches from
his as she quickly unfastened her degping robe and cast it aside. Playfully dipping one hand down to his
somach, she said, “My brother may not be able to think of a way to thank you for saving his life. But |
have saverd idess”

Then she lowered her head and kissed him again.



CHAPTER FOUR

Choice

Td sat down.

He sank heavily into the cushions of the divan while regarding the figure sanding quietly in the corner.
“Pasko has run Amdfi down to the market on a pointless errand before the market closes, so we're done
for afew minutes” he said, rasing a cup of wine. “Join me?’

Thetdl figure stepped out of the corner, and removed his hat. Long white har fdl to his shoulders as
pae blue eyes regarded Td. “I won't be here long. Father’s sent me with a message and a few
questions.”

“At leat 5t down, Magnus.”

“I'll gand,” said the young magician. For awhile Magnus had taught Td alittle about magic and logic,
but of dl of those who had taught Td, Magnus was the one with whom he fdt the least kinship. Td
thought it ironic, as Caleb, Magnus's younger brother, was the only man in the Conclave with whom Td
fdt any sense of brotherhood. Both were hunters, both non-magic-users in a culture of magicians, both
uncble to understand much of what they saw around them every day. Of dl those who served the
Conclave, only Miranda, Magnus s mother, was more of a stranger to Tdl.

Td said, “Forgive me, but | had a taxing day and night. I've had amost no degp and my wits have
fled”

Magnus smiled. “Your heroics with the bear and with the Lady Natalia, | gather?’

“You've heard?’” Td sat up, shocked. He had been back in the city less than an hour before departing
the palace, which had been less than an hour ago. Which meant rumor would have had to have spread in
record time. His eyes narrowed. “You couldn’'t have heard. You saw!”

“Yes, | was watching.”

Td didn't hide his displeasure. It was the second time Magnus had secretly watched Td. “I can
amaos understand you wishing to observe my fight with Raven, but why a smple hunt?’

“Because nathing invalving Kaspar of Olasko issmple. Father asked me to ensure you were wel on
your way to ingratiaing yoursalf with Kaspar and between the rescue from the bear and your conquest of
hissdter, it appears things are wel in hand. Besides, it will be the lagt time | spy on you.”

“WW?i
Magnus held his broad-brimmed hat in both hands. “First the questions. Are you ready to take service



with Kaspar?’
“Almog, but not quite”
“Soon, then?’
“Yes, soon.”
“Has ether the Duke or his Sster mentioned the man Leso Varen to you?’
“No. | would have taken note.”

“Father's last question: do you have any idea why Kaspar seeks to put troops on the border of the
Kingdom of the Ides, hundreds of miles from any sgnificant objective?’

“Not even a hint.”
“Now, a question from me why did you save Kaspar from that bear?’

Td shook his head and sipped hiswine. “To tdl you the truth, | had no idea a thetime. | just reacted.
But after dwdling onit, | decided it must be the gods tdling me something.”

“What?’

“It's not enough to see Kaspar die. At the very least he must know why heis dying, but even more . .

“What?’

“l want to see him humbled. I want to watch as he redizes that everything he's done, every murderous
order given, every treacherous decison, has come to naught.”

Magnus was quiet for a moment, then said, “Killing him will be far easer than reducing him to such a
Sate.”

“Sill, that ismy god.”

“Your god,” said Magnus, “if I may remind you, is to firg discover why he desires a war with the
Kingdom. Every shred of intdligence we have tdls us you are correct in your surmise Kaspar has some
med design on forging an dliance among the Eastern Kingdoms so he may launch a strike againg the
|des”

“And | emphagize the word “mad” for none of what he has accomplished so far reveds a hint of
snity.”

Td nodded. “Yet | would wager my life that Kaspar is anything but mad. Devious, murderous,
charming, even amudng; but he is as sane as any man. His choices may appear pointless, but there is
aways a desgn behind them.” He leaned forward and put his wine cup on the table. “Now, Pasko and
Amdi will return soon, so we mugt be done with this quickly.”

“Then to the message. This from my father. You are to be detached.”

“Exactly what does that mean?’



“It means no one will be caling on you at any time, Td.” Magnus adjusted his hat. “When you decide
to take Kaspar up on his offer and enter his service, find an excuse to discharge Pasko. | leave it up to
you as to what you do with this Améfi felow. But you are oath-bound to never mention your connection
to the Conclave to him, or even hint of the Conclave' s exigence.”

“From now on, we will have no further contact with you until you seek us out. If you are in the north,
find away to send a message to Kendrick’s or go there yoursdf. In Rillanon, seek out an inn caled the
Golden Sunrise, and you've dready been to the Cask and Vine in Salador. Should you find yoursdf in
Krondor, you dready know the Admird Trask. Here, see the night barman a Molkonski’'s Inn. We
don't have any agents in Opardum, more's the pity, but if you can get a message up to the Anvil and
Tong, in the town of Karesh' kaar in Bardac's Holdfast, it'll get to us”

Td laughed. “Aredl your agents ensconced in inns and taverns?’

Magnus amiled. “No, but we find inns and taverns to be ussful places to collect information. Devise a
way to get a message to any of those locations, addressed to the Squire of Forest Deep, and it will reach
us. Use the code phraseif you can. There are other innsin other cities, and Pasko can see you have a full
lig before you part company.”

“Why am | to do without him?’

“Two . . . no, three reasons. Firgt, with each additiond agent of the Conclave who gets near Leso
Varen, therisk to usis multiplied. Mother has Lady Rowena as close to Kaspar as a woman can get—I
assumein the vain hope Kaspar might let something dip among the pillow talk—and with you there, our
vulnerability increases; Pasko adds nothing of use to us, but increases the hazard.”

“Second, we have other tasks for Pasko.”

“And lagtly, he works for the Conclave, not Squire Hawkins of Ylith, no matter what you have come
to bieve”

“Point taken.”

“Now, | must make this clear: no matter what opportunity you have to revenge yoursdf on Kaspar, he
isonly part of the problem; find out what you may of Leso Varen. He is the true danger in this. Findly, if
you are found out, we will see you dead before risking the security of the Conclave. Is that clear?’

“ Abundantly.”

“Good. So, don't get killed, or a least try to do something ussful before you do. If you get into
trouble, we can’'t and won't fetch you out.”

Suddenly he was gone. There was a dight intake of ar where Magnus had stood and the room went
glent.

Td reached out and took his wine cup and muttered, “I hate that he dways has to have the last
word.”



Td awoke feding a little disoriented. He had only had one cup of wine the night before, during his
conversation with Magnus. The day had been uneventful, a somewhat leisurdy ride down the mountain
and through the city to the palace. But he hadn’t dept wel, and wondered if his restless night was due to
the choice that now confronted him.

Kaspar was in his debt; so how was Td to take service with him and not look overly anxious? His
idea of killing Prince Matthew and having Kaspar intercede to protect him now seemed eminently
plausble Magnus was correct: Td’'s datus as Champion of the Masters Court gained him many
privileges, but what were the obligations? Td pondered that for a moment.

He knew he could manipulate any number of socid Stuations where Prince Matthew would be forced
to cal him out for a dud. Someone would insg it be to firg blood and Td could ‘accidentaly’ kill him;
unfortunate, but these things happen. Ironically, Td consdered, they happen to me a lot, actually. No,
that wouldn't do, for a dud would be about honor and while the King might never again dlow him in the

paace. ..

A brawl perhaps? Matthew had an appetite for some of the seedier borddlos and gaming hdls in the
cty. He went ‘in disguise’ despite the fact everyone knew him and he used his postion to great
advantage.

Td discarded the idea; not public enough.

There was no easy way to kill imin such away as to land in that magic place between being forgiven
and being beheaded. And even if he did land in that magica place, and Kaspar interceded on his behdf,
that would settle Kaspar's debt. Td liked having that debt.

No, he decided as he arose, he wouldn't kill Prince Matthew.

Ancther idea came to him. He sat back and thought about it, and decided he had not considered his
own role closaly enough. There might just be a way to make himsdf persona non grata in Roldem. He
could keep himsdf off the headsman’s block yet ssemingly have no socid future left in Roldem. At which
point it would seem asiif he had no choice to but take service with the Duke.

“Pasko,” he cdled and a moment later Amafi entered the room. “Magnificence, may | serve?’ he
asked in the language of the Ides.

“Where' s Pasko?’ he asked, mationing for his trousers.

The former assassin handed them to Td. “He went to the morning market, Magnificence, shopping for
food. What may | do for you?’

Td conddered this and then said, “I guess now is as good a time as any for you to learn to be a
vaet”

“Vde? Magnificence, | do not know the word.”

Td had forgotten he was spesking Roldemish, a language in which Améai could bardly keep up. “lI
cameriere personale,” said Td in the Quegan language.

“Ah, amansarvant,” said Amdi in the King's Tongue, as the language of the Ides was known. “1 have



spent some time among men of breeding, Magnificence, so it will be of little matter to learn your needs.
But what of Pasko?’

“Pasko will be leaving us soon, I'm afrad.” Ta sat and pulled on his boots. “It’'s a family matter, and
he mug return to his father’s sde up north in Latagore.”

Amdi didn't ask for any details. He just said, “Then | shdl endeavor to match him in caring for your
comfort.”

“We dill need to work on your Roldemish,” said Td, fdling back into that language. “I'm for the
Masters Court. Wait here for Pasko, then tdl him to begin to acquaint you with my routines. He will
explan as he goes. Become like his shadow for awhile and observe. Ask questionsif they do not disturb
me or any in my company, otherwise keep them until the two of you are done.”

“Tdl hm to mest me a Remargas a midday and bring fresh dothing. Then | will dine a . . .
Bddwin's, outsde dong the Grand Cand, then some afternoon cards a Depanov's. I'll return here to
change into something more appropriate for supper.”

“Yes, Magnificence”

Td put on the same shirt he had worn the day before, and threw a casud jacket across one shoulder
as he grabbed his sword. “Now, find something to do until Pasko gets back and I'll see the two of you a

“Yes, Magnificence” Amdi repeated.

Td |eft the apartment and hurried down the stairs. He fastened his sword around his waist and kept
the jacket over his shoulder. It was awarm day and he had elected to forgo a hat. As he worked his way
dong the dreets to the Masters Court, he pondered just how much damage he could do to a royd
without getting himsdlf into too much trouble.

The morning sun, a warm breeze off the ocean, the memory of the Lady Natdia's enthusadtic
lovemaking—all combined to put Td into a wonderful frame of mind. By the time he reached the
Masters Court he had a plan as to how to humiliate a royd without getting hung, and had convinced
himsdf it might even turn out to be fun.

A week later, the gdlery wasful as Td walked onto the floor of the Masters Court. With the return
of the Greatest Swordsman in the World, observing practices and bouts had become the favored pasime
of a large number of young women in the capital. Many noble daughters and a sgnificant number of
young wives found reason to take pause during ther day’s shopping to indulge their newfound interest in
the sword.

He had been practicing every day for a week since returning from the hunt, and waiting for his
opportunity to confront Prince Matthew. He had findly redized the Prince was waiting until he departed
to appear a Masters Court every second day. Td judged thet the vain prince didn’'t wish to share the
atention of those at the Masters' Court with the Champion. So this day, Td began his practice sessons
inthe late afternoon, rather than the morning, as was his habit.

Td was sduted by every member on the floor, induding the indructors, in recognition of his
achievement. Today Vassly Turkov was acting as Master of the Floor, head ingtructor, and arbiter of



any dispute. Other ingtructors worked with students in dl corners of the massive hdl, but the Master of
the Floor supervised the bouts at the center.

The floor of the court was of inlad wood, arranged in a complex pattern that after a brief study
reveded itdf to be a clever series of boundaries between various practice areas. The floor was
surrounded by massive columns of hand-polished wood supporting the ornate high celling. Td glanced up
and saw that the cdling had been repainted, white with gold leef over embossed garlands and wreeths
which surrounded large skylights. Galeries ran dong one wall between the columns, while the other wall
boasted floor-to-ceiling windows, keeping the entire hall brilliantly lit.

Vasdly came and took Td’s hand. “When you didn’t appear this morning, | thought perhaps you'd
gven yoursdf a day of rest, Squire” He glanced a the crowded gdlery and said, “If this continues, we
may have to put up those temporary seats agan.” During the Masters Champion Tournament,
temporary segting had been erected in front of the windows, to accommodate as many onlookers as

possble.
Td amiled. “1 just came to practice, Master.”

The older man amiled and nodded. “Then | shdl find you an opponent.” He saw severd young men
lingering nearby, eager to cross swords with the Champion of the Masters Court. He beckoned one of
them: “Anatali, you are firg!”

Td had no idea who the young man was, but the youth approached without hestation. He bowed to
the Master, then bowed to Td. Master Vassly cried out, “Rapiers! Three points to the victor!”

Both men wore heavily-padded jackets that covered them from neck to groin, over leggings and
leather-soled dippers. Each donned a basket mesh hdmet that dlowed ar and vison, but protected the
entire head from injury. They advanced and faced one another.

The Master came to stand between them, holding out his sword. Each combatant raised his own
weapon, touched it to the Master’s and held it in place. Then the Master pulled his weapon away and the
contest began.

Td had been duding during his nearly year-long stay in Salador. The Court of Blades was no match
for the Masters Court in terms of the number of qudity opponents, but there were enough good
swordsmen there to keep Td sharp.

He had needed the time, for on Sorcerer’s Ide there was only Caleb to spar with, and he had been
absent a great ded of the time, out on one misson or ancther for his parents. And while he was the best
hunter and archer Td knew, Caeb’s blade-work Ieft room for improvement.

Before then, Ta had been with mercenaries, and most of the niceties of the duding floor were logt on
them. They were not looking to perfect swordcraft as an art, but rather as a means of survivd, and Td
was farly certain the Magters of the Court would look dimly upon his usng kicks to the groin, eye
gouging, and ear hiting as part of his sparring regime. Td redized that many of the young men who would
spend years of their lives herein the Masters Court would never have to use their blades in anger. Such
was the life of a young noble in the dvilized bosom of Roldem.

Young Anatoli was quickly dispatched, for he was sound a basic swordsmanship but lacked any
particular gift. Three other young men were adso quickly disposed of, and Td eected to leave the floor.

Rather than heading straight for the changing room, he went to a table a the end of the hdl which was



laden with refreshments. A crystd bowl stood in the center, filled with water and floating dices of lemons.
Td had come to appreciate the drink after getting used to its tartness. Fresh fruit, cheeses, breads,
pastries and smoked mests rested on trays. Bottles of de and wine were aso there for those who had
finished with the day’ s practices. Td took a cup of lemon water from a servant, then picked up a dice of
gople to nibble on while he surveyed the room.

One of the court's many servants stood next to Td, busly restocking each dish so that the
presentation aways looked fresh.

He cdculated the expense and considered how codtly it must be to operate the Masters Court. Any
nobleman was free to use the court for the furtherance of the art of the blade. Commoners with gold
could useit for a not-inconsderable fee, and many chose to do so, for palitica reasons. Otherwise, the
entire cost of operating this pdatia undertaking was borne by the Crown.

For an idle moment, Td wondered just how much wedth King Carol commanded. He cdled up from
memory a book he had read on the life of the Krondorian trader Rupert Avery, and reconsidered how
exaggeraed the various sums mentioned by the sdf-aggrandizing fdlow redly were. Stting done in his
little hut on Sorcerer’s Ide, Tdon of the Silver Hawk had thought those figures must have been inflated to
bolster the author’s daim of importance in the history of the Kingdom. But now that he considered how
vad the palace of Roldem was, and just the cost of operating this court done, not to mention the funding
of Roldem’s navy, Td redized just how naive Tdon had been. From somewhere in his memory came the
phrase, “1t's good to be king,” and despite not being able to remember which of his teachers had uttered
it, Tdon was indined to agree.

For a brief ingant he thought he was on the edge of understanding Duke Kaspar’s greed for power.

Then he saw another large party enter the floor and without needing a second glance, he knew Prince
Matthew had arrived. Td reconsidered his plan again, as he had countless times since he had dreamed it
up the week before. Fresh from his heroics in saving the Duke and with the King's approva he now
stood the best chance of making it work without ending up on the headsman’s block, or being discreetly
dumped into the harbor.

Spping on his drink, he ambled to where the Prince stood surrounded by his entourage. Prince
Matthew was a vain man, despite the fact that by the age of thirty he had accumulated an ample girth
around an otherwise dender figure It gave the comic effect of a large reptile trying to digest an even
larger ball. Still, the Prince heraicdly attempted to mask the result of his excesses by employing a jacket
that was cinched tight around the middle and padded across the shoulders. He wore his har short,
heavily oiled, and combed forward to disguise his rapidly-retregting harling, and affected a thin
moustache that mugt take hours to trim each day, thought Taon. He aso carried an ornate little viewing
glass, athing of light purple quartz imported from Queg through which he would peer a things asif the
glass somehow gave him a better leve of detall.

Td waited a short distance away until he was noticed, then bowed.

The Prince sad, “Ah, Squire. Good to see you back. Sorry | missed you a the gda, but | was
indigposed.”

The rumor in the palace had been that the Prince had consumed so much wine the night before
Kaspar’ s welcoming gda he dared not step more than a dozen paces from the garderobe in his quarters
lest hisirritated bowels rebe unexpectedly. “My loss, Highness. It's good to see you recovered.”



“Have you dueled?’ asked the Prince.
“I just finished, Highness”
“Ah, apity. | had hoped for some decent competition today.”

The Prince was an indifferent fencer, but for reasons paliticd, he rardy logt a bout. Td had no doubt
he had waited in the nearby changing rooms, under the soothing hands of a masseuse, waiting for word of
Td’s sessons being over. “That's no trouble, Highness. | haven't left the floor yet, so | would be happy
to accommodate you should you wish a bit of a chdlenge”

Severd of the Prince’s party exchanged glances. On his best day the Prince would be no meatch for
Td on hisworgt, and few thought the Champion of the Masters Court likdy to dlow a victory to the
Prince, given that Td had never logt a bout and if he continued to win until the next Masters  Court
Tournament he would be the undisputed master of dl time.

Prince Matthew forced aamile “Again, a pity. I’ ve dready booked my opponents.”

Three young fencers stood nearby, one of them being the youth, Anatoli. He beamed as he stepped
forward and said, “Highness, | would gladly surrender my place to dlow the Champion to accommodate
yw.”

If looks could kill, Anatoli would have been indantly reduced to smoking debris. Instead, the Prince
sad, “How kind, young gr. | shdl be sure to remember.”

Td tried to suppress a grin. “Why don't you begin with the other two, Highness, while | finih my
lemon water? When you' re finished with them, I’ll be delighted to be your last opponent.”

The Prince amiled, for a least Td offered hm a way to save face. He would win his firg two bouts,
after which being defeated by the Champion would be no shame. And, who knows, perhaps the
Champion might seek to curry favor by dlowing a drav—certainly he had done so before.

Td wandered back to the buffet and helped himsdf to another piece of apple. The Prince quickly
disposed of both his opponents who contrived to losein an dmaost convinang fashion.

Td put down his cup of water and returned to the floor. “Congratulations, Highness. You bardy
broke a sweat.” In fact the Prince was puffing like an old horse that had been run uphill dl day.

“Kindof you . . . tosay that . . . Squire”
“Let's say to seven? That will give us both a good workout.”

Master Vassly glanced a Td with narrowed eyes. To seven meant best of seven touches. The usud
meatch was to three touches. Td would win without difficulty, but would have to score on the Prince four
touches ingead of the usud two out of three. The Prince was caught exactly where Td wanted him,
unwilling to decline. He said, “Of course.”

Then Td said, “And if you would be so gracious, we've dready both matched with rapiers. 1 could
use some practice with a heavier weapon. Sabers? Or longswords, perhaps?’

Everyone within hearing range fdl slent. Prince Matthew was indifferent with the rapier, but it was his
best weapon. The heavy cavary blade required quick, powerful attacks, and the infantry sword required



gamina The Prince elected the lesser of two evils. * Sabers, then, Squire.”

Td motioned for one of the floor daff to hand him his hdmet and sword, while another attendant
brought the Prince a practice saber. Master Vassly approached and whispered, “What do you think
you're doing, Squire?’

“| just thought it about time someone took some of the wind out of thet pompous fool’s salls, Master
Vassly.”

The Magter of the Floor stood dumbfounded. His entire experience with Squire Hawkins had led him
to beieve him a young man of exceptiond socid adroitness. He could charm nearly every woman he met
and most men wanted to be his friend. Yet here he stood ready to humiliate a royd prince. “H€e's the
King's cousn, Squire!” hissed Vassly.

“Thefact of which the swine makes sure we never forget,” said Td, trying to sound venomous. “Let's
get onwith it.”

From the moment they took their places, Ta knew he could have his way with the Prince, injure him,
or even kill im if he wanted. Despite the padding and the hdmet, a saber—even a practice saber with a
blunted edge—could wreak great harm in the hands of a master, and no man was more of a magter than
Td.

Reductantly, Vassly took his place and raised his weapon. “Places!”

Both men approached and touched blades, and when Vassly ordered, “Begin!” the Prince attempted
aquick but feeble overhand srike.

Td knocked it asde effortlesdy. The Prince was dready overbalanced and Td should have without
hestation riposted with a drike to the shoulder or exposed sde of the body for the point. Instead he
retreated a step. “Why don’t you try that again, Highness?” he said in a voice that merdly hinted a
mockery. It was dmogt asif he was turning a practice dud into a lesson.

Td took his pogition, saber down at his Sde, waiting, while the Prince retreated and approached with
hissword at the ready. The Prince tried the same move, even more dumgly then before, and Td eesly
blocked to the side. Prince Matthew overbaanced and was open to any number of light taps that would
win Ta the match, but at the last ingtant, Td dashed hard with a punishing blow to the ribs, hard enough
to bring an audible grunt of pain from the Prince.

“Score, Squire Hawkind” announced Vasdly, as he looked a Td with an expresson hdfway
between a question and outrage.

With a gasp, Prince Matthew pulled himsdf upright, hisleft hand across his ssomach, dutching hisribs.
Affecting concern, Td asked, “I trust | didn’t hurt you, Highness?’

For an ingant Td wondered if the Prince was going to be sick, for his voice sounded as if he were
svdlowing between words. “No ... I'm. . .fine. .. Squire”

Brightly, Td suggested, “Let’ s try another.”

For amoment it appeared asif the Prince might decline, but instead he returned to his position and Td
sad, “Be careful not to overextend, Highness”



With barely-concedled anger, Master Vassily approached. There was nothing he could do, redly. As
Master of the Floor he could hdt any match for any reason, and over the years he had stopped severd
meatches in which an advanced student was bullying a novice. But thiswas a royd prince of the House of
Roldem and to hdt this bout because Td was punishing him would only humiligte the Crown.

Td scored two more brutd touches, and by the time the Prince approached the line, Master Vassly
whispered, “ Squire, thisis more than enough!”

“If His Highness wishes to retire, | will not object,” Td said with as much contempt as he could
manage in histone. He let his voice carry just enough that dl those nearby could overhear.

Prince Matthew was a proud man, even if that pride was founded in vanity rather than achievement.
He seemed to be choking back tears when he said, “I'm not going to quit.”

Brightly, Td said, “Wel said, Highness. Let’ s give the gdlery something to remember, shal we?’

When Vassly indructed them to start, Prince Matthew held his ground, waiting for Td to make the
firda move. Td feinted and the Prince reacted. In quick order, Td knocked the Prince' s saber from his
hand, then dipped the point of his saber under his hdmet, flipping it off his head. Then he stepped past
the Prince and administered as hard a blow across the buttocks as he could. The crowd’s reaction was
ingtantaneous. Gasps of astonishment were mixed with catcals and jeers. The blow was o0 hard that
Prince Matthew fdl forward to his knees, hand stretched out before him. His face was flushed, and his
eyes swallen from the tears of pain he had shed from the previous blows. But the last strike had reduced
himto crying, and despite his best efforts, he could not hep himsdlf.

Courtiers rushed forward and helped the humiliated prince to his feet. Td turned his back and walked
away, another breach of decorum. In the gdlery, severd young women who had come to the Masters
Court in the hope of catching Td’s eye rose up and departed, contempt in their eyes as they regarded
him.

Master Vassly hurried over and said, “Are you totaly bereft of reason?’
Smiling at the Prince, Td answered, “ Quite the opposite, redly, Master Vassly.”

In low, warning tones, Vassly sad, “If | were you, Squire, I'd consder a voyage somewhere very
soon. Champion of the Masters Court or not, you've jus made a very dangerous enemy. The Prince
may be many things, but forgiving is not one of them.”

Td locked eyes across the room with Prince Matthew and saw that through the tears of anger and
humiliation, barely-checked rage was directed a him. “Yes, | believe you're right,” said Td. He let the
mockery in his voice sound as he dlowed his words to carry to those nearby. “But judging from this
afternoon’s bout, he' s redly not dl that dangerous.”

Unable to think of another thing to say, the Master of the Floor turned and left him. Td walked to a
distant corner where Pasko and Amdfi waited. Pasko understood what had taken place, but Amafi said,
“Magnificence, are you indined to suicide?’

“No, not redly. Why?’

“For the Prince now wants you dead.” With a bright amile, he added, “And he does have enough gold
thet | would at least consider betraying you.”



Td laughed, again loudly enough for those nearby to think that he was enjoying the moment. “Then
don't betray me, and I'll consider increasing your pay.”

“Yes, Magnificence”

Asthey headed to the changing room, Pasko whispered, “Be careful. Even before the bout was over,
Matthew’ s agents were leaving the building with word of his humbling. Y ou’' ve made a powerful enemy.”

Td let out his breath dowly, as if rdeasing the tenson he had fdt ingde. “Then, | think it's time to
seek out a powerful friend.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Service

Kaspar smiled.

“So, young Hawkins, 1 see you've managed to create a decidedly uncomfortable postion for
yoursdlf.” Duke Kaspar sat back in alarge chair, mationing for his servant tofill a pair of wine cups on a
round table in aroom that was part of alarge gpartment given to him by the King to use on hisvist.

Amdi stood just outside the door in his role of manservant, while Pasko was back at the gpartment
meking ready for his departure. The story of a 9ck father was acceptable to him and he had dready
purchased passage on a ship bound for Prandur's Gate, where he would find another ship to Coastal
Watch, then by wagon to Kendrick’s. He would be gone within the week.

Td had sent the Duke a message the day before requesting an audience, and the next moming a
palace page had delivered the reply. Td was invited for a late-afternoon mesting, but advised to use one
of the palace' s servants entrances rather than the main gate, for obvious reasons.

Kaspar lounged in a brocade-trimmed tunic that buttoned up to the neck, a fashion Td had not seen;
it must be something worn in Olasko, he thought. “I judged you to be a young man of uncommon sense
and cam judgment. What caused you to do such an uncharacterigtic thing?’

Td picked up his cup, and sniffed the wine out of habit. He sipped, then said, “Ah, this mugt be the
new vintage from Krushwin in Ravenswood!”

Kaspar's eyebrows raised and he said, “Y ou know your wine, Tawin. Yes, it arrived last month, and
the King was kind enough to have a few bottles waiting here when | arrived. Now, answer the question.”

Thelast was as pointed a command as Kaspar had ever directed a Td.
Td tried to look sheepish. “Prince Matthew is a boor.”
“True, but that hardly makes him unique among nobles here in Roldem. Why humiliate him in public?’

“Because | couldn't kill im and avoid the headsman, | suppose,” said Td, taking a Sp of wine to give
hm pause. “Had he not been aroyd | would have caled him out on a matter of honor.”

“Oh?’ said the Duke, his brows rigng again. “Whaose honor? Certainly not yours? You seem to be a
pragmétic sort, not one given to overblown principles”

Redlizing he hadn’t thought this through as thoroughly as he should, Td said, “A lady’s honor, sr.”

“You'rein dispute with Prince Matthew over alady?’



Td knew this wouldn't undergo close scrutiny if he strayed too far from a plausble story, so he
improvised. “Not in disoute, but rather in defense. The lady in question is a widow and the Prince has
been . . . too enthusadtic over pressing his attentions on her.”

“Ah, then it would be Lady Gavorkin,” said Kaspar with a chuckle. “1 have sources for gossip here as
wdl asinmy own court.”

Td shrugged. “The lady and | have been close. While | have no interest in marriage, she is looking for
anew husband should circumstances permit, for aready the Crown is considering taking away some of
her estates and she fears the loss of revenue.”

Kaspar waved away further comment. “I know her Stuation. Had Matthew been seen in public with
her, other interested noble sons would avoid her. | understand.”

Td wasn't certain if Kaspar believed the story or not. All Td had go on was one remark Lady
Gavorkin had made when he had come to cdl upon her one afternoon: that she found the Prince

repdlent.
“Sill,” asked Kaspar with another chuckle, “did you have to make him cry like a child in public?’
“Better than killing him,” offered Td.

“Perhaps not,” Kaspar said, “You have made a very bad enemy, because Maithew has no shred of
forgivenessin his nature. He is the only member of the King's close family who would use his power to
avenge a persond dight. Even now there may be a bounty on your head. I'd watch your back for
assassins, young Hawkins.”

“That’'swhy I’ ve come to you.”

“With the King | might have some influence, and | am in your debt. But with Matthew . . .” He spread
his hands and shrugged.

“Matthew wouldn’t dare attack me directly if | were in your service, Your Grace. | have decided to
take you up on your offer of employment.”

Kaspar sat back. “1 understand the cause, but it seems a sudden reversd, to be blunt.”

“I weighed your offer before, Your Grace, and serioudy considered it. | had hoped, however, to be
able to find a pogtion with a trading concern out of Salador, Ran and Bas-Tyra. Perhaps you've met
their locd agent, Quincy de Castle?’

A tiny flicker in Kaspar’s eyes reveded the lie as he said, “Don’t know the man. But why trading?’

Td paused, asif gathering his thoughts. “I’'m a noble only by the thinnest thread, Your Grace. The
head of my family barely knows | exig, for | am athird cousin, once removed.” He lowered his voice. “I
only hold the title “Squire’ by a deft manipulaion of a locd magistrate on my father’'s part, truth to tell.
And the lands that come with that title provide no income” Returning to a normd tone, he said, “To
advance, | need two things wedth and fame. | could ether join the asamy—and truth to tel, | tried that
for alitle while, and thrashing goblins in the cold north is no route to either—or | could marry well. But
to marry wdl, | need wedth and fame. A circle, don't you see?’

“l do.”



“So | came east. Here is where palitics and trade give a man opportunity, not out in the west. There
itsdl duty and service, but here a man can find prospects. So, becoming Champion of the Masters
Court gave me fame. And if | could rise finenddly with de Castle and his partners, then would | have
wedth.”

“| appreciate the generd design, Squire, but aren’'t there more direct routes?’

“Nonethat | can see. My best opportunity was Lady Gavorkin, but the Crown would never approve
her marrying a poor country squire from the Ides”

“Egpedidly now,” said Kaspar with a chuckle.

“Yes,” agreed Td with a pained amile. “But even had | restrained mysdf regarding the Prince, | think
my future lies somewhere ese. And now that it appears my prospects in Roldem have diminished . . ”
He shrugged.

“Y ou thought you would ride my coat-tails to greatness,” finished Kaspar.
“Yes, Your Grace.”

“Not an unwise choice” sad Kaspar. “I have a use for cever men—assuming you resst the
temptation to humiliate princes in public in the future. Ther€' s a captaincy for you in Opardum.”

“Ceptaincy?’ Td amiled. “As| sad, I’ ve tried the military life, Your Grace, and found it less than idedl
for my taents”

“It's atitle. If you like, you may continue to cdl yoursdf “squire” for no one will sdlute you and no
onewill have you marching around a parade ground. | have many captains in many capacities, and none
of them wear a uniform.”

“Ah” sad Td, asif he now understood. “You seek an agent.”

“Agent is a good word. Factor is another. Or representative, depending on the need. Whatever the
title, the function will be the same: to serve me with unswerving loydty and vigor. The rewards will be
quite in keeping with the effort.”

Td finished hiswine. “Should | pack?’

“Soon,” said Kaspar. “I linger here another week, then it' s off to Rillanon and a vist with the King of
the Ides, then back to Opardum. You are not offigdly in my service until we reach Opardum. The
reasons for thiswill be made clear to you then.”

“Until then, however, you will be under my protection. | will send a quiet word to Prince Matthew that
| would take it as a persond affront should any ill befal you, and then reassure him that I'm getting you as
far away from Roldem as possible.”

“Perhapsin three years time you might return to defend your championship. It will be awkward, but at
least by then Matthew will have had a chance to reflect.” He paused, then added brightly, “Or maybe by
then someone dse will have killed the posturing fool.”

Kaspar rose, Sgnding that the interview was over. “Return to your quarters and try to stay out of
trouble, Squire.”



“Yes, Your Grace” sad Td.

The Duke left through one door, and Td departed through the other, finding Amafi waiting outsde.
He gestured for his new vaet to fdl in and they left the palace together, this time exiting through the main
gate.

When they were sefdy outside the paace, Amdi asked, “Magnificence, what transpired?’
“We are now in the service of Duke Kaspar of Olasko, Amfi.”

The former assassin grinned, for a moment looking postively lupine. Then he said, “So, now our rise
to greatness begind”

“Yes” sad Td, though ingde he fdt asif it was a descent into darkness that lay before them.

The ship beat againg the ralling combers as a giff breeze hurried it towards the most magnificent aity
Td had ever seen. No, he thought, more magnificent than he could have imagined.

Rillanon stood outlined againgt the hills, a gunning cregation of colored stone and graceful arches. The
late-afternoon sun etched its form with brilliant highlights set againgt deep shadows. Td had been told of
its history, that the Mad King, Rodric the Fourth, had ordered the city rebuilt with every drab facade
replaced by cut stone of brilliant hue. Kings Lyam, Patrick and now Ryan had continued with the project,
and now nearly every building in the capital of the Kingdom of the Ides was a study in splendor. A thing
of marble and granite, Rillanon glimmered white and pink, ydlow and amber, with hints of purple, green,
red and blue scattered across the scene. As they approached, details resolved and both Td and Amdi
stood in mute astonishment in the bow of Duke Kaspar’s ship, The Dolphin.

A voice from behind them said, “Isthis your firg vidt, Squire?’
Td turned to see the Duke and bowed before he answered. “Yes, Your Grace.”
Amdi stepped away discreetly, giving his master and the Duke the opportunity to speak in private.

“l am second to no man in my pride in my homeland, Squire” said the Duke. “Opardum is a
megnificent city in its own way, but I'll concede that upon firs viewing, no city matches Rillanon in

“I must agree, Your Grace. | have read hidories . . .” Td forced himsdf to remember his place.
“When a student, my father ingsted | master the higtory of the Kingdom.” He turned, and waved his
hand. “But this .. . . it's beyond description.”

“Yes, ign't it?” Duke Kaspar chuckled. “If one were to wage war upon the Kingdom of the Ides, it
would be a tragedy to have to sack such a wonder. 1t would be far better to force them to surrender
before having to orm those towers, don't you agree?’

Td nodded. “Though | would think not going to war with the Ides the wiser choice.”

“There are other means of winning a sruggle besides armed conflict,” sad the Duke. He spoke, as
much to himsdf asto Td. “There are those who will avow that war is the result of faled diplomecy, while
others will tdl you that war is but another tool of diplomacy; I’'m not enough of a scholar to decide if



there' s redly any difference between those two postions” He turned and amiled a Td. “Now, get to
your cabin and change into your finery. We shdl be dining in the King's paace tonight.” He glanced at
the salls “I judge us to be less than an hour out of the harbor, and we shdl have clear saling to the royd
docks.”

Td went below and did as ingtructed, and by the time he was ready for presentation in court, he heard
aknock upon his door. Amefi opened it to find a cabin boy standing before the portal.

HYS?!
“Duke s compliments, Squire. You're to join him on deck.”
“I'll be dong sraightaway,” sad Tdl.

Td quickly adjusted his new tunic and grabbed his hat, an outfit taillored for him in Roldem prior to
leaving. He had spent the week lying low as Kaspar had suggested, avoiding public places for the most
part. It hardly mattered anyway, for the invitations from Roldem’s dite had stopped immediatdy after his
humiliation of Prince Matthew. Td assumed Kaspar had sent out word that Td was now under his
protection for there had been no attempt at reprisd, at least none that Tal and Amdi could see.

Td hurried up on deck as the ship approached the breskwater outsde the harbor. If Roldem had
been breathtaking the first time Td had seen it from a ship, Rillanon was astonishing. The closer they got
the more sunning the vista became. For not only was the city constructed of polished marble and granite,
it was trimmed in dl manner of ways. there were flower trelises, hillsde gardens, colorful pennants and
banners, and windows of quartz and glass. The late-afternoon sun set the stones ablaze with reflected
gold, amber, rose and white highlights

“Amazing,” said Améfi.
“Yes” sad the Duke. | dwaystry to arrive before sunset, just to see this”

A royd cutter flying the banner of the Kingdom of the Ides was on an outward tack, and dipped its
pennant in sdute to the Duke of Olasko. Sailors on both ships waved greetings, and Td was rendered
amaos mute by the grandeur around him. Ships from every nation on the Sea of Kingdoms were a
anchor or salingin or out of the harbor. He saw Keshian traders, ships from the Eastern Kingdoms, and
cargo-haulers from every point in the known world.

Sals were reefed and The Dolphin dowed as the captain dlowed a smdler boat to come adongside.
A rope ladder was dropped and up it scampered the Harbor Filot, who quickly made his way to the
quarterdeck. He took control of the ship: from this point on, it was his job to sal the ship into the Roya
Dock.

Td tried to drink in every Sght before hm. He remembered his firs view of Latagore, and then
Krondor, Salador, then Roldem. Each had offered new impressons and new sensations, but Rillanon
eclipsed them all.

The ship's lagt sdils were reefed, and the ship drifted comfortably into the designated dip, where
dockmen waited with long poles to hold off the ship while fenders were dropped dongsde the quay.
Then the fore and &ft lines were thrown ashore and before Td knew it, the ship was secured.

Lady Natalia came up from her quarters, her servants behind her, and flashed a brilliant smile a Td.
“We're here, | takeit.”



“Yes, n'lady,” said Td with agrin. “We most assuredly are.”

Natdia s amile remained in place, but her eyes darted around, as if wary. Then she focused on Td.
“We mugt be sure to be on our best behavior, Squire”

Td nodded. It was an unnecessary warning. He knew he was being evaluated every minute between
Roldem and their eventud destination of Opardum. This humiliation of Matthew was so untypicd of him
that suspicion was directed & him even by the Duke's sSster. Thar night of passon seemed entirdy
forgotten and Ta thought better of mentioning anything to her that might be perceived as an overture. In
this Stuation, he decided, it was better to let the lady take any lead.

Duke Kaspar was the firg to depart, followed by his Sster then the other members of his entourage.
Td followed, snce his gatus as a member of Kaspar’s court had not yet been formdized. Then came
Amdi and the other servants.

Carriages awaited, each bearing the roya crest of the Kingdom of the Ides, a golden lion rampant on
afidd of crimson holding a sword adoft, a crown hovering over its head. Liveried coachmen waited.
Kaspar and his sster entered the first, most ornate, carriage, and the rest of the Duke' s retinue followed.
The coach Td entered with Améafi behind him was servicegble and clean, but far from luxurious.

Td hdf hung out of the window as the carriage wended its way through the streets of the city, taking
him past shops and houses, through large squares with mgedtic fountains, and up the hill towards the
palace. The dty rested upon a series of hills so tha at times they saw the ground fdl away as they
crossed soaring bridges. Severd times Td looked down to see sl rivers running towards the sea
“Thisaty iswonderful,” he said to Amdi in the King's Tongue.

“Assuredly, Magnificence” said his vaet. “It is sad that when the fird King of the Ides built his
fortress, he picked the highes peak here, and a series of wooden bridges protected his band of
men—who were little more then pirates it is said. Over the years the city has grown up from the docks
and down from the palace, so that now you have this maze of streets and bridges.”

As they crossed the second-to-last bridge on therr way to the palace, Td looked down and saw
houses built into the very hillsdes, it seemed, with clever cantilevered supports below and narrow flights
of gairs leading up to the streets above them. Below them the River Rillanon raced towards the sea over
aseries of andl cataracts, hemmed in on both sdes by mighty granite walls.

Asthey neared the palace, Td sad, “I wonder if those who live here get used to this beauty.”

“Undoubtedly, Magnificence. It is the nature of man to become oblivious to that which is around him
daly,” Amdi commented. “It is something a good assassin understands. The trick to not being
discovered until it is too late is to become part of the expected surroundings. Stedlth is more the art of
blending in with the background than sneeking through dark shadows.”

“You're probably right,” sad Td.
“Of course I'm right, Magnificence, for were | not right, | would by now be long dead.”

They were spesking the King's Tongue, which seemed appropriate to their setting, but Td redized he
could be overheard.

Switching to the Quegan tongue, he said, “There are some things you must do.”



“| live to obey, Magnificence”

“When | do not need you a my side, | wish you to hang back, to keep a short distance away. | want
you to be my second set of eyes, my second pair of ears. Watch who watches me, ligen for any words
about my lord Kaspar or mysdf.” He waved his hand to indicate everyone dse around them. “As far as
anyone eseis concerned, you do not speak the King's Tongue. We will converse only in Quegan.”

“Asyou indruct, Magnificence”

The carriages rolled across the lagt bridge to the palace, and by the time the door opened, Td could
see the Duke's carriage and severad of those that had followed immediatdy behind were dready gone,
having been returned to the royd carriage house. Td stood mute.

If the palace appeared splendid from the docks, up close it was dmost unbdievable. An ancient stone
keep had risen upon this hilltop centuries ago, but snce then wings and new buildings had been added,
until it had become a sorawling creetion of corridors and gdleries, gardens and fountains. The courtyard
it=f was three times larger then the palace a& Roldem. But what set this palace apart was its facade.
Every inch had been covered with maiching stone, a white granite flecked with gold and Slver. In the
rosy glow of the setting sun it was a thing of gdlittering pinks and dazzling orange punctuated by indigo
shadows. Every window was of arched, clear glass, and high in the towers brilliant pennants flew.
Flowers grew everywhere on trdlises or in window boxes.

A servant approached. “ Squire Hawkins?’
“Yes? Td replied.

The servant motioned and aroyd page appeared, a boy of no more than thirteen years of age. “Show
the Squire and his man to their quarters,” the servant instructed.

Td knew his luggage would be brought later. He set off, his eyes upon the back of the boy who led
them up the broad steps to the paace entrance. Two guards stood to the sde of each step, so0 that a
dozen men were sanding to atention on the right and Ieft. All wore polished metd hdms with flared
edges, and red tabards emblazoned with the golden roya lion, over black tunics and trousers. Their
boots were polished to a glassy sheen and each man held a halberd.

Upon entering the palace, Td could see directly ahead through a huge pair of open doors reveding a
garden and a stone path to another open pair of doors into a gdlery. Td and Amdi followed the boy to
the right and down a series of long hdls, until they reached the guest gpartments. The page stood before
Td’s door and said, “Sir, Duke Kaspar is a the other end of that hdlway.” He pointed to the far end of
the hdl. “Itisabit of awalk, Sr.” He opened the door and Td entered fird.

Td was impressed. Asaminor member of Kaspar’s party, he expected modest quarters, and if these
were such, then Kaspar’s room mug riva the King'sin Roldem.

There was alarge bed which had a canopy with heavy curtains which were drawn back. The bed was
bedecked with a heavy comforter and severd bolsters and pillows A huge fireplace stood in the
opposite wall, currently cold. Thistime of the year there was no need, though Td judged it probable that
there was afire going dl through the winter.

Large tapestries hung on every wall, cuiting the cold of the stones, for this was an older part of the
palace, Td suspected, even if not part of the origind keep. The page pointed to the door on the left of
the fireplace and said, “Y our men has a bed in there, ar.”



Td opened the door and stuck his head in. It was a closat, but a closet that was bigger than his
goartment in Roldem. Enough dothing to wear different outfits every night for a year could fit in here,
aong with the bed, table, nightstand, and chair that werein place for a servant’s comfort.

Td turned and said, “That is sufficient.”
The page sad, “ Sir, through the other door is your water closet.”
“Thank you,” Td replied, and the boy made to depart.

As he reached the door, the page said, “Should you need anything, pull this cord, sr. The reception
for the Duke isin two hours, so you should have time to refresh yoursdf, Sr.”

He opened the door and Td saw that there was a group of paace servants outside. As the page
dipped past them, his luggage was brought into the room. Ancther servant entered with a tray of
delicacies, amdl cakes, fruit pastries, and bunches of fresh grapes. Yet another servant brought in a tray
laden with goblets of chilled wine diluted with fruit juices, and a pewter pitcher of ae, with hdf a dozen

cups.

As soon as they |eft, a parade of young men carrying buckets of deaming water entered, making
graight for the bathing room. Td waited until they had finished their work and gone, then went to inspect
what they had done.

The bathing room turned out to be a private bath, a stone tub lined with tiles. Td stuck hishand in and
sad, “It'll cool to the perfect temperature by thetime | get undressed. Amdfi, lay out my best clothes for
tonight, the russet-and-black tunic, with the gray leggings and my black ankle-boots with the golden
buckles. I'll wear the slver-handled rapier and the black fdt hat with the hawk’ s feather.”

“Yes, Magnificence” Amdi said and set to unpacking the luggage and putting away the dothing, while
Td stripped off histravel dothing.

AsTd setled into the tub he noticed an odd mechanism hanging over it. It consisted of a brass pipe
with a flared head dotted with amdl holes. Next to it hung a chain with a handle. He sat up and pulled on
the handle. Ingantly he was showered with cold water. He yelped in surprise and pulled the handle again,
causng the water to stop.

Hearing the cry, Amdi was in the room dmost indantly, a dagger in his hand. Seeing nothing except
Td sputtering and his hair now drenched, he said, “Magnificence, what is the matter?’

Laughing, Td said, “Nothing. | was jugt not prepared for a dowsing. It is to rinse you off. But the
water israther cold.” Ta found a large bar of scented soap on the sde of the bath and began to wash.
“When I ve finished, fed free to use the tub, Amfi. The water will il be farly clean.”

“You are generous,” said the Quegan.

“And bring me some wine, please,” he asked, and moments later, the servant returned with a chilled
cup of wine.

Td finished his bathing and settled back with the wine for a moment to relax. Thinking of how much
more lavish the King's gpartments must be, he amiled and muttered, “1t must be good to be king.”



If Td had been impressed by the royd court a& Roldem, he was rendered nearly sensdess by the
throne room of the King of the Ides.

Asone of Kaspar’s retinue, he was permitted entrance after the Duke, but no formd presentation was
made. He stood to one Sde of the hdl while the King welcomed Kaspar and his sster.

King Ryan was a young man, no more than twenty-three years of age. His father, King Patrick, had
died unexpectedly afew years before, ending what had been a troubled reign. Petrick had been a men of
temper and questionable judgment, who had followed two kings, Lyam and Borric, who had been quite
the opposite. Patrick had ruled in Krondor during the troubled rebuilding of the Western Redm after the
horror thet was cdled the Serpentwar. Myth and history collided, and depending on which sources one
was indined to beieve, Pantathian Serpent Priests, creatures of dark legend, had engineered a monstrous
inveson of the Kingdom a Krondor, saling a fleet of a thousand or more ships around the world.
Whatever the truth of the story, the fact of the aftermath was smple: Krondor had been reduced dmost
to rubble. Patrick had to contest with Kesh on two occasions during his rule in Krondor. When his
fether, King Borric, had died, Patrick had aready been atired and worn-out man. His rule had not been
ahappy one.

Ryan was considered an unknown gquantity, and Kaspar's vigt was intended in part to assess the
young monarch’s abilities. One of Kaspar’s captains, Janos Prohaska, stood next to Td. He whispered,
“The King must be concerned about our master.”

Asthe formd introduction droned on, Td whispered back, “Captain, why do you say that?’
“Do you not know your own nation’s nobility?” he asked oftly.
“Not by sght,” admitted Tdl.

Haf a dozen men stood on ether sde of the King, who being unmarried sat done on a angle throne
on the dais. Kaspar was thanking the King for his welcome while those sx men studied him.

Prohaska said, “Next to the King stands Lord Valen, Duke of Rillanon, but next to hm stands Lord
James, Duke of Krondor. The King has his two most powerful dukes at his sde. They rule the Eastern
and Western Redms on his behdf. With no prince in Krondor, James is dso Regent of the West.”

Td sudied both men. They were amilar in sature, dderly, but ill tal and powerful with keen eyes
and the cam confidence of men who had wieded power for decades. Beside the Duke of Krondor
stood another man, somewhat younger, who was taking quigtly to the Duke. Prohaska said, “That man
taking to Lord Jamesis Lord Williamson Howell, the King's Chancdllor of Finance and the Exchequer.
He sacourt duke, but as powerful in his way as the other two. He is considered to be as shrewd with
gold as any man living. Behind him, the two old soldiers?”’

Td nodded. “Yes, | see them.” A man of middle years, with the upright military bearing of a career
soldier, wore aroyd red tabard, but the other wore a tabard metching that of Duke James, a blue tabard
bearing a cirde of light blue, upon which an eagle could be seen flying above a mountain peak. He
looked to be a man in his late seventies, and Td could see he had once been very large and powerful.
His muscle had softened with age, but Td would gill count him a dangerous opponent.



“That's Sr Lawrence Mdcolm, Knight-Marshd of the Armies of the East, and next to himis Erik von
Darkmoor, Knight-Marshd of Krondor. Behind him stands the Admird of the King's Eastern Flest,
Danid Marks, and his adjutant.”

“If thiswasn't a reception, I'd say it was a war council.”

Td sudied the men, and was forced to agree. They didn't possess any of the festive demeanor of
those attending a gda The light, celebratory mood that was dways there in Roldem was absent in this
court tonight.

The Master of Ceremonies stepped forward as the Duke backed away from the throne, and struck
his iron-shod gaff of office on the stone floor. “My lords, ladies and gentlemen, His Mgesty bids you
come forth and dinein the Great Hal.”

Td followed the others and found his place with the help of a page. Here too, the mood was far more
subdued than what he had experienced in Roldem. People chatted and he was engaged in light
conversation by severd locd minor nobles in turn, but while Roldem’s court was dive with musc and
performers, here asmdl ensemble of muscians played softly in the background.

The food was superb, as was the wine, but Td couldn’'t hdp but fed a sense of foreboding. As Td
was about to finish his med, a palace page appeared a his ebow. “Sr, the King commands your
presence.”

Td stood, uncertain why he was being sngled out, but he followed the page dong the sde table until
they reached the gap between it and the head table. He was escorted to a place directly before the King
and found himsdf under the scrutiny of the entire assembly.

The King sat in his high-backed chair, with Duke Kaspar on hisright as the honored guest. To his left
s the Lady Natdia, and from what Td could see, she had charmed the King. The other nobles of the
Ides were arrayed dong the table.

The page said, “Mgesty, Squire Tdwin Hawkins”

Td bowed as effortlesdy as he could manage, but found that he was nervous. He hid it well, but he
fdt it. He had no trouble passng himsdf off as aminor Kingdom noble in other nations, but here he stood
before the monarch of the nation in which he was supposed to have been born, and worse, just four
chairs away sat the duke to whom his so-called cousin owed fedty; he forced himsdf to breathe deeply.

The King was a far-skinned man with sandy-colored har. His dark-brown eyes studied Td. He
looked intdligent, thought Tdl, and even if he was't aking, most women would find him attractive. Then
he amiled and said, “Welcome, Squire. You do us honor.”

Td sad, “Your Mgesty istoo gracious.”

“Nonsense” said the King. “You bring honor to the Ides as Champion of the Masters Court. We
have savera times enquired as to your whereabouts.”

Duke James studied Td closely. “Y our kinsman Baron Sdljan Hawkins had no idea how to find you.”
There was something in histone that led Td to believe the Duke was suspicious.

Td nodded. “Your Maesty, Your Grace, | am forced to admit that by the most generous accounting
| am a shirt-tail cousin to the Baron. | beieve him to have been ignorant of my birth until news of my



victory reached him. His grandfather and mine were brothers, and dl we have in common is the family
name. My dam to the rank of squire is only through my father’s adroit influences with the Office of
Herddry, as| understand it.”

The Duke grinned. “In other words, your father bribed someone.”

Td returned the amile and shrugged. “He never said, and | never asked. | only know that the estates
my father daimed consisted mogtly of swampland outside Ylith and I've never seen a copper from them
inrents.”

Thisbrought a round of laughter from everyone at the table. Td’s saf-deprecating humor had eased
the mood.

“Wdl, even if your father was skirting the edge of the law in this matter, | hereby do &firm your rank
and titles, even if the land you own is worthless” said the King. “For to have one of our own as
Champion of the Masters Court warrants reward.”

He sgnded and a page brought forth a purple cushion upon which rested a sword of sunning beauity.
It had a slver filigreed basket-hilt, and the blade was of the finest sted Td had ever encountered. “Thisis
from our foundry a Rodez,” said the King. “It is agreed that the finest blades in the world are made
there, and thisis a suitable blade for a champion, we think.”

Td took the blade and the ornate scabbard that was handed to him by another page and said,
“Maesty, you ovewhdm me.”

“We understand that you have taken service with our friend Duke Kaspar.”
“Yes, Mgesty, | have”

The King sat back and his amile faded. “Serve hm wdl, but should time and fate bring you back to
your homeand, Squire, know there will be a place for you here.” Glancng Sdewise at Kaspar, the King
sad, “We can dways use another swordsman in our service, especidly one so taented.”

Td nodded and with a wave was dismissed by the King. He followed the page back to his place at
the table, but the King's last words had again dampened the mood in the room.

Ashe sat down, Td considered Prohaska's words and was forced to agree: this was no fedive gda
Thiswas a council of war.



CHAPTER SIX

Rillanon

Td watched.

He stood upon a bacony near the royd apartments. He had been requested to wait there for Duke
Kaspar, who was closeted with the King. Below, the city stretched out and Td was struck again by its
beauty. He wished time permitted him to explore: for had he not taken service with Kaspar that is what
he would have been doing this very moment. However, as Kaspar's retainer, he awaited his magter’s
plessure.

“Quite adght, isT't it?” came afamiliar voice a his shoulder.
He turned to find Lady Natalia approaching, so he bowed. “That it is, m'lady.”
“My brother will be out shortly and will have something for you to do, | have no doubt.”

Td rardy fdt disquiet in the presence of aty woman, but since the night after the hunt, he had
wondered what he should expect from Natdia, or more to the point, what she might expect from him.

Asif reading his thoughts, she smiled and came close. Touching him lightly on the cheek, she said,
“Don’'t worry, Td, our time together was fun, nothing more. | am an insrument of the state, my brother’s
tool, much as you are. He has plans for me, so you're safe from the need to make any declarations to
rre”

Td grinned. “It wasn't a declaration that worried me, m'lady. Only if | was to be cast asdeor . . . if
my attentions were required again.”

She paused, then regarded him. “Why do | suspect thet ether choiceis of little importance to you?’

Td took her hand. “That’s not true, n'lady. Y ou are without peer among women.” He came close to
the truth with that statement, for few women in his experience were as ardent as Natdia had been.

“Liar. You use women as | use men. We are too dike, Td. Have you ever loved?’
Td hestated, then he said, “I thought so once. | was mistaken.”

“Ah” sad Natdia " So, you' re armored againgt love because of a broken heart?’
Td made light. “If it pleases you to think so, then so beiit.”

“| think sometimes having no heart is a better condition. My brother’s Lady Rowenadis like that. She
lacks something.”



Td could only dlently agree. He knew her well, for she had been the woman who had broken his
heart, the harshest lesson taught him by the Conclave. Alysandra, as she was named there, indeed lacked
something. She had no heart, and had wounded Td deeply.

“I will marry for reasons of state. So | take my pleasures where | might.” She paused, then asked,
“What think you of this young king?’

“Ah” sad Td. “Your brother seeks to make you Queen of the Ides?’

“Perhaps,” said Nadiawith agrin. “There is no suitable match from Roldem, with the eldest princess
being merdy deven years old. | suppose Ryan could wait until she was of age, but | think Lord Vdlen
and the others are anxious for him to wed and start breeding hers. | am the most advantageous metch
among the ladies of the eastern courts, and Ides needs dliesto the east.”

Feigning ignorance of regiond poalitics, Td said, “I thought 1des had treaties with Farinda, Opast and
Far Lorin”

“They do, but those states are . . . inconsequentid. Ryan needs Olasko asan dly.”

Td’s mind raced. All Sgns pointed to a coming conflict between the Ides and Olasko, otherwise
Kaspar's campaignsin the region made even less sense than they did now. Trying to fish for information,
Td asked, “But they provide a buffer. It seems to me Olasko and the Ides have litle cause for
contention.”

“Indeed,” said a voice from behind.

Both Td and Natdia turned to see Duke Kaspar there. Td bowed and said, “Your Grace” while
Nataia approached and kissed her brother on the cheek.

Kaspar came to stand next to Td. “The dity is quite breathtaking, isn't it, Squire?’
“Yes, Your Grace”

Kaspar was dressed in a white tunic buttoned up the right side, with ydlow piping. He wore red
leggings and dippers and his only decoration was the ornate Slver buckle on his black leather belt.
“Natdia” he said. “We dine with the King tonight. A page will come and fetch you at the saventh hour.
Squire, | have no need for you this afternoon. Why don’'t you keep my sster amused until supper, then
fed free to take your man and vigt the city. Rillanon is quite an interesting place; you should avall yoursdlf
of the opportunity to learn about it.” He studied Td’ s face and softly added, “Learn it well.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Td sad with adight bow.

“Now, | mugt go to another meeting. Run off and find something to do, you two, and I'll see you this
evening, my dear.”

Natalia kissed her brother agan and he departed. When he was gone, she turned brightly to Td and
sad, “My brother commands us”

Td laughed. “Yes, and what ismy lady’s pleasure?’

She dipped up close to him and kissed him deeply. “Pleasure is my pleasure. And | know exactly
what will amuse me, Squire.”



Td glanced around to make sure they weren't being observed. It would not do for a potential Queen
of the Ides to be seen embracing alowly squire on the bacony of the castle. “Thisis hardly the place,” he
whispered.

She amiled even more broadly, and said, “Then let’s go and find the right place.”

Tuming, she didn't wait to see if he followed her, but walked imperioudy into the halway, turning
away from her apartments, and without asking, led him back to his own room.

She opened the door to find Améfi busy polishing a pair of Td’s boots. The Quegan rose and bowed.

“Leave us” commanded Natdia as Td entered the room. Amdi threw Td a look as if asking
confirmation, and Natalia' s voice rose. “I sad leave ud”

Td nodded. “Leave usfor an hour,” he said in Quegan.
As Amdi moved to the door, Natalia spoke in Quegan as wdl. “Make that two hours.”

Amdi found himsdf standing outside the door, a pair of Td’s boots in one hand, and a rag in the
other. For a moment, he stood uncertain of what to do, then he decided the King's boots mugt need
deaning, so hed go and find a page and ask directions to where such maiters were addressed.
Remembering he was to speak only Quegan outside the rooms, he hoped he could find one who might
understand him.

Td put down his cards and said, “Not thistime”

The man gtting directly across from him aso folded his hand. The man to Td’s right laughed as he
raked in the coins. “Not your night, eh, Squire?’

Td amiled. “Can’t win every night. Where would be the fun in that, Burgess?’

Td was playing cards at a modest tavern called the Black Bull, located by the northern gate of the
city. It was inhabited mostly by locas and the occasiond farmer or miller from up the idand staying there.

Td had followed Kaspar's indructions. He had spent the last three nights and two days, learning
everything about Rillanon he could. As he had suspected he might, after hisfirg foray into the city Kaspar
had peppered him with questions. They ranged from the location of criticd intersections, where he had
seen soldiers of the Crown, to what sort of people were on the Streets after dark.

Each day more exploraion and each day more questions. Td’s kills in hunting and tracking, and his
sense of place and direction served hmwal. At this point he could probably draw a mep of the aty and
get mogt of it right.

Kaspar informed him he was to continue his explorations urtil the end of the week, when the Duke's
party would be leaving for home. Td had been to some of the seedier waterfront inns and severd of the
mogt luxurious brothels, gambling hdls both low and high, and nearly every tavern worth mentioning. His
only regret was that Rillanon lacked the dining establishments that were now dl the rage in Roldem, so
maost of the food he encountered outside the palace was unremarkable.

“Your ded,” said the merchant.



Td picked up the cards and began his shuffle He had met Lyman Burgess the night before in a
gambling hdl down near the centrd market square, and the affable trader in luxury goods had suggested
they meet at this inn. As promised, it was a convivid little establishment with decent food, better drink,
and afriendly game of poker.

Everyone tossed in a coin and Td began the ded. Burgess had expressed interest in making Td's
acquaintance the night before when he had discovered hisidentity. While afew others had recognized his
name as Champion of the Masters Court, Burgess had been more interested in his relationship to Duke

Kaspar.

Burgess dedlt in rare trade items, gems, fine jewdry, ornate Satuary and other items of vadue. His
dientde were the very wedthy and the nobility of the city, induding according to him, the paace, where
severd of his more extravagant items were on display. He made no effort to hide his interest in making
the Duke' s acquaintance.

Td looked at his cards and saw no hope in bettering his hand. When it came to his turn to bet, he
agan folded. He caught indifferent cards as the deck made its way around the table and it was his dedl
once more. While dedling out his cards, he glanced around the room. Besides the five of them playing
cards, there were hdf a dozen other menin the room. Amdfi was one of them, Stting a discreet distance

away, watching everything.

After the hand, Td tossed in a coin, and waited for the next hand. As if making conversation, he
asked Lyman, “Do you ever trade down in Roldem?’

Burgess picked up his cards. “No, not redly. I've sold some items here to Roldemish traders, but
have never been there mysdf.”

“You ought to go,” said Td, looking a his own cards. He at last had a hand worth betting, so he
waited, then cdled the bet before him. As he tossed in two cards and picked up the replacements, he
sad, “Quite a market for luxury goods, I'd say.”

Burgess looked at hiscards. “So | hear. But it'sa hard place to get a foothold. Very old firms with a
dranglehold on commerce down there”” He shook his head. “This will never do,” he said, and threw in
his hand.

“l have afriend in Roldem,” said Td. “He s a Kingdom man. He might be able to hdp.”
“Redly?’

Td showed his cards, the winning hand, and gathered in the coins with a chuckle. “The cards have
turned.” As the deck was passed, he added, “Yes, he's a trader of some influence in the city, by the
name of Quincy de Castle. Perhaps you've heard of him.”

Td sudied Burgess' s face. There was atiny flicker, but Burgess said, “Can’'t say as | have”
Td knew he waslying.

The game went on for another hour, Td neither winning nor losing. By night's end, the two traveing
traders had done well, aloca merchant had broken even, while Burgess had logt big. Td had logt only a
little. “Let me buy a drink before we say good night,” he said to Burgess as the others departed.

“Hne” sad the merchant.



Td motioned for the sarving girl and said, “Wine, the best you have.”

The girl appeared with a bottle and two goblets, and removed the cork. She poured out a tangy
young red, loaded with the flavors of fruit, spices, and oak. Burgess sipped it and said, “Thisis good.”

“A blend of severd grapes, from somewhere near Sdador, | guess.”
“You know your wines” said Burgess.

“I lived in Salador for awhile. 1t's a familiar blend. If |1 hadn’t been drinking de earlier, | might even
presume to guess which vintner madeit.”

Burgess laughed. “I’ ve never been much of one for wine. | prefer stout de” Seeing Td was about to
cdl to the girl, he said quickly, “But thisis good. I'm content to drink it. Epecidly as you're paying for
it”

Td took along Sp then said, “I could learn to love living here, | think.”

“It'sawonderful city,” said Burgess. “Though I’ ve never been to Opardum.”

“Neither have |,” admitted Tdl.

“Oh, | thought you were in service to the Duke.”

“I am,” sad Td, taking another sp of wine “But only recently. We met in Roldem, after the
Tournament at the Masters' Court.”

“That's quite an achievement, Td.”

Td shrugged. “Every man has a <kill or two. Some of us are more gifted in one thing than another. I'm
agood hunter and swordsman. Y ou?’

“I'm a successful trader,” admitted Burgess, “evenif I'm a dreadful card player.”
“Married?’

“Yes” sad Burgess “My wife is vigting her family in Dolth. That's why I'm out and about the city
these nights. The house gets londy.”

“Children?’
“A boy. He sin the army, serving in the King's Own.”
“That's quite a postion.”

Burgess pushed himsdf back from the table. “I've been sdling items of art to the palace for twenty
years, Td. I’ve made some dedls that have cost me profit to keep people like Lord Howel happy. My
son’s commission didn’t come cheap, but he dways wanted to be a soldier and | didn’'t want to see him
manning some battlement with the Border Barons up in the frozen north.”

“Beddes, if he rises through the ranks, thereé's a chance for a good marriage, perhaps even the
daughter of anoble”



Td nodded. “Ambitious for your son.”
“Whet father isn't?’

Td remembered his own father. His people had been so different in ther outlook on life For a
moment he fdt a didressng stab of nogtagia, then forced it down. Dweling on the past only brought
pan. His father was amhitious in the way of the Orosini; he wanted Tdon to be a good father, husband
and man of the village

Fndly Td said, “1 think you' re right. My father wished me to succeed.”

“And you have” said Burgess. “You're Champion of the Masters Court and in service to Duke
Kaspar of Olasko. You have a bright future ahead of you.” Seeing no one nearby, Burgess leaned closer.
“And | can hdp makeit bright for you, Td.”

Lowering hisvoice, Td said, “I’'m ligening.”

“Without knowing what you're privy to, let’s say there are those here in Rillanon who would welcome
afriend in Kaspar’s court.”

Td sat back asif digesting the statement. *Y ou want me to spy?’

Burgess shook his head and said, “Nothing of the sort, Td. | have a desire to be presented to the
Duke should | come to Olasko, and if you hear of this or that, something that might gain me and my
associates a trading advantage, well, let’'s say the rewards might prove generous.”

Td agan paused, then said, “How generous?’

“Thet depends,” said Burgess. “If you can get my trading consortium an audience with Duke Kaspar,
you'll be well rewarded. If we can arrange for trade concessions, you'll be wedthy.”

Td remained slent, as if pondering the offer. “Aslong as | don’t find mysdf violaing my oath to the
Duke.”

Burgess spread his hands. “We would never consider asking you to do something like that.”
“Wdl, | might be willing to see what | can do.”

“Wonderful. My offices are wel known; they are down by the dockside, not too far from the Roya
Docks. Anyone there can direct you to me. Should you decide to cooperate, ether come vist or send
word. If I am back home with my wife when she returns, one of my associates will be there” He stood
up. “Now, Squire, I'd best be to bed. This has been a pleasant, if costly night.” They shook hands and
Burgess departed.

Td waited a few moments, then rose and crossed the room to where Amdfi sat. “Wait, then follow.
Seeif anyone comes behind me” he said as he walked past.

Amdii nodded dightly as Td departed.

Td stepped out into the night air, aware that the dity had fadlen quiet. There were sill plenty of signs of
life, but none of the din that accompanied the business of the day. He waked dong the cobbled road,
heading towards the palace. He was going to be waking aone for at least hdf an hour, so he set his mind



to thinking about what he needed to do next.

Either Burgess was an agent of the Ides Crown, or he was as he said, an ambitious trader, but ether
way his first concern wasn't sarving the Duke or Td's enrichment. He would have to be carefully dedlt
with.

Hdfway to the palace, Td redized he was baing followed. He kept dert for attack, but none came by
the time he reached the palace gates. He identified himsdf to the guard on duty and informed him that his
manservant would be dong shortly, and that he didn't speak a word of the King's Tongue. The guard
captain said they would send him dong, and Td reached his quarters without incident.

Lessthan a quarter of an hour later, Amdfi entered the rooms. “Magnificence, it was as you thought.
You were followed.”

“An agent of the King of the Ides, no doubt,” said Td as he removed his boots.
“No, Magnificence. | recognized the man who followed.”

“Who was it?”

“Captain Prohaska. The Duke had you followed.”

“Ah” sad Td. “That changes things”

“What will you do, Magnificence?’

Td motioned for Amdli to take away hisdirty dothing. “Why, that’'s obvious. Tomorrow, | will go to
the Duke and confess everything. Now, blow out the candle and go to deep.”

Td waited as the Duke considered a parchment message that had been delivered by messenger from
Opardum. When he put it down, he said, “Y ou wished to see me, Squire?’

Td sad, “Your Grace, last night | was approached by someone | believe to be an agent of the King
of the Ides”

“Oh, redly? Tdl me about it, Tdl.”

Td outlined his encounter with Burgess two nights before, and his conversation the previous night.
When he finished, Kaspar nodded and didn't speak for a moment. Then he said, “You're probably
correct. This man Burgess may be part of Lord Valen's very capable spy network. Lord James's
grandfather established it back during the reign of King Lyam, firg in Krondor, then here in Rillanon. It's
endured, grown, been refined, and is now the match of the Keshians.” He looked out of the window
towards the city and added, amog to himsdf, “Lacking their resources, | mus rely on other solutions.”
Kaspar turned back to Td, studied him, then went on, “You acted correctly, informing me of this
contact. | would like you to seek out this man Burgess and tel him you are willing to act as interlocutor
upon behdf of histrading concern.”

Td showed his surprisein his expression, but said only, “Yes, Your Grace”

“It may be this Burgess is exactly who he appears to be, and perhaps some good will come of this he



might actudly have some goods thet I'll purchase, or perhaps a more beneficid trade arrangement can be
made with the Ides than we' ve had heretofore—they tend to need little of what we have to offer, and
meany things we need, so trade with them is usudly disadvantageous.”

“But it dso may be that Burgess is attempting to recruit you as a spy.”
“I would never violate an oath, Your Grace!” said Td.

“I know, but while you seem a capable young man, Td, you have no idea how devious these people
can be. Thisman would probably let you think for some time to come that he was who he daimed, and
dlow you to provide some information that seemed harmless enough, but eventudly, you would find
yourself confronted by Burgess who would then produce some sort of “evidence’ that if put before me
would make you look guilty of betraying Olasko. And from that point forward, you would be Burgess's
creature.”

“No, let us play this out for awhile and see what happens. Eventudly it will be clear which of the two
men Burgess is, the spy or the trader.” Tapping his chin with his forefinger, Kaspar added, “It dso might
prove ussful if heisa spy, for then we can tdl him what we want the Ides to know.”

“Whatever Your Grace wishes” said Td.

Kaspar said, “We have two more days here, then we are off for Opardum. Keep studying the dty
and find this man Burgess and do as | said. You may go now.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” sad Tdl.

Td Ieft the Duke's quarters and hurried to his own. It was barely an hour past dawn, and the aty
would be bustling. Already he fdt sorry to be leaving this fabled dity behind, but he had a duty. Reaching
hisown quarters, he found Amafi waiting for his indructions.

“Lay out a change of dothing. I'm going to spar with the officers of the Royd Guard, then I'll want a
bath. Wait an hour, and order up hot water. Then lunch in the city and more Sghtseeing.”

“Yes, Magnificence,” said Améfi.
Td closed the door and headed for the Royd Armory.

The armory had none of the grandeur of the Masters Court, or even the elegance of the Court of
Blades in Salador. It was a drab building near the southern gate of the palace complex, fashioned from
stone, with high windows that let in just enough light to keep the hdll in a state of near gloom. Five large
whed's set with candles were hung from the ceiling and provided additiond light.

The room wasfilled dmost to capacity, as word spread through the paace that the Champion of the
Masters Court would be sparring with the best the Kingdom of the 1des had to offer.

They cheered when Td disposed of his third opponent, a gifted young knight-lieutenant who pushed
him quite hard. Laughing, Td shook his hand and sad, “Bravo, my friend. Had you been in the last
tournament, | wager you might have been in the round of eght! Wel done!”

The King's Swordmaster, in charge of training the soldiers of the Royd Household Guard, said,



“Squire, | have seen forty years of service under three kings, and while | may have seen swords to match
yours, there haven't been many. Thank you for the entertaining and ingtructive display.”

The assembled officers cheered and for an odd moment, Td fdt a kinship with them. He was not from
the Ides, yet so long had he worn the fase colors of a noble of this nation he fdt dmost asif he were one
of them. He lifted his sword in sdlute, then bowed his head. “Y ou honor me, Swordmaster.”

The officers began to disperse and Amafi handed Td a towe. “Your bath is ready,” he sad in
Quegan.

Ancther voice from behind, dso spesking Quegan, sad, “lsn't the plumbing here in Rillanon
wonderful?”

Td turned to see Lord James gpproaching. He bowed. “Y our Grace.”

In the King's Tongue, James said, “1 have alat of dedings with Queg. It heps to speak the language.”
He glanced a Amdfi. “How did you come to have a Quegan manservant?’

“Itsalong gory, Your Grace” sad Tdl.
“Some other time, then,” said James. Y ou're quite remarkable with that sword, young Sr.”

“Thank you. It's agift, and | redly take no more pridein it than a bird doesin snging. It's something |
can do.”

“Modest?” The Duke raised his eyebrows. “Surprisng. Most young men would be howling to the
moon over ther achievements. But then, you're not like most young men, are you, Squire?’

“l don’'t take your meaning, Sr.”

In Quegan, James said to Amdfi, “Go ahead and prepare your master’s bath. | shdl see he comes to
no harm.” The servant glanced at Ta who nodded once; Amdfi bowed and left them. By now the rest of
the officers had departed, and they were donein the amory. “Let’s have a talk, shdl we?’

“l am at Your Grace s service”

“Not redly, ance you serve Duke Kaspar. Come, I'll wak with you a way.” They |eft the building
and as they crossed the yard, James asked, “How is it you have a Quegan assassin as a bodyguard,
Td?

Td tried not to look surprised. “Assassn?’

“Petro Amdi is not unknown to us. In fact there's a warrant out for him in Salador. Did you know
that?’

“No,” said Td honestly. Now Améfi’s desire to take service with Tal made a greet dedl more sense.

“I would have him arrested, but as part of Duke Kaspar's company, he benefits from a certain
diplomatic immunity. | trust you' re taking him with you when you depart?’

“Yes, of course.”

“Good. He' s not the only one who isn't what he seems to be,” said the Duke as they walked across



the empty parade ground.
“Your Grace?’

“Whoever you are, my young friend, your papers don't bear scrutiny. I’ ve seen your patent of nobility
and it's perhaps the best forgery ever, but it's dill aforgery.”

Td attempted to look shamefaced, without looking guilty. “As | said to His Mgesty, Your Grace,
how my father got the patent accepted | don’'t know. | have never traded upon the rank and I’ ve never
attempted to collect rents from anyone on those estates.”

James laughed. “A good thing, as your “tenants’ consst of frogs, mosquitoes, black flies, svamp pigs,
some poisonous snakes and afew smugglers. It is as you said, worthless svampland near Ylith.”

“I don’t know who put those patentsin the hdl, your father or someone dse. Either way, | now face
something of a dilemma”

“What would that be, Your Grace?’

James stopped as they reached the steps leading into the heart of the padace. “The King
acknowledged your rank in front of witnesses;, whatever the origin of those patents, they are now as vdid
asif hisfather had bestowed them upon your father.”

“Moreover, you are something of a hero here in the Ides. You are the firg Idesman to be Champion
of the Masters' Court.”

“Ladly, if you were gaying in Rillanon, | would ask Lord Vdlen to keep a close watch on you, but
you're not. You're leaving in two days for avery digant city.”

“But | can’'t hdp thinking you may be a very dangerous man, Td. My grandfather taught me to
appreciate what he caled his ‘bump of trouble’, that itch on the back of his neck that told him something
was wrong. And you, Sr, make my neck itch.”

“So, should you ever return to the Ides, expect to be watched very closdly. And should you ever
return to the Western Redm, expect that I'll be watching you closdly, Tdwin Hawkins, Squire of Morgan
River and Bdlcadtle, Baronet of Siverlake”

“Because thereisone fact | can't seem to get my mind around.”
“What would thet be, Your Grace?’

“You're reputed to have been a Bannerette Knight-Lieutenant for the Duke of Yabon. But my old
friend the Duke can't find one man who remembers serving with you. Odd, isV't it?’

Seaing no easy way out, Td sad, “Wdl, Your Grace, while the patent was my father’ s invention, truth
to tel, the dam of servicewasmy . . . embdlishment, if you will.”

The Duke said nothing for along moment, merdly looking at Td. Then he said, “Good day, Squire.”
“Good day, Your Grace,” said Td as Lord James waked away.

Td exhded dowly. He couldn’'t hdp but fed that he had come very close to a disastrous encounter.
But he didn’t find any comfort in having avoided it, for he now was under the scrutiny of Lord James of



Krondor, and everything Td had seen of the old noble convinced him the Duke was a very dangerous
man.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Oath

The ship beat againg the waves.

The Dolphin raced north by northwest, heding over on a close haul againg a southbound autumn
squdl. Theran bit through the oil-soaked canvas cloak and Td found histunic dinging to his skin, but he
could not take another minute in the close quarters assgned to him and Améfi. Sailors huddied miserably
inthe lee of whatever shelter they could manage, waiting for the cdl to trim sals as the ship was about to
awing to awesterly tack.

The cdl came and Td watched in fascination as barefoot seamen scrambled doft or hauled on sheets
to move booms and yards. The ship came around with a shudder and a groan of wood, then settled into
another rhythm as the sails took what they could from the wind and the rolling waves struck the hull from
another angle.

The sky was a canvas of railing clouds, dl black and gray, and Td wished he could fix theimagein his
mind, for to paint the subtle differences would be an achievement. All his life he would have said that
during a storm the sky was a uniform gray, but now he redized that at sea the rules were different.

Then he saw the light.

To the west, a shaft of light broke the gloom as a sngle ray of sunlight cut through, and at that
moment, he fdt the rain lessen. Within minutes the sky began to clear, with patches of blue gppearing in
the west. A sallor nearby said, “We're through the squall, Squire” and started to gather up rope off the
deck.

“That was something,” said Tdl.

“Not redly. You ought to try tacking through a big blow, say a week or more in the teeth of a gde.
Or aday and night running from a hurricane. Now, that’ s something to remember.”

With agrin, Td said, “I think I'll find another way to amuse mysdf.”
Scrambling up the ratlines, the sailor said, “ Suit yoursdf, Squire.”

As the storm abated, the breeze turned warmer, or a least with the absence of rain it fdt that way to
Td. The ship seemed to ram through the water, a low ralling motion that reminded Td of a cantering
horse, up and down. The rhythm gave him the illuson of riding into sght of Opardum’ s towers.

The lookout doft shouted, “Land ho!” and Td caught a glimpse of Opardum as the wegther broke.

While Rillanon was the most spectacular city he had ever seen from the deck of a ship, Opardum was



impressive.

The ship hedled over and they were suddenly on a southwestern tack, racing straight for the aty with
afollowing wind. Directly ahead Td saw a hrilliant sun-drenched morning revealed as the clouds above
blew away, like so many curtains being pulled aside.

Td knew the geogrephy of this region from the maps he had studied, but those lines of ink on
parchment did little to prepare him for the Sght which lay ahead. He knew that the southeastern corner of
Olasko was a network of idands and waterways, with only one habitetion of any size, the port city of
Inaska. Hundreds of villages dotted the thousand or more idands, which rested in what was in redlity the
mouth of the Anatak River. The rest of the idands were lush plantations of fruits, cotton and flax, intercut
by gladesful of exatic trees and animds, and a few hills high enough to encourage dry-land faming. But
on the north shore of the river, above asmdl but thriving harbor, rested Opardum.

The city seemed to be carved out of the face of the mountain, which was anilluson, Td knew, as they
raced towards the harbor. But from the seg, it looked as if a jumble of spirds and towers had sprouted
out of the rock-face of a mountain thousands of feet inthe air.

Td knew from his reading that the mountains were redly a massive diff, and a the top a rdatively flat
grasdand ran downhill for a dozen miles to the west. There a series of fault lines cut canyons and
crevasses across the entire region, meking use of that land impossible to anything that couldn’t fly to
reach it. Beyond that jumbled landscape lay vast grasdands and woodlands, dill wild for the mogt part,
until the aty of Olasko Gateway was reached.

The ship’'s captain caled out orders and sailors scrambled doft to reef sails. Amafi came up on deck.
“Magnificence, | brought you a dry coat.”

Td dipped off the soaked oil-treasted canvas covering he wore, and thankfully took the dry coat.
Amdi asked, “This, then, is our new home?’

“Yes” sad Td, “and you must learn to speak the local tongue.”

The language of the region was smilar to Roldemish, as sdttlers from that idand had founded the
various naions that comprised the Eastern Kingdoms. The exception being the Duchy of Madadon and
Semrick, which had been settled by men from the Kingdom dity of Ran. They spoke both the King's
Tongue and alocd didect of Roldemish.

Td sad, “It's Roldemish to dl intents and purposes, but it has locd idioms and some different words.
You'll learn quickly, understood?’

“Yes, Magnificence,” said Améfi.

As they began the find tack into the harbor, the ship dowed as the captain turned into the wind.
Drawing closer to the city, details began to emerge in the bright light of day.

“The cdm after the storm, asthey say,” said Lady Natdia from behind them.
Td turned and grinned. “I believe the expression is the cam before the sorm, m'lady”
“Whatever the case may be,” she said. “Home”

Td conceded that it might be home to her, but to him it was just another dien place. The harbor



beckoned and inbound ships gave way to The Dolphin, for she flew the ducd banner. Compared to
Rillanon, Roldem, Salador or even Krondor, it was a amdl harbor. Behind it the dity was rdativdy fla,
then suddenly rose up on an indine, an dmost evenly doped face of soil and rock that had been terraced
over the years and connected by ramps and streets. Then suddenly the citadel rose up behind, hard
agang the diff-face, and from what Ta had been told by members of the Duke' s retinue, dug back deep
into the rock.

It struck him as incongruous that the origind builders had chosen to use a white, or very light gray,
gtone to fashion the place, for it stood out dramaticaly againgt the darker colors of the diff.

The citadd was massve, rigng ten stories above the foundations, as far as Td could judge, and
surrounded by awdl of less than hdf that Sze. At the corners, towers rose up another twenty or so fest,
S0 that overlapping archer fire could stop anyone coming up through the city to the citadd.

Td turned his attention away from the aty itsdf, looked towards the south. He could make out little of
the southern idands a this distance, save what |ooked to be brown smudges on the horizon.

Nataia put her hand on his shoulder and said, “We shdl have fun, Tawin.”

He patted her hand, somewhat distracted by the events of the last two days in Rillanon. He had
followed Kaspar’s ingructions and located Burgess, for whom he had promised to intercede with the
Duke. The trader would arive in Opardum in a month or so with samples of trade goods, seeking
concessions and licenses.

But something didn’t fed right. No matter what he said, Burgess just didn't ring true as a merchant
trader, the way Quincy de Castle did. De Castle might be an agent for the Crown of the Ides, but he was
truly a trader. Td had played cards with too many merchants, as wel as gained some ingghts into ther
nature by reading the biography of Rupert Avery, but Burgess was something else. Under that apparently
Soft exterior, T was certain he was dangerous.

The ship ralled into the harbor, and unlike the Kingdom cities or Roldem, no pilot came aboard. The
cgptain Imply directed the ship to the Duke's persond dip, a the far end of the quayside, closest to the
most direct road to the citadel.

With years of practice, the captain saw his ship safdly into its berth, and by the time the lines had been
tied, the ship made secure, and the gangplank run out, the Duke was on deck, ready to depart. He
hurried down to hiswaiting carriage, followed by his sster and his senior captains.

Td followed in the third carriage, dong with a Lieutenant Gazan, whom he knew only dightly, and a
junior clerk who had come to the dock to give the Duke messages his gaff fdt needed his immediate
attention. Amdi rode above, on asmdl bench behind the carriage, next to the coachman.

By the time they departed for the citadd, Td was genuindy curious about Opardum. He considered
his expectations about the place might have been colored in part by his attitude towards Kaspar. While
affable enough on the surface, the Duke was a man without scruple capable of wholesde murder. For
that reason, perhaps, Td had expected the city to be a somber, even dour place. In the midday sunshine,
it looked anything but.

Broad-bottomed skiffs plied the harbor, running smdl loads of cargo to and from ships. Smdler
trading vessds up from the southern idands deposited their wares on the quay. As the carriage rolled
through the aity, Td saw that mogt of the buildings were whitewashed, made brilliant by the sun, and the
roofs were mainly of colorful clay tiles of red or orange. Many smdl temples dotted the squares, which



were centered around graceful fountains. Traders hawked their wares in the markets, and many shops
were thronged with customers. By dl appearances Opardum was a prosperous, thriving and busy city.

They passed over a cand and Td saw more Sgns of commerce, as riverboats just off the Anatak
River were dowly maneuvered through a series of locks by polemen Iaboring on the decks, heading for
the harbor quays for loading and unloading. Olasko had two cultivated regions, the idands to the south,
and the great raling meadowlands and hills between Olasko Gateway and the border with the
Principdity of Aranor. Mogt of the land between Opardum and Olasko Gateway was forest and wild
prairie, very dangerous to cross, so most commerce between the two cities was by the river.

They reached the citadd and entered the man gate, but had turned a once to the right, moving
around the dde of the old bailey past what looked to be a parade ground to what was obvioudy the
gabling area. A huge carriage house and stables large enough for perhaps fifty or more horses were g
agang the outer wall.

Grooms ran out to take the horses, while the coachman opened the door. A page sought them out,
asking, “Areyou Squire Tawin?’

“Yes” Td glanced around, redizing that Kaspar and Nataia were dready up the gairs and into the
citadd.

The boy smiled and said, “1 am Rudolph, Squire. | am to guide you to your quarters.”
To Amdi, Td sad, “See to the luggage” and turned to follow the boy.

Rudolph was a lad of about eleven or twelve years of age, from what Td could judge, handsome in
his palace togs of red leggings and a black tunic. The crest of Olasko, a charging boar of siver on afidd
of black, was sawn above his heart.

The boy moved quickly and Td had to hurry to keep up. “You'll like your quarters, Squire” said the
lad. Moving purposefully on, he bardy gave Td time to take note of his surroundings.

They entered a Sde entrance to the citadd, one thet Td assumed the Duke preferred, which meant it
was probably close to his persona quarters. Td took note of landmarks, which door they entered, the
corridors they used, what gairs they climbed, and while he had a rough sense of where he was by the
time they reached his quarters, he was certain he had a good chance of getting logt for a while if he
ventured out on his own.

The suite was comprised of afull five rooms. A gtting room with large windows greeted Td as he
entered. It was decorated with tapestries to minimize the cold from the stone wadlls, a fine carpet, and
severd tables and chairs. He could entertain up to six people here in comfort, he judged. A big fireplace
rested between two other doors.

To the right, Rudolph showed him a large bathing room, with a drain in the center of atiled floor. A
brass tub sat nearby and there was a par of seats, as wdl as a paticularly wel-fashioned mirror. “A
barber will cdl upon you every morning, g, if you wish.”

“| prefer to let my manservant shave me” said Tdl.
“I'll mention that to the housecarl, gr.”

He then showed Td the bedroom, which had a low but huge bed, with multiple comforters, many



cushions and pillows, and a amdler fireplace, which Td judged must share the chimney with the one in
the gtting room. A door to theright led to a amdl room, which dso had a door onto the gtting room. It
was a servant’s room, and would be given over to Améfi.

On the l&ft was one more door, which led to another, smdler bedroom, which Td assumed meant that
once a family with children had occupied these gpartments. He said to Rudolph, “Thank you. | think |
shdl be fine now. Make sure my servant arrives with my luggage”

“Yes, Squire” The lad moved to the door to the hal and asked, “Is there anything you require before
supper, Sr?’

Td judged supper to be severd hours away. “I wouldn't mind a bit of atour of the citadd.”

“I can arrange that, Squire. I've been detalled to be your page until you're a home. I'll run to the
housecarl and tdl him about the shaving, sSir—I mean about you preferring to have your manservant shave
you—and then I'll be straight back.”

“Not too graght,” said Td. “Say an hour after my luggage arrives. | need to bathe and change out of
these travel clothes”

“Very wdl, gr. I'll have hot water sent up straightaway.”

“Good,” sad Td, teking aliking to the affable boy.

“The Duke will expect you at supper, Squire, so we must be back intime for you to change again.”
Td raised an eyebrow in question, but said nathing.

Reeding the gesture, the boy said, “His Grace dways has a gda when he returns home, so something
fediveisin order.”

“Very good. Come back when I’ ve finished deaning mysdf up.”

The boy stepped into the hdl. “Here comes your man with the luggage now, sr,” he said. “I'll be back
inan hour.”

Amdi showed the porters where to put the two large bags, then dismissed them. Then he glanced
around the rooms. “Very nice, Magnificence”

Td sad, “Get usad to it. It's home for a while” But ingde he knew it would never be home, and he
knew that he had to blend in and become one of Kaspar's creatures, or his long-term plans for the
Duke' s destruction would never succeed. But he couldn’t help but fed that he had walked draight into a
trap, like awild bull charging into a net with a band of huntersjust out of sght.

Td followed Rudolph as the boy scampered up yet another flight of stairs. Td was working diligently
a memoarizing every hdlway, flight of stairs and sgnificant room in the citadel. He was drawing a map in
hismind.

They reached alanding where stairs headed down in two directions, to the right and left, and Td said,
“That way leads back to my quarters.” He was pointing to the right.



“Yes, Squire. Very good,” said the boy with a grin.
“Where does that lead?’ He pointed to the |eft.
The boy sad, “I'll show you,” and they were off.

For dmost two hours they had been exploring the vast edifice that was Opardum’s citadd. Td
believed the boy when he said that between the extra rooms, outer buildings ingde the wall and some of
the older tunnels into the rock, the entire population of the city might take shelter there if the need arose.
The place was massive. For some reason the Dukes of Olasko had over the years fdt the need to keep
adding to the citadd.

Haf an hour later, they reached a hdlway and Rudolph stopped. They had just passed the large hall
that led to the Duke' s great hdl and his private quarters, a vast gpartment comprisng more than a dozen
rooms. Rudolph said, “Down thishdl is a stairway, Squire. No oneis dlowed to go there”

“Redly?’

“Yes. The Duke is most emphétic on that subject.”

“What's up there?’

“Leso Varen,” whispered the boy, looking as if even speaking the name frightened him.
Td pretended ignorance. “Who or what isa Leso Varen?’

The boy took Td’s hand asif to pull him dong. “We need to keep moving. He's an advisor to the
Duke. HE's supposed to be awizard, everyone says. He looks like everyone ese, but . . .~

“But what?’

“l don’t like him,” said the boy, again in a whisper. “He scares me”
“Why?" said Td with alaugh, asif trying to make light of it.

“l don’t know, Squire. He just does.”

Td feigned indifference, but he marked the entrance to Varen's quarters dearly in his mind. Then a
faint aroma came to him and his eyes widened. He recognized the scent, the particular perfume and the
hint of the skin that it had touched. Alysandral Or, Lady Rowena as she was known here. The other
agent of the Conclave of Shadows, a woman of cold cdculation and remarkable beauty. What had she
been doing near the magican'slar?

“We should start back now, Squire,” said Rudolph, bringing Td out of his reverie with a solid yank on
his hand. “We need to make sure you're ready for the Duke's gda”

Td nodded as Rudolph released his grip on his hand, and fdl in behind the boy. From what he'd
learned of the citadd thus far, Td knew the lad was taking a circuitous route back to his quarters to
avoid passng by the hdl leading to the wizard's quarters. As he followed, his mind returned to the
question of what Rowena had been doing in the company of Leso Varen.



Td had been astonished to discover new dothing waiting for him. Améafi had laid everything out. The
jacket was sawn with seed pearls and wha appeared to be garnets, on a fabric of lavender hue. The
leggings were white, and a pair of ankle boots with Slver buckles stood by the bed. A new bdt for his
sword from the King of the Ides completed the ensemble. There was no hat, so Td went bareheaded.

The Duke' s hdl was huge, dmogt as large as the King of Roldem’s. Td recognized that once this had
been the centrd keep of the citadd, a huge single room in which an ancient noble and dl his retinue once
lived. A massive fireplace housed a huge fire behind the Duk€e's chair, far enough away that Kaspar and
those at his table were comfortable. The Duke's table sat on a raised platform; two lower tables running
perpendicular to the head table, forming a“U’. From his dlevated vantage point, Kaspar could see every
guest a his table. Stting at Kaspar’s right hand was Natdia, and at his left was the Lady Rowena. Td
caught Natalia s eye and amiled dightly, but purposely ignored Rowena, though he marked her. He found
himsdf once again amazed at her aility to be whoever she wished to be, and yet a the same time the
beautiful gil who had beguiled him on Sorcerer’s Ide, overwhdming him to the point of his thinking he
was in love with her, only to discover she was completely without compassion or affection. Now,
effortlesdy, she was a lady of Kaspar's court, a lovdy trophy for the lord’'s am, and one who
enthusadticaly shared his bed. Td wondered if it was possible that Kaspar suspected the woman he
bedded was one capable of plunging a dagger into his throat without feding an echo of remorse.
Probably not, Td concluded. For if he had, Rowenawould be dead dready.

Td was escorted to the left flanking table near the Duke. He sat next to a man of middle years who
introduced himsdf as Sergey Laimov, the Duke's Assessor, or collector of taxes.

The dinner went on quietly, without the entertainers in other courts. As the last dishes were being
removed, Duke Kaspar stood up. “My friends” he said, loudly. “There is an addition to our company |
would now like to introduce. He is a clever young man of many taents who will be an asset to Olasko.
Squire Hawkins, plesse stand.”

Td stood, and Kaspar said, “It is my pleasure to introduce you dl to Squire Tawin Hawkins, late of
the Kingdom of the Ides and Champion of the Masters' Court in Roldem. Tonight he enters our service”

There was a polite round of applause. Lady Rowena displayed just the right amount of interest, then
returned her atention to the Duke. Td noticed one dgnificant member of the Duke's table was not
gpplauding. Captain Quint Havrevulen, most senior of Kaspar’s officers, sat slently, observing the young
granger. As Td resumed his seat, he wondered if the Captain’s lack of enthusasm semmed from a
genead didike of Idemen or because a the Masters Court Tournament he had killed one Lieutenant
Campaned, Havrevulen's aide-de-camp.

Asthe med ended, Kaspar stood up and said, “ Squire, please attend me” He waked away from the
table, leaving the Lady Rowena unattended.

Td nodded to Amafi—who had stood behind his char throughout the mea—to return to ther
quarters, then hurried to the Duke' s side. Kaspar put a large hand on Td'’s shoulder and said, “Now is
as good atime as any to get the matter of your oath taken care of. Come with me there’'s someone |
want you to meet.” Over Kaspar's shoulder, Td could see Natdia's expresson was drawn as if she
were concerned.

To Td’s surprise, no servants or guards accompanied them as Kaspar led Td through a series of
hdlways. Then Td saw they were at the flight of stairs that Rudolph had said was forbidden. Kaspar
sad, “This area of the citadd is not to be entered, unless you are summoned by mysdf, Squire. Is tha
understood?’



“Yes, Your Grace.”

They dimbed the stairs and went down a hdl, to a large wooden door. Without knocking, Kaspar
opened the door and motioned for Td to enter.

The room was large, but sparsdy furnished, containing just one table and a chair. Tapestries covered
the walls againg the cold, but otherwise the room was without comfort. A fire burned in a large hearth,
and three men were waiting.

Two were guards, who quickly came to stand on ether sde of Ta and grip his ams. “Tie him in the
charr,” said Kaspar.

Td redized the futility of resding and let himsdf be lashed to the chair as the third man came to
examine him. He was dender, of middle haght, with long dark hair that reached past his shoulders. His
face was dmost pinched, with a prominent nose that would have dominated his face had it not been for
his eyes. The eyes were black, and something in them made Td fearful. The man came to stand before
Td and said, “Hélo, young man. Duke Kaspar says you are a taented lad with great potentid. | certainly
hope s0.” He looked past Td a Kaspar for a moment, then back at Td. “Because if you are not, you
will not leave this room dive”

He turned his back on Td and went to the table. He picked something up and returned to stand
before Td. “Shdl we begin?’ he asked the Duke.

Td sat mationless Behind him Duke Kaspar sad, “Begin.”

Suddenly there was a fant buzzing sound in Td's ears, just a the edge of beng recognizable. It
sounded like the distant murmuring of voices. He found his eyelids growing heavy and he fdt his body
become heavy, asif he were on the verge of deep.

Then avoice said, “Your mind ismine, and you may not hide any fasehood.”

Td fdt an oddly familiar tingling dong the base of his scalp, just above his neck, and recognized the
use of magic. He had known such a sensation many times at Sorcerer’s Ide as he had been subjected to
many different types of magic spells. He could only trust that whatever Pug, Miranda, and Magnus had
done to him over the time he was there would see him through this ordedl.

Duke Kaspar came to stand within Td'’s fidd of vison. “Do you, Tdwin Hawkins, swear an oath
upon your life, to serve me and my ling, until such time as you are released by me? Do you serve fredy,
without reservation, emendation, or subterfuge? Do you offer your lifeif fase?’

“l do,” sad Td, and his voice fdt thick in his own throat. He thought of his fether, before afire late
one night, and the words that he could ill recall. “Never offer an oath lightly. For you pledge not only
your life and sacred honor, but your peopl€e' s honor aswell. To break an oath is to be without honor, to
be without a spirit, and to be gpart from the people.”

“l do,” he repeated.

After a moment, the strange sensations vanished and the odd-looking man said, “He offers his oath
truly.”



“Good,” sad the Duke. “Untie him.”

Td sat rubbing hiswrigts for amoment as the Duke said, “1 have many enemies, Td, and my enemies
have many agents. You wouldn't be the fird of those to seek my service” He amiled. “I had no doubt
you would be found to be amean of your word.” Turning, he said, “Thisis my mog trusted advisor, Leso
Vaen.”

Theman indlined his head politely, but his eyes were fast upon Td. “You are an unusud young man,
Squire” he said.

Td stood up. “Thank you, Sr.”

The Duke waved the guards away and took Td by the arm. Steering him towards the door he said,
“Go now and rest for the night. | have business here with Leso. Tomorrow we have some tasks to set
you on.”

“| thank Y our Grace for the opportunity to serve.”

With a laugh, Kaspar opened the door and said, “Don’t be so quick to thank me, young Hawkins
You haven't heard the tasks yet. You may not be so grateful when you see what plans | have for you.”

With that, he ushered Td through the door and closed it behind him. Td set off down the gairway,
thinking that whatever might have been said, Leso Varen had reservations which were expressed in his
eyes, if not his words. He would have to tread carefully around the magician, Td knew.

Stll, he had endured the firg trid and was ill breething, and as it was said, so far, so good.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Task

Td dogged through the sivamp.

A company of Olasko soldiers wearing knee-high boots and heavily-padded jackets were trudging
through calf-deep water. Kaspar had given Td hisfirg task the month before: By fast ship go to Inaska
and dispose of a band of smugglers who are causing problems for the local merchants. They were
a0 pirates, Td discovered after two days in Olasko’s southernmogt city. He had spent hours in seedy
taverns and seedier brothels, but after two weeks of soreading gold around he had got the informetion he
hed needed.

He had presented himsdf to the garrison commander a Inaska, shown his warrants from the Duke,
and hand-picked the twenty men who now were working their way towards the smugglers camp.
Leading the locds was a sergeant who seemed to be the toughest of them, a snake-eater named
Vadeski. He had aforehead like an awil and a jaw that jutted like the ram on a Quegan war-gdley, and
his shoulders were as wide as the Duke's, though he was a full head shorter. Td had seen his type in
many a tavern: a brawler, bully, and, probably, a murderer, but he was exactly the type of man Td
needed for a thankless job like this.

The other men dl were ather trappers or hunters a one time, for Td knew he would need men
familiar with the locd area. For thefirg timein hislife, Ta found himsdf feding lost. He had hunted in the
mountains, and lowland forests, and across grasdands, but never in the swamps.

They had taken a boat from Inaska to a village caled Imrisk, where they had secured provisons and
commandeered a pair of large shdlow-draught boats. Those had been paddied to the windward sde of
the idand, opposite where the pirates had their camp.

Two smdl coast-sailers were reputedly anchored on the lee side, dong with a dozen or more of the
shalow-draught boats identical to the ones Td’s men used. Td expected no more than thirty smugglers
to bein camp. A quick attack, take some prisoners for questioning, fire the boats and base—these were
his plans.

He motioned for Vadeski to hold the menin place, tdling him, “I’'m going to scout ahead.”
“Yes, Captain,” answered the sergeant.

Td moved through dien-looking trees with thar underwater roots, having no idea what they were
cdled. He kept his eyes busy, looking for danger, human or otherwise. The svamp held many predators,
dligators, lizards, and epecidly a ferocious big cat; most of those would give the soldiers a wide berth,
but there was dso a particularly deadly water snake that had no fear of men.

When he saw dry land ahead, he dimbed out of the water, moving as slently as possible, to a rise



before him. He smdlled the faint tang of smoke. Glancing over the rise, he saw a long depression running
for nearly a quarter of a mile to another ridge. From the other sde he saw the smoke from campfires, a
fant haze againg the sky, being blown away by the wind.

He returned and motioned for his men to follow, and led them down the shdlow gully. At the far end,
they halted, and Td sgnded for them to wait. He peered over the rocks and saw the pirates camp.
Then he sat down and swore slently. He beckoned for the sergeant to join im and when the old veteran
was a his side, they both took a look.

Td counted close to ninety or a hundred men, three large sailing boats riding a anchor off the beach,
and more than a dozen of the shdlow smugglers  boats.

“Seethose?’ sad Vadeski, whispering in his ear, pointing to the boats. “They come rippin’ out of the
idands and swvarm ya. If'n they can, they’ll offload dl the goods, then fire the traders boat to the
waterline. Those three big ‘uns are to haul plunder.”

“How often do they move to new camps?’
“All thetime” said Vadeski.

Td sat down quickly. Then he led the men back to the other end of the gully. When they were ssfdy
away from the camp, Td said, “Who is that lying bastard who told us there would be about thirty or so
smugglers here, Sergeant”?’

“Jacos of Sddoma; he'satrader 0 sorts, Captain,” answered the Sergeant.

“Remind me to have him flogged when we get back, assuming we get back. There's close to a
hundred men in that camp.” He turned and did a quick inventory. He had twenty men, and only four
Ccrosshows.

“Hveto onean'tdl that bad, isit?’ said the Sergeant with agrin.

“Only if we have an advantage,” said Td. “Let’'s head back to the water’s edge in case one of those
lads decides to come over thet rise to take a piss, and we can ponder this”

Td knew that to return for more men would be a waste of time. The smugglers moved their camp on
aregular bass, so he assumed they’d scout around every once in a while. There was no way any
experienced scout would miss the Sgns of twenty-one men down in that gully and on this beach. He
glanced down as they reached the water’ s edge.

“What's this?” Td asked, kneding. The shore was covered in a crushed white substance that didn’t
look like sand or rock.

One of the others said, “Looks like broken shells, Captain.”
“Shdls?’

“Swamp oysters,” said another. “They’re common enough around here. Not much for egting unless
you're starvin', but some do.” He pointed. “Look over there”

Td looked where the man indicated and saw a large mound of shells. Something started negging at
him. He remembered something about oyster shdlls but couldn’t recdl what.



They waked over to the pile and he said, “ Someone put these here”

“Probably lookin' for pearls,” sad the fird man who spoke. He picked one up. “Got a pearl an't
worth much, not like those that come from the sea, but somé Il buy ‘em. All kind of blokes range through
these swamps, set up camp, abide a while, then move on.”

Td was motionless as he held the shell. Then he said, “What happens when you burn these?’

“You get awhite ash,” said another man. “Did it dl the time in my village. | grew up in these idands,
Captain.”

“White ash?” asked Td, thinking. “What do you use the ash for?’

“Wel, me mum made soap by mixing it with talow. Nasty Suff'll take the skin right off you if you
leaveit on too long, but it'll get your face and hands dean enough. Good for clothes, too, if you get it dl
out. Otherwiseit'll et aholeinashirt.”

Td grinned. “Now | remember. Something | read a while ago!” He motioned to the Sergeant. “Set
two pickets at the near end of the ravine. If they see anything, tdl them to come running.” Vadeski
detailed two men to do as ordered. Td then said, “Start a fire, there” He pointed to a spot just above
the water. “Start gathering shells” he ingructed the other men. “As many as you can find. Then empty
out your kits”

Themen did as ordered, dumping the contents of their backpacks on the ground. They gathered shdlls
and then once the fire was going, Td started dumping shdlsinto the flames.

They let the fire burn throughout the afternoon, and Ta watched as a huge pile of ash formed. As the
aun lowered in the west, Td said, “We attack a sundown. The evening breeze should be at our backs,
right, Sergeant?’

Vadeski sad, “Right, Captain. Wind's pretty constant across these idands. Sill as the grave at
sunrise, nice little zephyr every sundown.”

Td sad, “We ve got dirty work ahead, Sergeant.”

With a grin that was pogtivey evil, Vadeski said, “That'sthe kind | like, Captain!”

Twenty-one men crouched below the top of the rise. Td peered over and saw that the pirates were
gathered around a large cook-fire, or lounging nearby. He signaed to his men, and they spread out dong
the low ridge, two crosshowmen in the center, one each at ether end of the line.

He had given clear indructions to his men; now he had to wait for the wind to freshen. As the sun
touched the horizon, he fet the breeze pick up. He nodded and spoke in aquiet tone. “Now.”

His men stood. They waited until one of the amugglers saw them, and shouted. The smugglers dl
grabbed up weapons and made ready for an attack. Ta had ordered hismen to hold their ground.



The two groups stood motionless, facing each other, until Vadeski shouted, “Well, what are you
waiting for, you ugly buggers?’

The pirates shouted and charged. The distance from the beach to the rise where Ta waited was less
then a hundred yards, and mogt of it was dightly uphill. Td waited until the firg smuggler was only twenty
yards avay and then he shouted, “Now!”

The men picked up their backpacks and started throwing handfuls of the white ash into the air. It was
picked up by the wind and blew into the eyes of the attackers. Suddenly men were dropping their
wespons and screaming in pain.

The four crosshowmen fired, and four of the pirates went down. A few of them kept their eyes
covered, and managed to get to the line, where they were quickly cut down by Td’s men. Of the ninety
or more charging pirates attacking, only a dozen reached Td’sline, al dying quickly.

“Now!” shouted Td and the soldiers dropped their packs and charged. There wasn't much fight Ieft in
the pirates, as many of them were blind. Td shouted, “Get me some prisoners!”

Td legpt among the smugglers, many of them flaling about wildly with their swords, doing more
damage to their companions than to any of Td’s men.

In less then ten minutes, the daughter ended. Td had only two wounded men, both with superficid
cuts, and four prisoners who were Stting down by the boats trying to wash out ther eyes with wet rags.

Sergeant Vadeski gpproached. “Captain, there' s somethin’ you should see”

Td followed him to where his men were digging graves for the dead. “What isit?’

“Look at the feet,” said the Sergeant.

Td did so and noticed tha afull dozen of the corpses were wearing boots. “Those aren't sallors”

“No, gr,” sad the Sergeant. He bent over the closest man with boots on and pulled open his shirt.
“Look at this, gr.”

Under the dead man's shirt was a pendant. “Bet you'll find the same as this on the others, gr.”
“Whet isit?’

Vadeski pulled it off the man and handed it to Td. He looked dosdy and saw that the meddlion was
embossed with the head of aroaring lion. “1t's worn by the Black Lions, Sr.”

Td shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“The Black Lions are a specid group, dr. Soldiers workin® for the Prince of Sdmater. These ain't
pirates, gr, but soldiers come across the border to do mischief.”

Td looked at the four prisoners and saw that one of them was wearing boots. He went to stand over
the man and nudged him with his foot. The man looked up and blinked. “I think I'm blind.”

“Mogt likdy,” said Td. “Or at least for awhile”

“What isthis?’ asked the man, pointing to his swollen eyes.



“Lye” answered Td. “Ash containing lye. Now, I'll ask the questions. Who was your officer?’
“l don’'t know what you mean,” said the prisoner.

Td nodded at Vadeski, who kicked the man as hard as he could in the side. The prisoner couldn’t
see the kick coming and he doubled over, crying out in pain. He lay on the sand, unable to catch his
breath for dmogt aful minute, findly inhding with a grest rasping noise.

“You're not bloody pirates,” said Td. “You're soldiers of Samater. You're across the border in
Olasko territory. If | take you back to Opardum, it'll mean war.”

“I'm asmuggler,” the man said weskly.

Td looked around. “Right.” He motioned to Vadeski. “We |l stay the night, and tomorrow well burn
dl the boats but one.” He pointed to the three large boats anchored off the shore. “ Send four lads to see
if there are any more of these cutthroats hiding aboard, and if not, what cargo they hold. If you can, move
dl the cargo to one of the boats, and well sal it back to Inaska. Detail four men to fetch our boats on
the other sde of theidand. | want to get this news back to the Duke as quickly as | can.”

“What about hm?’' said the Sergeant.

Td looked at the man huddling in the sand, blind and hunched up in such a way that Td suspected
Vadeski had broken some of his ribs. Without pity, Td said, “Make him talk.”

“Gladly, sr,” said the Sergeant.

The old soldier started shouting orders while Td went over to the cook-fire. A large iron pot bubbled
over the flames. He lifted a wooden spoon out of it and tasted the contents of the pot; it was a Imple but
acceptable fish stew. He beckoned over one of the soldiers and said, “ Pass the word; hot supper tonight.
After burid, | want pickets posted, then the men can sart eating.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Td kndt and took a quick inventory. There was enough hard bread and dried fruit to last his men four
or five days. More than enough to compensate for the provisons they had dumped to accommodate the
achinther packs. Td sghed. Thiswas the fira of many bloody tasks Kaspar would set for him, he was
certain.

If he was to redize his ambition, to utterly destroy the Duke of Olasko, he must be a good and fathful
servant until such time as the Duke reveded his true nature and betrayed Td. Then he would be free of
his oath and could bring Kaspar down.

But that day was along way off, for there was gill much to know. And Td was patient in many ways.

He got a wooden bowl from a nearby pile and used a ladle to pour out some hot stew. Then he tore
off achunk of bread and sat down, naticing some bottles of wine nearby. He decided to leave those for
the men. As he put the bread into the stew and took a bite, he could hear the prisoner starting to scream.

Td stood quiely as Kaspar read the report. “You did wel, Td,” he sad as he put down the
parchment. “Y our report is detailed. The goods recovered will pay for the cost of the trouble we went to,



but what do we do about the Prince of Sdmater?’
“Send hm a message, Sr?’

“Yes, my thoughts exactly.” He picked up one meddlion from the pile Tal had deposited on the table
before him. “I think returning these to him might get the point across.”

“Will it, Your Grace?’
Kaspar leaned back and regarded Td. Y ou have something on your mind, Squire?’

“The smuggling was no more than a nuisance, Your Grace. It harmed some merchants and perhaps
diverted some duty money from your treasury, but it was only a smdl-scae problem. Why detail crack
troops to such an undertaking?’

“Y ou have something for me?’

“Only a thought, Your Grace. The soldier we captured knew nothing, but his officer had orders not
shared with the men. We got that from the soldier before he died. The other three prisoners were
common riff-raff, nothing more than thugs and dock rats working for the promise of easy booty.”

“But we did find this” He motioned to a servant who deposited a bundle before the Duke. Inside was
a case, which Kaspar opened, reveding fine writing indruments. The parchments that were folded below
the box lid revealed pages covered in cryptic notes, and other pages with line drawings.

Fndly the Duke asked, “A mapping expedition?’
“Yes, Your Grace”
“Towhat end?’

“A draght route from Micd’s Station to Olasko Gateway. | sudied the maps of the area in your
collection before leaving. Having just returned from the region, | know they are incomplete and
inaccurate. What looks to be a large waterway turns out to be shdlow and filled with debris, and there
are idands marked where none exigt, sandbars that build up and shift, dl manner of hazards to any
deep-draught vessels.” He pointed to one of the line maps. “If | have understood their codes and these
drawings, they were returning from a successful expedition—and not the firs.” His finger pointed to
another page. “They were dmogt finished. | know from more reliable sources that there is only one viable
route from the point where they stopped to the river itsdf. They would have found it on their next trip, |
am certain.”

He rubbed his chin absently for a moment, then added, “If war were to come to the north, having a
direct route that would dlow sazing the Gateway without having to confront your forces a Inaska and
here in Opardum would give an enemy a draegic advantage: he would hold a fortress city on your
western flank and cut off any supplies from the heartlands of Olasko. Another attack on Inaska from
ingde the idand group coupled with a sea assault could take the cty in less than a week, in my
edimation.”

“Redly? sad the Duke, smiling. He turned to Captain Havrevulen and said, “What do you think,
Captan?’

In neutral tones the Captain said, “I think we should fortify Inaska and send a strong message to



Sdmater.”

“So do |,” sad Kaspar. He looked at Td. “You've done well, young Hawkins” To the Captain he
sad, “Draw up plans to fortify Inaska and get them to me by tomorrow.” The Captain bowed and
departed.

To Td, Kaspar sad, “I want you to start tomorrow in incorporating this information on our maps.
Bring them up to date.” He leaned back in his chair and said, “Clean up and rest before dinner. That will
bedl.”

Td bowed and departed. He returned to his quarters and found a hot bath, and Améfi, wating.

“Magnificence, next time you mug take me with you; you need eyes waching your back.” Amdi
lowered his voice. “The servants hear things Thisis not a happy place. Many paliticd rivds and much

plotting.”
“Your command of the language isimproving, | see,” said Td as he dipped into the hot tub.

“You command, | obey, Magnificence” Amdi started soaping a large cloth, and motioned for Td to
leen forward so he could scrub his back. “It is to my advantage that most here don't redize I'm learning
fadt, and think me ignorant of their tongue. So, they gossip, and let dip things”

“So, what have you found out?’

“The entire household is afraid of that man, Leso Varen. Those who serve him are in and out, do not
linger. The only people who vigt with him are Duke Kaspar and sometimes, the Lady Rowena.”

“Hmmm,” Td said, wondering what Rowena might be up to. He observed the indructions of the
Conclave, and made no attempt to speak to her outside the normd socid contact that resulted from them
both sarving in Kaspar's court. When a dinner or some other function brought them together, both
observed ther roles impeccably and neither hinted at their prior relationship. Still, Td had to admit to
devoting alot of time to consdering wha her misson might be. That she was spending time with Varen
piqued his curiogty.

Amdi went on, “No one has said Varen has done bad things, but it isafeding of those here tha he is
awizard and a bad man.”

“I'll concede that point,” said Td. He took the cloth from Amafi and continued washing. “What else?’

“Mogt of those who have been here along time remember Duke Kaspar as a different man; the older
servants who talk about him as a boy. Most blame Varen for Kaspar’s changed nature.”

“A man makes choices” Td sad.
“True, but what choices a man makes depends on what choices heis offered.”
“You're occasondly profound, Améfi.”

“Thank you, Magnificence. Duke Kaspar is devoted to hissster. The Lady Natdiais refused nothing.
She likes men, horses, fine dothing and gdas. There are many entertainments here in the citadd, at least
one aweek. Many seek her hand in marriage, but Kaspar is keeping her for a specid dliance”



“He wants her to be Queen of the Ides, | think,” said Td.

“I am no expert on palitics, Magnificence, but | think that will not happen.”

“l agree,” sad Td, ganding.

Amdi wrapped himin atowd, then asked, “What is your pleasure until supper, Magnificence?’

“A bite. You go fetch some bread, cheese and wine, while | dress mysdf. Then find that page,
Rudoalph, and tdl him to come here. | think it'stime to see more of the citadd.”

“More?” Amdi shrugged. “I thought you had seeniit dl.”
Td amiled. “Hardly. There are things here that | have only imagined, Améfi.”
“Very wdl, Magnificence. | sl do as you command.”

Amdi bowed and left the room, and Td finished drying off. There was so much to learn, if only he
could manage to stay dive long enough to learn it.

Td followed Rudolph. The boy took him through a hdlway that was clean, but rardy used. “These
quarters are empty, Squire” sad the boy. He reached the farthest door and rattled the handle. “All
locked up proper, Sr.” He turned around. “Wdl, that’s it, then. You've seen it dl, from one end of the
citedd to the other.”

Td gmiled. “Not dl, | warrant.”
“Wdl, dl the stores back inddethe caves . . .”

“There are caves used as storehouses behind the citadd, Squire. Big nasty, draughty dark places, and
some of them | hear go back for miles No reason to go there, but if youmus . . .” He started to walk.

Td put his hand on the boy’ s shoulder, restraining him. “No, some other time perhaps. How do | find
these caves?’

“There are severd entrances, Squire. One lies behind the armory, but that door is aways locked and
only Captain Havrevulen and the Duke himsdf have keys to that door. There' s another one behind the
kitchen, through a door that’s behind where you go to dump the kitchen waste to the midden, and there's
another one down off that old room | showed you that had dl the different furniture in it that we keep
around for Lady Natalia when the mood strikes her to change things. Then there's the dungeon, but you
don’'t want to go there”

“No,” agreed Tdl.

“There' s one other door that comes up somewhere else, but | don't recall exactly where” He looked
a Td and sad, “I've shown you everywhere | know about, sSr. All that's Ieft then is the wizard's
gpartments, Squire, but you don’'t want to go there ether.”

“I've been there,” said Td to the boy’ s openmouthed amazement. “No, | was thinking of the servants



passages.”

“The sarving ways? But none of the gentry want to know about those. Even | don’t know dl of them,
ar”

“Why don’t you show me what you do know?’
Rudolph shrugged and walked past Td. “Thisway, then, gr, but if you ask me, it'sa bit odd.”
Td laughed. “Then why don’t we keep this between ourseves?’

“Mum’sthe word, Squire,” said Rudolph as he led Td towards the kitchen.

An hour later they waked through a narrow hdl, barely wide enough for Td to move without his
shoulders brushing a wal. Rudolph held a candle up. “This leads to the Duke' s quarters, Squire. Can't
0o too close, unless we' re summoned.”

AsTd had anticipated, there were passages out of Sght of the residents and guests of the citadd that
were used by the servants to fetch and carry dl sorts of things. Laundry and food, soil-buckets and water
were lugged through these narrow halways, so as not to inconvenience the residents and, as Td knew,
they were often used as shortcuts from one part of the building to the next.

He suspected that more than one noble had skulked through these passages on his way to the
bedroom of a vigting noble's wife or daughter, and more than one pretty maid had made her way
towards a nobleman’s quarters that way as well.

They passed aladder and Ta asked, “Rudolph, where does this lead?’
“Next floor up, Squire,” the boy answered, now very bored with exploring.
“l know that, boy. Where on the next floor?’

“Can't say as | rightly know, sr. Most of us don't use the ladders. Some of ‘em are so rotten with
age and you can fdl and break your neck. When you're carrying a tray or a bundle, you can’'t dimb up
or down. So most people don't use them.”

Td closed his eyes for a moment, cdling up what he remembered of the passages above, and had a
far idea of where that ladder exited. As he suspected, while entrances below in the citadd—primarily in
the kitchen and laundry areas—were regular doors, dmog dl the exits above were disguised as wal
pands or behind closets or through doors behind tapestries. He wondered if even the Duke knew dl
these passages, though he found it hard to bdieve that a man as thorough as Kaspar would remain
ignorant of what could turn out to be a vulnerability; but on the other hand, even the smartest people took
too many things for granted, and if Kaspar’s parents had been ignorant of dl these byways in the citadd,
then Kaspar might be as well.

They moved on through the dark tunnd and Td decided he would return to these tunnds and explore
on his own sometime soon. Just as he would vigt the dungeon and the caves as well.

The only places he would give a wide berth were Kaspar's apartment and the rooms occupied by
Leso Varen.



Td sad, “I think that’s enough. Show me the fastest way back to my room.”

“Thank you, Squire,” sad the boy, not hiding his rdief. “The housecarl’s going to beat meif | don't
get back soon.”

“Don’'t worry. I'll tdl him | required your services.”

“That'sdl right, Squire. It won't do me any good. My master reckons I've got to learn to be in two
places at once sooner or later.”

Td laughed and followed the boy.

Td stood slently, feding something akin to triumph. He was in the mouth of a cave, looking across a
deep ravine 4ill shrouded in darkness as the early morning light began to illuminate a diff-face less than
helf amile away. Looking down he fdt amaost giddy with ddlight.

A few days after returning from his misson down to the Southern Idands, Td was cdled into
Kaspar's presence and informed they would be hunting for a week darting the next day. Td had
indructed Amédfi to prepare histrave bags, had secured new grings for his bow from the Duke' s armory
and chosen two-dozen arrows. Then just before dinner, his somach had rebelled and Td had come
down with a murderous stomach flux, either from something he had picked up on the way back from the
southern idands or something he had esten that morning. Td had spent the day in bed or in the
garderobe. He couldn’t even keep water down without having it come right back up.

The Duke's hedler had come to see him, giving him a foul-tagting concoction to drink, but Ta vomited
that back up aminute later. Shaking his head, the chirurgeon had prescribed bed-rest and waiting it out.
He had informed the Duke that Td would be bedridden for at least three days. Kaspar then sent a note
wishing Td wel and inviting him to join the party in a day or two should he quickly recover.

The afternoon after Kaspar's departure, Td had endured a fever for hdf a day. He had awoken
thirsty and the water had stayed down. He had rested for that night and the next morning informed Amefi
he would nat be joining the Duke immediatdly. And then he decided to use the time he had to further
explore the caverns behind the citadd.

Dressed in black, carrying a lantern, he had dipped out that night into the lower basement of the
citaddl, quickly negatiating the servants passages and meking hisway to the pantry. Since the Duke and
much of his household were out hunting, kitchen activity had been a aminimum, so he eesly avoided the
few cooks helpers working late a night, located the ancient caves Rudolph had told him about, and
explored them. As the boy had promised, some went on for miles His firg night had been difficult, for
while the fever and flux had left him, he was il feding wesk.

On the second night he had found a long tunnd unmarked by any sgn of humen passage for a very
long time and had followed it to a huge gdlery with three passages leading eastward. One of them
contained a barely noticeable draught of ar and he had followed it.

It had taken him three nights of exploration, but at last he had discovered the exit where he now
stood. He put down the lantern and studied the crevasse that the maps in the Duke's library dearly
marked as the biggest barrier across the escarpment. High above he could see the brightening sky
between the two opposing faces of the deep cut in the earth. And directly across from him Td saw
something totaly unexpected, a pathway down from the opposite side of the crevasse. He moved to the



edge of the entrance and looked down and beheld another stone pathway leading down. Tracing the
route with his eyes in the early-morning light, he saw what he had never dreamed might exist: the means
of traverang the chasm that had safely guarded the rear of the citadd for ages. These paths were not
naturd. Some ancient war chief or early Duke of Olasko had cut those narrow paths into the face of the
diffs They were little wider than goat trails, but two or even three men could walk abreast down one
Sde and up the other. They were not marked on any documents in Kaspar’s library. Td judged that
some past ruler had wanted to make sure there was a fast way out of Opardum that few, if any, besides
himsdf knew about.

Td made his way carefully down the path to the bottom of the diff. It was not a difficult journey,
dthough the descent was steep, for the path was wide and free of obstacles. At the bottom he found a
par of sone pillars. A matching pair mirrored them on the other sde of a broken, rocky gully. Once in
the past water must have flowed through this part of the gorge, Td decided, but at some later stage the
water source had been diverted or dried up. He negotiated his way across the broken gully to the other
sde and looked up. It would be an annoying dimb to the path above, but he could manage it if he
wished. But he knew he wouldn't bother: because when he came here next, it would be from the other
sde with a company of engineers who would have a bridge across the gully in a matter of hours.

Td started back. 1t would be dark before he reached his room, and Amafi would keep servants away
from his ‘degping’ master, fighting off what was going to turn out to be the last of his fever. Tomorrow
Td would awaken sufficiently recovered to join Kaspar on his hunt, and no one would know that he had
discovered the citadd’s gaing weskness. For a moment he considered tdling Amdfi then decided
agand it; he could not confess what he didn’'t know. Besides, no matter how loyd the former assassin
hed been since coming into Td's service, T wasn't certain he would aways remain so. Remembering
the story Nakor had told him, of the scorpion who had killed the frog crossing the river, thereby dooming
himsdf as wdl because it was his nature, Td decided that Kaspar might not be the only scorpion he had
to contend with.

Sncekilling Raveninthe Land of the Orodon, Td had dreamed of how he might defeat Kaspar. He
hed imegined finding him aone and killing him with a sword in hand, tdling him who he redly was &t the
lagt. He had imagined snesking into his quarters in the dead of night, usng the hdlways and servants
passages to win hisway past his guards. Now it seemed he might have another choice. He fdt postively
buoyant as he made hisway back through the caves.

Td sat in mute amazement as the servants brought in the bear. 1t had been given to a taxidermist in
Roldem who had prepared the trophy for display, and had been delivered the day before Kaspar and his
companions returned from their most recent hunting trip. The bear rose up on hishind legs, his muzze set
ina snarl. The assembled nobles and privileged commoners of Opardum gawked at the cresture.

“My lords, ladies, and gentlemen,” declared the Duke, “my view of thisanimd the last time he rose up
like that was lying at his feet, as he was preparing to devour me. | would not be here this evening if it
hadn't been for the quick and heroic action of your newest member of the court. My friends, | present to
you Tadwin Hawkins, my emissary e large”

He motioned for Td to stand. Td did so to a round of polite gpplause. He sat down again as quickly
as he could. Kaspar went on to add, “This bear will stand on display with the other prizes in the Trophy
Hal, with a plague dealing Squire Hawkins's noble achievement. Now, please continue with the
fedtivities”



A low buzz of conversation returned to the room. The officer next to Td, a Lieutenant Adras, said,
“Good luck, Squire. None rise so fast as those with luck.”

Td nodded. Nataia glanced over a him while pretending to be ligening to a story one of the Duke's
senior advisors was tdling. She threw him a quick amile, then returned her attention to the courtier.

The Lieutenant said, “Sowly, Squire. Our lady is known to . . . let's leave it that she rardy takes
prisoners,” he finished with a chuckle.

Td looked a him. “Redly?’

“Not that | have firg-hand experience, you understand, Squire. I'm merdy a lowly lieutenant of
cavdry, not even a member of the Household Guard. A few of us are alowed to dine here from time to
time but | expect my next turn will be a year or more coming around.” He pointed to the far end of the
table, where Captain Havrevulen dined, and said, “Our esteemed Captain Quint is the only soldier in the
duchy who would think of so lofty a prize. The rest of us may merdly gaze onin adoration.” He sat back,
goprasng Td. “You, Squire, have noble lineage, are Champion of the Masters Court, and—judging by
the Sze of that bear—no mean hunter. Since our lord and magter is not given to overblown praise, heis
adsoinyour debt. So, you have a chance, dim as it might be, to court our lady.”

“The lady isthe Duke's most important treasure,” observed Td. “Shewill be wed to whichever ruling
prince mogt advantages Olasko, I'll wager.”

With alaugh, the Lieutenant said, “Y ou're no country boy, Hawkins, that's for certain.”

The banquet continued for another haf an hour and Td put the conversation with Lieutenant Adras
behind him. He knew that if he continued his affair with Natdia he was putting himsdf in harm’s way, but
to spurn her advances might make him a powerful enemy who was close to the Duke.

He glanced at alovely blonde woman stting to the left of the Duke who was engaged in conversation
with another of the many courtiers present. The Lady Rowena had entered tonight on Kaspar’s arm, and
it was Td'’sfirst opportunity to see her snce he had come back to Opardum from the Southern 1dands.

She had been absent when he firg came to the city, ostensibly away visting her family. Td knew she
had no family, as she had been raised on Sorcerer’s Ide, so he wondered what she had been up to. He
knew thet it would be impossible to find out. Both he and his former lover were deep in ther roles, so
neither would acknowledge the existence of Tdon of the Siver Hawk or Alysandra.

Seaing her dways made him consider the emotiond punishment he had gone through a her hands. He
fdt only ahint of pity, for he knew she was a broken thing, devoid of true fedings for any person, content
to take ingruction from Miranda, mistress of Sorcerer’s Ide, and the only person who could effectively
control the young woman.

As the banquet ended, a page appeared and said, “Squire, the Duke requests your presence in his
private gpartment.”

Td followed the page and soon entered a luxurious room with a low round table and hdf a dozen
chairs spread around it. Sideboards, candlestands of gold, mirrors and tapestries decorated the place.
Onthetable rested a crystd decanter and severd crystd goblets.

Kaspar sat done. He motioned for Td to take another seat. A servant poured wine for them then
departed.



“I’ve decided to send you to Samater, Tawin. Y ou will take my message to His Highness, the Prince
of Sdmater.”
Hs'r?)

“It will be short, dbet very flowery, very diplomatic, but the heart of it will be this he will
acknowledge me as his liege lord and submit, or ese | will reduce his dty to rubble around his ears”
With agrin, he asked, “How do you think helll react?”

Td spped hiswine, to gain amoment in which to consder this. Then he said, “Not knowing the man,
that might be hard to anticipate, but | can’t imagine helll be pleased.”

Kaspar laughed. “No, he most certainly won't be. But heisafool and someoneisusing him.”
“Who, Your Grace?’

“Almog certanly Paul of Miskaon. It might be someone ese, but | doubt it. Prince Janosh of
Sdmater iswed to Duke Paul’s ster, and she rules the Prince. She might meet with an untimely accident

“Your Grace?’

“Not yet, but that is a possibility.” Kaspar reached down behind his chair, drew out amap and placed
it on the table. “Here are the disputed lands, Td. Olasko, Sdmater, Miskalon, Roskalon, Maadon and
Semrick, Far Lorin, and Aranor dl have dams to part or dl of those lands” He sat back. “Some of us
have better dams and others of us have bigger amies”

Kaspar watched as Td studied the map.

Then the Duke said, “Olasko has four frontiers to be concerned with. You've dready uncovered a
problem on one of them, among the idands that comprise our southern province.”

“To the north we have the thugs up in Bardac's Holdfast. As long as they stay thugs, | don't worry. |
keep enough troops in the City of the Guardian to make them think twice about raiding south, and they
have their own problems to the north with County Conar—that merry band of murderers would make
anyone nervous.”

Td sad nothing, but he remembered stories about the men from Conar; they were close enough to the
land of the Orosini thet there had been conflicts before.

“To the west,” continued Kaspar, “is my cousn in Aranor, about whom | have no concerns. That
leavesthe east.”

“Whichisthe sea,” sad Td.

“Whichis the sea,” agreed Kaspar. “The sea can be a great barrier, but it aso can be a highway. If
you study the higtories of the late war in the Kingdom some thirty years ago, you'll find that an amy
came from hafway around the world by ship, and they lad waste to nearly hdf the Western Redm
before baing destroyed.”

Td sad, “So you seek to secure borders?’



“Yes” said Kaspar. “And more. Some of which I'll tdl you later, but for now consder this while
Kesh and the Ides have been rasng up mighty nations, under one rule of law, under one common
adminidration in each nation, the Eastern Kingdoms have been squabbling like poor relatives a a feast
over kitchen scraps.”

“Only Olasko’s unique relationship with Roldem keeps the Kingdom of the Ides a bay. Roldem’s
navy is vad, for she is an idand nation, and just the presence of that flest makes our eastern frontier
secure.” With a chuckle, he said, “Aslong as we stay on good terms with Roldem.”

“No, it's to the south | must look right now, and eventudly in other directions, but before | have
finished, | mean to bring dl these squabbling, petty little rulers to hed and the