
Weeks before the blood moon, and all the violence that followed it, a remarkable gathering 

took place at the Imperial Palace. It was remarkable because of the entwined fates of those 

who assembled there, who did not know each other, or suspect any part of what the stars had 

planned for them.

The young Emperor donned golden robes and a crown of wheat, and proclaimed that the 

planting should begin. He washed his hands in the waters of the five rivers. He drew his own 

blood and let it mingle with the blood of the ox as it burned, so that Quelestel would be 

pleased.

On the same day, though their planting had long been finished, the farmers of the plains 

sacrificed and prayed. In the forests and mountains of the north and across the vast prairie all 

the way to the steppes, the citizens of the Empire prayed that this year would bring a bountiful 

harvest. The last two years had been hard. The feasting was meager and many outside the 

city offered their best to the old Harvest God, even though the day now belonged to 

Quelestel.

In Merendir, the mild winter was half a cycle gone. The guests of the Emperor took their 

goblets to the boats and lounged in the lake, or to the red-shingled roofs of the guest houses 

to watch glimmering arteries spread out from the palace as the Lamplighters worked in the 

dusky streets. Many stood with the Emperor and his knights, watching as the Emperor's sister 

smiled shyly at a pair of strangers-- a man and a woman from the Wandering Tribes, brought 

to the palace for a scant weight of silver. The woman had come to entertain the nobles with 

her cards and visions of the future. The man had come because it was impossible for him to 

leave the woman's side. He stood silent and stern, with a thin bare blade between his sash 

and his breeches, and drew hushed, excited, murmurs from the nobles who knew the 

fierceness of the Tuga tribe.

The woman of the Wandering Tribes knelt on the cobblestones before the Princess Celani. 

The Emperor's sister had been taught well, and did not fear the Tuga, but unlike most of the 

crowd, she believed in the woman's art. She feared her future, and so she hardly breathed as 
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the woman dealt the cards. The Tuga woman dressed as a man, in breeches and a tunic, tied 

with the sash bearing the colors of her tribe. She was hard from work and war, but she was a 

woman, and Celani felt like a little girl, soft and small and timid, in a perfectly tailored silk 

gown and perfectly brushed hair.

When the Tuga woman looked from the cards to the princess, her dark eyes reflected the 

calm expanse of the prairie.

"You seek eyes within storms," she said, serenely, "One true storm, one storm that engulfs 

the world, and one storm within yourself. Keep your own eyes open, or you will be swept 

away."

There were scattered guffaws and some throat clearing in the crowd. Celani's uncle, the 

Elder General Dilluther, gangly and glowering in dark finery, appeared beside her and took 

her by the arm. His grip was gentle and absolutely unbreakable. As they walked away, Celani 

saw unmistakable sympathy in the wandering woman's eyes-- for what, she feared to wonder.

She would have liked to stay for the music and dancing, but she did not belong at these 

events. Jealous eyes saw her as the probable Empress, and in uncertain times it was her lot 

to be kept indoors. That, and she still had the occasional episode. She would watch from her 

window and pretend that she could distinguish one figure from another.

The knights Arman and Ersaphis stood guard at the gate to the first ring of the palace. 

Celani could watch herself approach in the high sheen of their polished armor. The knights 

stood at attention now, as always. She stood on her toes, and her uncle Dilluther stooped a 

little, and she kissed him on the cheek. Dilluther had a narrow, stern face, and his cheek was 

hard and stubbly, but he softened at her touch.

"Good night, Uncle."

"Good night, Celani. Sleep well."

Celani took a last look at the torchlit square behind her, and went in to the first ring, to 

spend another night alone with her thoughts and her mother's slippered footsteps scuffing 

endlessly through the halls.
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The Candle had watched the ceremony that afternoon with mild consternation. The 

Emperor had directed his prayers to Quelestel, but the old rituals belonged to the Harvest 

God. It was thinly disguised heresy-- the sort that the Most Holy Confessor would undoubtedly 

want the Candle to speak out against. It would be impolitic for the Candle to question the 

Emperor about his holy days, and besides, all but the most rigid of Quelestel's followers had 

become inured to such adaptations.

The Candle sat now by a small stage, ostensibly listening to some reknowned singer from 

the mountains. The singer was tiresome, and the whining strings that accompanied him 

aggravated the headache that the Candle had been nursing all day. The Candle considered 

himself a musical man. Under his leadership, the choir at the Basilica had been transformed 

from a collection of tone deaf scribes and monks to the group that it was today. This mountain 

music, with its quavering melodies and guttural murmurings, was a trend that he did not 

understand. The nobility's fascination with it would pass-- hopefully soon-- and these 

peasants would return to their dung fires and fermented mare's milk. The only reason he 

continued to feign attention was to discourage anybody from trying to talk to him.

The sun was gone, though dusk lingered. Five minutes more and he would go.  He thrust 

his hand into his pocket, fearing once again that he had dropped the letter he carried. It was 

still there. He struggled slightly getting out of his chair. He had been prone to sweating even in 

his youth, before he had acquired his current bulk, and the night was warm. He dabbed his 

head with a handkerchief, then checked his pocket again to make sure that the letter had not 

fallen out. He began to amble slowly, and assumed an expression of deep thought, hoping 

that nobody would intrude on his meditations.

Night came steadily on, and the Candle walked close to the walls, where the lights from 

the torches did not touch him. Beyond the wall, there was a tumult of horses and armor. The 

Candle jumped, but the guards on the wall gave no notice. There was no army in the world 

that could touch the Empire, let alone make its way to the second ring of the Imperial palace 
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in Merendir.

He did not like uncertainty, and he was bound for a mysterious meeting. He wondered, as 

he had a thousand times in the past three days, who would be waiting at the boathouse. 

Would it be somebody that he knew, or a stranger? The palace was full of visiting lords and 

their travelling parties. There were only a handful of commoners here, aside from servants, 

and they were Merendir's most elite citizens.

The letter had spelled out, in unfortunate detail, an extensive list of recent infidelities on 

the part of the Lord Commander. The Candle did not doubt the accuracy of the account. 

Among the leaders of the Church, the Lord Commander's proclivities were well-known. They 

were tolerated because the Lord Commander was, or had been, a great warrior and leader of 

men. With far-flung reports of degeneracy and indiscretion on the part of rank-and-file knights, 

though, this was a time when the reputation of the Lord Commander could not afford to be 

tarnished. Apparently, the letter's sender was aware of this, and eager to take advantage of 

the circumstance. To what end, the Candle had no notion.

Ahead of him, he saw the old boat house. Candle-lit boats were gliding across the lake, 

and laughter drifted toward him through the trees. He looked over his shoulder, but nobody 

was there, aside from the silhouette of a guard slowly walking the walls. The Candle checked 

his pocket again for the letter, and turned into the trees, vanishing from the view of the guard, 

who had in fact been watching him intently.

The Candle cut a figure that was easy to recognize, with his voluminous robes and 

considerable bulk. The guard wondered why the he was skulking through the woods, but soon 

dismissed these thoughts in favor of his prior preoccupations. When he was relieved of his 

duty on the wall, he would have to go quickly to the broker on Cooper's Square. There he 

could pay eighty weight silver in scrip from the salary that he just received, plus eight weight 

coin in interest, to redeem his pendant. In his estimation, it was worth at least two weight gold. 

Gayle, his broker on the Street of Fools, would pay two weight gold, minus a ten weight silver 
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commission, for the pendant. Gayle had Imperial accounts that came due in scrip, so he 

would change scrip to coin with no fee.

If he went to the Street of Fools by way of the Foreman's Court, he would pass the tavern 

where Lighthall's couriers wasted away the evening hours. He could stop and remind the ugly 

one with red hair of his outstanding debt of forty weight silver. The man would not be able to 

pay, but having the man indebted would prove useful eventually. Then there should be time to 

head back up the hill to the Swan Feather Inn before Andrios closed, but after most of the 

wealthy guests had retired for the night. Andrios would dip into the Blue Forest shag for him, 

and he would tip Andrios well, and take the shag to smoke with the tobacconist in the 

morning. This would ensure further discounts on his considerable purchases there, an 

impassioned rant about how difficult Blue Forest shag was to find-- thanks to rich Siltians 

buying it all up to send across the Sea of Mist to the even-richer men of the Far East-- and 

occasionally an unintentional insight into the conversations of some of the ranking members 

of the Poorman's Union who congregated there.

He remembered also that it had been too long since he had visited Vance at Lantern 

Under the Arch, another drinking establishment frequented by Union members. The strange 

old barkeep took a lot of grief from his clients for his bizarre political ideas and his 

resemblance to a goat. He loved to talk, the guard was one of the only people who would 

listen, and they were both insomniacs. About an hour after sunrise, when the last of the 

customers staggered home and Vance was closing up, the guard would have his morning tea 

there.

He was no longer welcome at the Horn and Cup, where the Lighthall's bruisers drank and 

whored, but Zarea kept the bar there, and she had been hanging around the Union Hall a lot 

recently in the afternoons. He could ask her for an update on the goings on there when he 

went to pay his dues tomorrow. Even the most tight lipped Union members were happy to 

share information about Lighthall's men, who tended to be an aggressive and unstable lot and 

posed a greater threat to the Poorman's Union than the city guard.
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Union dues would be fifteen weight silver-- coin only. Rent would be a quarter weight of 

gold, plus ten weight silver to keep his name off the books. He would try to pay Marta, who 

knew everything that happened between the Street of Fools and the harbor and a good deal 

about everything that happened elsewhere, thirty silver weight up front for the entire month, 

saving a few silver weight off her weekly payments. He owed the bookkeeper at the Blue 

Door forty silver and, although the terms included only a modest interest rate, it would be best 

not to advertise his poverty. If he got a good deal from the tobacconist, he could conceivably 

spend under twenty weight silver on tobacco this month. He brushed his thumb across the 

stack of thinly stamped coins in his pocket-- eighteen weight of silver. By the time he tipped 

Andrios, bought tea at the Swan Feather and at the Lantern Under the Arch, and kept Zarea's 

considerable thirst satisfied while questioning her, that would be gone.

What all of this came down to was that he would need to do another job to get through the 

month, which was unfortunate. He was not afraid of getting caught, he was too good for that, 

but to do a job right took a week of research. He had better things to when he was not on duty 

than pretending to sell walnuts outside the shop of some petty merchant and taking notes on 

when he came and went.

Darkness had fallen entirely, and the century of soldiers returning to their barracks from 

the field were little more than a dark milling mass. A pair of eyes gleamed below, drawn to the 

light of the guard's torch. The guard wondered at the differences in the lives that people lead, 

and tried to imagine himself living in barracks; riding for days across the plains and spending 

months, or even years, with the same hundred men; always jumping back and forth between 

strict discipline and wild carousing. He could not imagine any such thing. Far away, a bell 

began to toll, and soon it was joined by others, near and far. It was officially nightfall. Soon he 

would be relieved of duty. He took a cigarette from his case and lit it from the torch.

The soldier watched the torch dwindle high above him on the wall, as the guard walked 

away. All around him, his comrades moved in and out of the barracks, unloading their bags 
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and heading out into the city. If they shared his restlessness, they did not show it.

Most likely, he had just finished his last stint in the field, putting down an insurrection in a 

dusty farming town in the western highlands. In a month, his three years would be finished, 

and he would ride back to his home town. The people there would remember him and accept 

him, and he would try to forget that he had imagined their faces on the men and women 

hanging from gibbets. The two towns were not all that different, the people basically the 

same-- farmers, reserved but friendly, pious but not zealous, inclined toward contentment but 

angry when their children were hungry.

The battle had been swift. He had drawn his sword and little else. He had not even seen 

anyone killed. The reprisal had been moderate, by most estimations. A dozen leaders of the 

insurrection had been executed, the fighters for the most part had been pardoned. The 

leaders had been young-- men and women who thought that action could solve any problem. 

Had it been his home town, he was certain his brother would have been among them.

Now, if his comrades felt anything, they went to drink it away on the Street of Fools. The 

soldier went to his cot in the barracks-- a long room with insufficient light-- and dropped his 

bag. The barracks smelled like stale exertion. He stripped quickly and got into bed and did not 

fall asleep for a long time.

Inside the second ring, the Emperor's guests headed in throngs to the south square, 

where the cellarer was draining a third cask into a marble tureen as large as a wagon. The 

Candle huffed against the crowd, hurrying toward the gate. Two men ceased their 

conversation as he approached and looked at him without much interest. They were traders, 

by the look of them, and one of them was an Islander.

At the boat house, a young man had called to him and given him a letter, claiming to have 

received the letter, along with ten weight of silver, from a Rider. The boy was just the brat of 

some minor lord, and knew nothing. The man who had given the message to the boy had 

almost certainly not been a Rider. The letter had demanded that the Candle release a certain 
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prisoner of the Church. The name had meant little to the Candle. The Church held few 

prisoners these days. Its historical enemies were gone, or impotent, and Merendir was rarely 

vexed by sorcerers.

The Lash liked to work at night, and every passing hour made it less likely that the prisoner 

would be alive, and sound enough in mind and body for release. The Candle's carriage waited 

in the third ring. He was gasping for breath by the time he climbed in and drew the curtains, 

but he managed to convey to the driver that he should be taken to the penitentiary as quickly 

as possible. The carriage bounced and clattered against the cobblestones, and the Candle 

was jostled through the cushions. He hoped he was not too late.

The two traders had wandered well away from the festivities. They watched quietly as the 

Candle huffed past them, and then the Islander sighed expansively and stroked his mustache. 

He was far shorter than the other man, and quite round. Both men wore well-cut tunics and 

breeches without the embroidery or ruffles that many of the nobles, oblivious to taste, still 

wore. The Southerner's accent was distinct, but his speech was perfect.

"My friend, how can these trifles come between us? You are like a son to me, Endrev. For 

no other man would I even consider a silver weight above thirty percent, and you ask me for 

fifty. You break an old man's heart."

"You're a rogue, Gandro, and you know it. It's my ship, it's my navigator, and it's my map 

that will let him run the reefs. Now, what do you really want to talk about?"

"Ah, my friend, you are clever. Fifty percent of this, thirty percent of that, it is nothing at all. 

You see, I only try to keep you sharp. Now you tell me, whether you think I speak the truth."

The older man looked around them. They stood in the center of the square near the gate. 

If they were seen together, it was no uncommon sight. They would look to all the world as two 

old friends saying goodbye to one another. What was important was that they not be heard, 

and here Gandro could see that there was nobody to hear them.

"Well, speak then."
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Paya Gandro hated speaking quietly. It was as if half the words in his language were gone.

"I have met an interesting man, my friend, with interesting ideas."

Gandro could feel his heart. It went too fast, and his breath was short. He dabbed his brow 

with a kerchief, and his old friend gave him an odd look.

"It is true that this man thinks that he is more clever than I," he continued, and began to 

pace back and forth with short, quick, strides. "Ah, but how he strokes my vanity." Gandro 

stopped and looked up at the other man. Endrev looked back at him, wondering what could 

have Gandro so agitated. "I assure you," Gandro laughed loudly, and looked around them 

again, "that Paya Gandro's vanity is not insignificant."

"I am familiar with Paya Gandro's vanity. What proposal did this man give you?"

"Ahh, why do I hesitate?" Gandro could not meet the other man's eyes. "You must 

understand, that this is the type of matter that makes you look closely at even your closest 

friends."

"Well, look then." There was a touch of hurt in Endrev's voice. Gandro stopped pacing and 

turned to him, with tears in his eyes.

"Ah, my friend, my son, I can never doubt you. Not for all the gold in the world would 

Endrev Berekker betray Paya Gandro. It is only that, to even speak such ideas as I have can 

make powerful enemies."

Endrev Berekker said nothing.

"This man that I met, he is a priest in the north. Like myself, he has... nationalist 

tendencies. I confess that I am not moved to sympathy by the plight of the Northern Province, 

but neither do I believe that his heart stirs for the Isles of Mahagenia."

Endrev Berekker frowned. Paya Gandro had always been a loquacious man, but his 

speech now was unnatural, as if he could not bring himself to come to the point. He had not 

met Berekker's eyes in some time. Although Gandro was prone to many emotions, fear was 

not typically among them.

"What merchant makes Paya Gandro afraid?" Berekker mused aloud.
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"No, friend, no. There is no merchant that I fear, nor does any corsair or brigand dare to 

cross swords with my men."

"What is this business, then?"

When Gandro spoke, it was in a whisper.

"You know, my friend, that the Emperor has no heir..."

The hairs on Berekker's neck stood up. He looked at his friend and mentor with pursed 

lips. Paya Gandro mopped his brow and cleared his throat again. 

"...and you know, my friend, that my business is mostly in the Isles and in Silt, and I do not 

know people in Merendir like you do."

"What would you have me do?" Berekker asked as quietly as he could.

"Become our man in Meredir, otherwise I do not know. The man I know, he wishes for the 

Emperor to die without an heir. But I have other thoughts. They are small thoughts now, I do 

not know what to make of them, but I think we have found the first step."

"The first step?" Berekker coughed a humorless laugh.

"It is no small task, my friend, that I ask of you. The risks are clear."

"And the rewards?"

"Freedom for my people in the Mahagenia."

"And?"

"Exclusive shipping rights, into and out of Merendir..."

Paya Gandro gave Berekker a sly smile that faded quickly. 

"...and that is only the beginning."

For a long time, no words were spoken. When Berekker spoke, his voice trembled a bit.

"I must consider this."

"Of course, my friend, of course. Was it not Paya Gandro who taught you to weigh all 

matters of business carefully?" Gandro began to stroll back toward the celebration, glancing 

occassionally at his silent companion. He turned and threw his arms wide, "Ah, but my friend, 

what is that we were speaking of? There is still the matter of how my pepper will get to Silt. 
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You think that Paya Gandro's wits have become dull with age. I will give you thirty five 

percent, but I tell you that my heart aches that an old friend would rob me so."

The two merchants were not the only ones in the palace who whispered about the 

Emperor that night. In his seventeeth year, he was still unwed, and every guest had a notion 

about how this should be remedied. The only person with nothing to say about the matter was 

the man whose opinion mattered.

"It isn't easy to be the Seer these days, is it?"

Ashir Corvyne turned to see who had just clapped him on the back. Kendel Marron, Lord 

of Saessen, a minor holding in the west plains. Corvyne scanned his surroundings for a 

means of escape. None was apparent.

"There are more difficult occupations," Corvyne said.

Marron had expected commiseration, and was put off for a moment, but could not be 

deterred.

"I saw Lady Pryena latch onto you. Shameless, that's what she is. I hope she wasn't too 

much of a bother, badgering you about betrothals and all."

Marron stopped, hoping that this would inspire Corvyne to tell him something. Corvyne 

shook his head. Another hour, and he could dutifully excuse himself from the celebration and 

go home to a book and a glass of wine.

"...because, hrm... of course her ambitions are fanciful."

Corvyne made a noncommital noise. He did not want to be rude, but he also did not want 

to talk to Marron, especially about who the Emperor would marry. It was the Seer's duty to 

choose a match, and the whole Empire was restless for his decision.

"I was unaware of her ambitions."

Marron cleared his throat.

"Well, they're clear to everybody else. She hopes to put one of... you know... one of them 

on the throne."
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"One of who?" Corvyne asked, pushing his spectacles higher on his face.

Marron shifted his feet. He was a large man, jowly and broad shouldered, and he spoke 

with pursed lips into his mustache.

"An Islander."

"Does she, now?"

Marron frowned. He suspected that the Seer was playing games with him.

"Well, good. I knew there was no truth to it," Marron mumbled, then added ominously, 

"because, of course, there are many lords who would not stand for it."

With that, Marron turned and strode boldly away, letting the full weight of his words fall on 

Corvyne.

"Hmm." Corvyne said to himself, and thought about dinner. He had some business to 

attend to first. There was a Rider here tonight, by Corvyne's invitation, and Corvyne had not 

yet found him. The Seer headed toward the south square, where he heard music and 

laughter, and there he found the man that he sought. The Rider Tarkan was making a 

sensation of himself at the very center of the festivities. The dancing had stopped, so that 

everybody could watch the young Rider and Derra Weylann. Derra would have drawn plenty 

of eyes herself-- Corvyne had noticed the Emperor watching her before, and saw that he 

watched her now, standing at the edge of the festivities, flanked by the knights Stennan and 

Gresser.

Corvyne passed close to a pair of ladies, probably older than Tarkan's mother, speculating 

about whether he was a man yet, and arguing about which of them would be better suited to 

make him one. Corvyne greeted them politely as he passed, with raised eyebrows, and they 

dissolved into drunken laughter.

Tarkan was very young, especially for a Rider. Long, dark curls fell to his shoulders, with 

one or two always straying in front of his eyes. Though his features were fine, and even a little 

feminine, they were still strong, and indeed everything about him bespoke his strength. He 

moved with confidence, precision, and grace. Derra, who had never felt herself to be a 
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particularly accomplished dancer, felt that she could do anything in his arms. They whirled 

and leapt and glided together and every eye was on them, until he bowed to her, averting his 

eyes as was proper for a man of his station, and she walked, breathless and flushing, back to 

the Lord and Lady Weylann.

Once their dance was done, a few people in the crowd muttered about the impropriety of a 

common boy dancing with a girl of noble birth, but most had been so enchanted that they had 

not even noticed.

"Rider!" Corvyne called.

The orchestra began to play again, and people began to pair off and dance, although 

many waited to see what the Seer would say to the boy.

"My Lord." The Rider went to one knee in front of Corvyne.

"Rise, Rider. I would have a word with you."

"Yes, My Lord."

"Come." Corvyne led him away from the crowd. "The Shepherd speaks very highly of you."

"Thank you, My Lord."

"You are the second of your line to take the spurs," Corvyne said.

"Yes, my lord. My father was also a Rider in the Shepherd's service."

Corvyne examined the young rider, and liked what he saw. He touched three fingers to his 

chest, and Tarkan returned the gesture, looking around in spite of himself to see who might be 

watching.

"You must travel to Imiatt." Corvyne told the Rider.

"Of course, my Lord," Tarkan said, as if it were a small request, "I will be there within a 

fortnight."

"Ask the curator of the library there what names are written in the book."

"Yes, my lord," the Rider said.

"Rest well tonight, Rider," Ashir Corvyne said, "Tomorrow at first light, the Shepherd will 

have his own reasons to send you to Imiatt."
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"Yes, my lord."

Corvyne had brought Tarkan to the attention of the Shepherd a few days earlier, pointed 

out his merits, and convinced the Shepherd that Tarkan should be tested. If Tarkan could 

make Imiatt in a fortnight, as he had boasted, then he was among the very best of the 

Shepherd's men. To get to the Fellnian city, one had to cross nine hundred miles of plains, a 

portion of the Addenines which, while short, was inhospitable even in summer, and then 

another two hundred miles along the front in the perpetual war between Northern and 

Southern Fellnia. If he could make it back again in another fortnight, as he would be 

instructed to do once he delivered his message, then the boy was unmatched.

The Seer and the Rider turned their attention back to the Emperor and the Tuga woman, 

who knelt before him, turning over cards. The crowd surrounding them was giddy, and drunk.

"Ask the cards who will be the Empress!" somebody yelled.

"She turned over the Eunuch!" called another voice.

This was met with such merriment, that almost nobody noticed the look that came over the 

face of the Tuga woman as she dealt the final card. Her eyes widened, and she looked up at 

the Emperor. Corvyne saw it, and he wove his way through the crowd, until he stood close to 

the Emperor.

"The guiding stars of gods, and man, and nature, are all rising, and shall come together in 

the Nameless House," the wandering woman said quietly, looking at Corvyne, then added, "It 

is not a stable confluence." Some people in the audience started to mutter. The woman did 

not speak sense. This is not what she had been hired for.

The Tuga woman looked away from Corvyne, and into the Emperor's eyes. "Be cautious, 

my Emperor, and strong. The planets of our mothers grow dim."

The Tuga woman pressed her head to the ground before the Emperor and then stood. The 

Emperor seemed puzzled by her words, and scratched his chin. Behind him, the Seer stared 

into her, and his eyes narrowed. She paused to look at him. Her partner put a hand on her 

shoulder, and she turned to go. 
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The summer rains had not come. The grass was beaten down and scorched by the sun, 

and the soil was like rock beneath the horse's hoofs. With each step, dust rose and hung in 

the air, caking Derick's shirt and face. The fields were abandoned. Scattered throughout the 

bare furrows, stunted patches of corn were kept alive by irrigation that was hardly more than a 

series of muddy ditches.

Derick felt nearly sick as the column of the Harvest Temple appeared on the horizon. 

Houses gradually appeared, as he guided his horse further toward Tilldale. He wanted to race 

the rest of the way into town, but the horse was exhausted and Derick was not sure he cared 

to know what awaited him there.

The Harvest Temple was a simple platform with one column extending from the center. 

Dust clung to it, streaked in places where somebody had tried to wipe away the orange and 

uncover the marble beneath it. As he passed, Derick tossed a wrinkled apple onto the 

platform, sending up a cloud of angry flies from the slaughtered calf that lay, sickly and thin, at 

the foot of the column. Now that he had left Merendir, he once again felt compelled to keep 

the rituals.

There was nobody on the streets. Yards were unkempt and desolate. A dog that he did not 

know watched him with rheumy eyes, but did not bother to lift its head as he passed. Derick 

dismounted and tethered his horse to a tree. He could not bear to go up to the house yet, so 

he searched his packs until he found a bowl, set it in front of his lathered horse, and filled it 

from his flagon. He measured his pace, so that he would not run to the house, or turn back 

and ride out the way he had come. He pushed open the door, and the hinges creaked exactly 

where they had before, and then he was face to face with a small grey haired woman, eyes 

narrow and jaw clenched.

"Derick?" Her face softened.

"Mother." He wrapped his arms around her and coughed in the dust from his clothes.

"Get out of those horrible clothes."

Derick shrugged out of his cloak and unbuckled his sword belt.
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"Why in the world are you riding around dressed like a soldier? You're likely to end up in a 

noose that way."

The door crashed open behind him, and Derick spun around. His little brother stood 

blinking in a lazy cloud of dust. He was taller than Derick, and ready to fight. The anger on his 

face turned briefly to confusion, and then he laughed. He tossed aside the bag he had been 

carrying and threw himself on Derick. He felt strong and wiry in Derick's arms. His hair was 

stringy with sweat and dust.

"Are you back for good? Did they let you go?" Jerad asked.

Derick had not given much thought to what he would do now that his military service was 

done. He had thought only about coming home and seeing his family, and Eliyna.

"I'm back for good. When'd you get so tall?"

Jerad took a step back and crouched down.

"What, are you worried that I can whoop you now?" He lunged at Derick, who jumped 

aside and into the table, nearly knocking a pot onto the floor. Jerad stumbled and regained his 

footing, too close to their mother, who gave him a brutal smack on the back of the head.

"Cut that out. If you two want to act like animals, go out and wrestle in the street."

Jerad grinned.

"Jerad, go buy some ale." She fished around behind a pile of clothes and pulled out a coin. 

It had been a long time since Derick had even seen a scant silver. His mother said sternly, 

"Tell Celper we want a whole jug for this, and that his watery ale isn't worth any more."

"I'll come too," Derick said. He wanted to see the town again. On his way out the door, he 

untied a pouch from his belt and left it discretely on the table by the door. There were eight 

gold coins in there, nearly a year's salary. It had been easy to save in Merendir, not having 

tastes for fine wine or clothing. Money had been tight for mother since his father had died, but 

they had always had bread and soup, clothes, and a roof over their heads. What he had 

saved in three years in Merendir would last them ten years or more in Tilldale.

His brother walked quickly and his strides were long.
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"Did you go to war?" Jerad climbed over low stone wall to cut across a neighbor's yard.

"It wasn't much of a war, but I saw some fighting."

Derick had spent a few weeks in the field, chasing bandits and putting down a minor 

insurrection, but the men he'd faced had been poorly organized with little will to fight. They 

had broken quickly when faced with a century of Imperial soldiers.

The brothers were passing one of the oldest houses in town-- a mansion with three stories 

and a stained glass window. The trees planted to shade the broad veranda had already shed 

most of their leaves, and those that remained were mottled brown and yellow from the 

drought. The garden had been abandoned, and only hardened furrows remained. A few 

melancholy phrases of music drifted from the porch. Derick squinted toward the building, 

outlined by the sinking sun, for a glimpse of a familiar face.

"How's Jarny doing?" Derick asked. "Has he gotten even meaner in his dotage?"

"Nah," Jerad did not look over toward the house. "The old man passed away last winter. 

That's his son playing the pipes on the porch. I guess it's in his blood. Jarny may have been a 

mean old coot, but at least he'd play something lively every now and then. Now it's nothing 

but dirges."

They walked in silence for a while. The heat had not abated and the air felt too muggy for 

their dry landscape. The sun hung red and hazy just above the horizon.

"What did mother mean when she said that I might end up in a noose wearing my 

uniform?" Derick asked.

"She was exaggerating. The Emperor's men out here..." Jerad gave Derick a sidelong 

look.

"Out with it. I'm not the Emperor's man any more."

Jerad shrugged. "They take what they want. They live like lords and act like bandits. 

People talk..."

"I would hate to see Tilldale after a century of Imperial soldiers was done with it," Derick 

muttered. When they had put down the insurrection in the highlands, his commander had 
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been merciful, and only a handful of the leaders had been executed. Other towns, Derick had 

heard, had fared much worse.

"Me too, but I wouldn't worry," Jerad reassured him. "People grumble, but nobody wants to 

fight."

Derick nodded. He hoped his brother was right.

"How's Eliyna?" He asked. His brother hesitated.

"She's... alright."

They walked again in silence for a moment.

"Is she still..." Derick did not want to ask the question that had been weighing on his mind 

for three years, "living with her parents?" he finished.

"Uh-huh." Jared answered quickly and looked away. Derick leaned forward and saw that 

his brother was trying to hide a smirk. He grabbed him by the arm.

"Come on, jackass, stop playing with me. Tell me everything you know!"

"Alright, alright. Let go of me, you're going to break my arm. She still lives around here. I 

don't talk to her much, but she seems as happy as anybody in this awful place. She looks 

even better than she did before. She's single, and she asks about you all the time. Is that 

good enough?"

"Really? She asks about me all the time?"

"No, I just thought that's what you wanted to hear. She probably doesn't even remember 

your name." Jerad winked. "She only has eyes for me now."

Derick took a swing at his brother, but Jerad was expecting it and skipped aside.

"You better watch it, little brother, or I really will break your arm."

Jerad changed the subject. "How's Lars? Why didn't he come back with you?"

"Lars is well. He developed a taste for city life and signed up for another year of service."

Lars was the same age as Derick, and had been restless in Tilldale for as long as Derick 

could remember. He loved the life of a soldier and the hectic streets of Merendir.

They were approaching Celper's Inn, which was a sorry sight even by the town's sorry 
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standards. Still, it was the only place in Tilldale to get a pint or a room for the night, and a 

couple of gloomy-looking ponies were tethered outside. The sign that hung over the doorway 

depicted two jolly and buxom young women waving pints of ale and dancing by a festive 

fireplace. The paint was chipped and faded, so their jolly expressions merely a memory. Even 

still, the women on the sign bore little resemblance to the actual patrons of the inn.

A few old men that Derick recognized sat around a table by the grey hearth with mugs in 

their hands, passing around a pipe of oily-smelling tobacco. If any of them were happy about 

Derick's return, they did not bother to show it. Two loud men in dusty cloaks at the bar 

seemed, by their diction and bawdy conversation, to have been there for quite a while. One of 

them turned as the brothers entered and Derick saw the rising sun of Merendir emblazoned 

on his tunic. Celper himself was nowhere to seen, but a dessicated woman with thinning hair 

and a lazy eye stood behind the bar. Derick wondered if everybody who still lived in the town 

was old and infirm.

"What can I do for you boys?" The woman asked in a raspy but gentle voice. She could 

hardly be heard over one of the soldiers, who was boasting of his exploits with some wealthy 

woman in Merendir.

"We'd like a jug of your best ale!" Jerad clapped his brother on the back. "We're 

celebrating my brother's return from his military service in Merendir."

"'sat right?" The louder soldier turned to Derick, swaying slightly on his stool. "I'm a soldier, 

too, y'know." Derick nodded politely. "The women in Merendir are something else, huh? 

What'd you come back here for?"

"My family and friends are here."

"So you're a country boy, huh? I bet you can live like a king here after earning city wages." 

The drunk soldier squinted at Derick. "You don't look like the kind of guy who spends much 

money on wine or women." The soldier's companion snickered and muttered something into 

his beer that was met with a hearty guffaw and a slap on the back.

The old woman returned with a jug and slid it across the bar to Jerad. He gave her the coin 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 20

that their mother had given them, then pulled another from his belt pouch and slid it across 

the bar, too. He winked at Derick and turned toward the door.

The sun had fully set, but Derick saw few lamps in the windows of the houses that they 

passed. He wondered for the first time what kind of life it was that he was returning to. Jerad 

seemed to sense his thoughts.

"It's like the town is dying." Jerad took a long swig from the jug of ale. He poured a bit out 

for the Harvest God, and the dry street soaked it up immediately.

"Where is everybody?" Derick asked him.

"The young people have moved away to seek their fortunes. The older people have gone 

to look for work to support their families. The people who stay here fixate on their despair and 

grow old before their times. For three years, there's been no rain. Mother says half of the 

town elders have died or moved away and that nobody has taken over their positions. Even 

Denard packed up and left a few weeks ago."

Ageless and unfailingly jovial, the Harvest Priest had been in Derick's life forever. As was 

befitting of a Harvest Priest, Denard had always seemed to be eating, preparing, and sharing 

food, and he was always just at the threshhold of sobriety. He was instructive when it came to 

the rituals, and he kept them well, but mostly he would sing and tell tales of Tilldale and the 

surrounding towns. He composed and compiled the histories of their inhabitants, and their 

ancestors, and he would hold forth for as long as anybody cared to listen, passing a flagon 

the entire time. It was no wonder that the town seemed empty, if even Denard had moved on.

Their house was filled with lamplight and the smell of cooking onions when they got back. 

As soon as they stepped inside, Derick's mother handed him a washcloth and pointed to the 

back room, where she had boiled him a bath. Derick drew the curtain and gratefully stripped 

out of his dusty clothes and slipped into the hot water. He ached from travel and his skin felt 

sticky and grimy. He sat back and let the hot water massage him.

Derick was half asleep when he heard a crash in the next room. It was the front door 

slamming open. He sat up and heard his brother's voice, angry and indistinct.
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Somebody said "It's time to pay your taxes!" in a loud, drunken drawl. Derick jumped from 

the tub and pulled on his breeches, still soaking. He went into the next room and saw his 

brother standing chest to chest with the loud soldier from the inn, looking up into the larger 

man's face. The other soldier stood in the doorway.

"The Emperor demands..." the soldier was swaying in a pronounced way and had to stop 

after each phrase to choose the next one, "that you pay... for the purposes of citizenship..." he 

took a deep breath, "your gold and the use of your pretty... Pretty..." he leered at Derick's 

mother and then pointed out the door behind him, "...horse." The second soldier giggled and 

leaned his head against the doorframe.

"Get out of our house." Jerad said through clenched teeth. His toes were practically 

touching the soldier's now. He planted his hands on the soldier's chest and shoved. The 

soldier staggered backwards and it looked like he would fall, but he recovered his balance 

with surprising speed and dealt Jerad a backhanded blow that sent him spinning into the wall. 

The soldier turned to Derick and wiped some spittle from his beard as Jerad crumpled to the 

floor.

"Are you looking for trouble, too, soldier boy?" The man spoke with alarming clarity. Derick 

did not want trouble, especially being unarmed and half-naked. He stood speechless for a 

moment, then he saw Jerad slowly stretching his arm toward the sword belt that Derick had 

discarded earlier. The soldier followed Derick's eyes and wheeled around, bringing his boot 

down hard on Jerad's hand. He grinned and shifted more and more of his weight onto Jerad's 

hand until Jerad screamed along with a series of sickening cracks. Derick looked over to his 

mother, hoping that she would say something to make the situation better, but she stood 

frozen in the corner.

Later, when Derick replayed the scene, he could never decide whether he lunged for the 

butchering knife before or after the soldier began to draw his sword. He remembered clearly 

the moment before-- his brother's gritted teeth and tears of pain and anger; the soldier looking 

down at his brother with a cruel smile and all his weight on Jerad's broken hand; the second 
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soldier standing in the doorway with wide eyes and an eager, almost lustful, expression; and 

his mother, speechless and pale, staring into the soldier's face. The next moment he was 

throwing the knife, and then blood was everywhere. His brother cried out again as the sword 

fell from the soldier's hands and landed on top of him, the huge soldier gurgled and grasped 

uselessly at the knife in his throat as he fell to his knees, the second soldier leaned over and 

vomited noisily, and his mother rushed over to where Jerad lay.

The dying man's companion drew his sword and stood in the doorway, trembling. Derick 

stared him down as he walked toward him. The soldier did not move. Derick picked up the 

fallen sword, which was cool and heavy and oddly reassuring.

"There are three of us and you're dead drunk." He told the shaking soldier, who nodded 

stupidly. "Drop your sword and leave." The soldier contemplated the command for the space 

of one long, quavering breath, and then complied. Derick watched as the man fled past the 

tethered horse, then turned back into the house.

Hot blood pooled around Derick's bare feet. His mother was helping Jerad to his feet. The 

blood seemed to belong entirely to the soldier-- Jerad must have been hit by the flat of the 

falling sword. Jerad's hand, however, was in a grotesque position-- bent backwards nearly in 

half, with a few shards of bone emerging from his palm. Jerad looked at the dead soldier, the 

spreading pool of blood mingled with vomit, and then at his own shattered hand. His knees 

wobbled and he sat down quickly, looking very pale.

Derick's eyes met his mother's. She seemed unreasonably calm. They stared at each 

other for a long time and then she spoke.

"You two have to leave immediately. Paulanus will send men as soon as he hears of this, 

you two will be hanged."

"I... What about you? Who's Paulanus?"

Derick's head was spinning. His mother was already gathering provisions from the 

meagerly stocked shelves. Jerad looked like he was about to pass out. The blood in which 

Derick was standing was sticky and quickly becoming cool.
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"Paulanus is the captain of these... men. He's not the type that you want to cross. As for 

me, I didn't kill anybody and I'm an old woman and a town elder, besides." 

Derick was not so sure. "Come with us," he said.

"On what horse?" His mother asked. "You will be slow enough with your crippled brother 

and weary horse." She held a large flagon in the water barrel for a moment, then capped it 

and wrapped it up in a cloth with some bread and cheese.

Derick protested, "I'll stay here and answer for what I've done. They were drunk and 

violent. I was defending my home and my family."

"You're an idiot," his mother answered bluntly. "Drag that body outside and go wash your 

feet."

Derick obeyed his mother and took hold of the dead man's arms. The soldier was easily 

twice as heavy as Derick and it was not a simple task to drag him out to the road. Outside, the 

air had grown surprisingly cool. The man's pale eyes stared up at Derick blankly. Derick 

shuddered and dropped the man's arms. He closed the eyes and pulled the knife from the 

man's throat. A fresh wave of blood washed over his hands.

Inside, his mother had bandaged Jerad's hand. Derick went to the basin of tepid water, 

scrubbed his hands and feet, and finished dressing. His mother handed him the pouch of gold 

that he had tried to leave her. He removed two of the coins and gave the rest back to her.

"When it's safe to come home, or if you can come find us, send word to the Mason Inn in 

Merendir," Derick said. "Are you sure that you'll be safe here?" She nodded, too quickly 

Derick thought, and embraced him.

"I was looking forward to having you back so much," she said, and her stoic expression 

wavered for just a moment. "We'll see each other again soon."

Jerad moved to embrace his mother slowly, with a faraway expression. They left the house 

and Derick's mother closed the door behind them. As he mounted the horse and pulled his 

brother up behind him, Derick looked back toward the house of his childhood. Lamplight still 

spilled cheerily out onto the walk. As he kicked the horse into motion, he saw his mother, 
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sitting at the table, her head in her hands.

The wind was blowing hard as they travelled the same streets that Derick had taken into 

town. In the time it had taken the sun to set, Derick's whole world had been turned upside 

down. He thought once again of Eliyna.

His horse reared suddenly as the sky lit up and thunder rolled across the plains. His 

brother grasped him tightly with both hands and gasped in pain. As they trotted past the 

Harvest Temple, the heavens opened and large, cold drops of rain began to fall. The temple 

transformed before their eyes as the orange facade of dust melted away and the shining 

marble was revealed below, looming dark against stormy sky. Derick pulled up his hood, 

bowed his head against the rain, and spurred his horse out onto the windswept prairie.
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The sun sets earlier in the Valley, at least that's what people say. Certainly, the darkness is 

more complete. The lighting after dusk is haphazard, and the buildings irregular, casting 

countless passages and corners into murky shadows that seem to be made for lurking, 

skulking, or any number of other activities that unnerve the honest citizens from the hill tops.

Lighthall was not unnerved in the valley. He had been dealing with these people for most 

of his life. He was watchful, though. It was important to be on one's gaurd in the Valley, and 

even though Lighthall travelled with ten armed men, he studied his surroundings carefully. 

Some day, perhaps, the Mouse would sweep this whole area clean. It was a blemish on an 

otherwise glorious city. Lighthall had a few business interests here, but they offered meager 

profits. Mostly, the Valley was a place to find people to do unpleasant work for little pay, while 

they lived out their short lives steeped in booze and squalor.

They were approaching Lower Market Street, which was Lighthall's least favorite place in 

the entire Valley. The notion of a street devoted to commerce pleased him on some level, but 

out in the city, Market Street was hardly different than any other, with shops and apartments 

side by side. Only here, on Lower Market, was the street used as it had originally been 

intended. Few of the hawkers-- to call them merchants would demean many honest men-- 

contained their wares in shops, and even those who did maintain meager storefronts were not 

shy about joining the dense throng that harassed anybody unfortunate or unwise enough to 

traverse the street. A man of Lighthall's standing attracted far more attention than most, and 

the shouts started well before he turned into the motley marketplace.

It was regrettable that Grainger, the leader of the Poorman's Union, considered himself 

some kind of populist, and that this led him to maintain his mock court on Lower Market. It 

was perhaps more regrettable that Lighthall was forced to deal with the man. Lighthall 

doubted that the men who ruled Silt, or the Far East, or even the barbarous priests in Fellnia, 

would allow an extortionist like Grainger to operate openly-- to even be afforded some respect 

and unofficial responsibility.

Lighthall stared straight forward, walking quickly in the pocket that his men opened in the 
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crowd. Any of the hawkers who made so bold as to try to wave some worthless trinket in 

Lighthall's face, was pushed indelicately aside, as was anybody who did not move to the side 

of the street with sufficient haste to let them pass.

They walked over a flagstone with a worn engraving marking the spot where Lower Market 

would intersect Haderian Street, had not hasty and zealous construction obstructed passage 

to and from Lower Market in all but a few places. Lighthall started counting the stalls on his 

left. The entrance to the twelfth stall was given a relatively wide berth by the throng, despite 

the silver displayed there that was a good cut above anything else in the market. A handful of 

men and women lounged near the entrance, looking disreputable but regrettably more alert 

than his own guards on the occassions that Lighthall surprised them on duty. It had been the 

tenth stall on his previous visit, and the sixteenth the time before. He now had no doubt now 

that the entrance to the Poorman's Union moved. The Poorman's Union was an instituion 

whose very name was disingenous. Lighthall knew few men-- and women-- so wholly 

dedicated to enriching themselves, and with as much talent for doing so, as those in the 

Poorman's Union.

Grainger's guards made no move to impede him, though one of them rose and walked 

ahead of them, taking a lamp from a peg on the door and leading them through the storefront 

and into an unlit wooden passageway that took a handful of turns before merging into a more 

permanent brick hallway. Lighthall clenched his teeth. This was unlikely to be a pleasant 

meeting.

Not long after Lighthall and his men made their disruptive charge through Lower Market, 

Leyda watched in amusement as another man caused a disturbance of an entirely different 

nature. She had a tedious assignment this week-- sitting in a shop that sold cloth of moderate 

quality and watching who came and went on Lower Market. If the wrong people came-- she 

had never actually been instructed about who these people might be, but presumably they 

would come in force-- she would hurry a couple hundred yards from a back door and slam the 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 27

back door to the silver shop. She wasn't sure what would happen from that point on, but she 

guessed that it would take the intruders some time to find the entrance to Union Hall.

The man was Endrev Berekker, of course. She had never seen him before, but his casual 

elegance, his confidence, and the touches of grey framing a handsome face all matched the 

descriptions she had heard. What confirmed it, in her mind, was the Islander that walked 

beside him with a large sword and the calm authority of one who used it well. Of all the 

leading merchants, only Berekker put Islanders in positions of authority. It was even said that 

he preferred the company of dark women.

The Islander walked beside Berekker with a stony dignity. Berekker smiled at the 

merchants who tried to entice him to their stores, and gave cursory glances at the items that 

were thrust in front of him. His man stayed impassive and alert, ignoring everybody. They 

moved easily through the crowd, and although people pressed in close trying to attract 

attention to their wares, the two somehow managed to avoid being jostled, or even touched. 

Then suddenly, Berekker stopped. He reached out and took a beaded necklace from the hand 

of a merchant in front of him. Leyda could just barely hear his words over the crowd.

"This is finely done. Is it your own work?"

"Sir, yes. Well, no, sir. My wife makes them."

"How much do you want for it?"

"Four pieces silver is the typical price, but for you I'll make an exception. Give me three 

silver for that, or five for that and another like it."

Berekker laughed.

"Do you think that I became this rich as a fool? I'll give you one silver for both."

The merchant could not help smiling for a moment before assuming an indignant look.

"I know you do not intend to insult my wife, but please, sir, be reasonable. I assure you 

that I will be soundly beaten if I return home with a silver for these fine works. I will take four 

silver in coin, or five in scrip."

"Be careful, my friend," Berekker warned, "if we become engaged in serious negotiations, 
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you may find yourself going home without the clothes on your back."

The crowd had quieted somewhat, enjoying this rich man who played the game of the 

marketplace, and this drew a couple guffaws.

"Name your price then, but be so kind as to make a serious offer this time."

Berekker turned to the man beside him.

"What do you say, Catyan? What are these necklaces worth?"

The Islander took them and inspected them without interest.

"Give him three silver and let's go." Catyan was impatient.

"Three silver?" Berekker looked in mock dismay at the merchant, who wore a broad smile. 

Berekker's man had lost the game for him, before it had even begun in earnest. Berekker 

untied a purse from his belt and handed it to the Islander, shaking his head.

"Very well, Catyan, pay the man what you will. I fear for your future, though. Some day 

your muscles will begin to fail, and without muscles or business sense, I'm afraid the only 

position left for you in my organization will be doorman."

Catyan opened his mouth, as if to object, and Berekker looked at him with a mischievous 

smirk.

"I think your negotiation skills would benefit from some practice. Be so good as to keep 

that purse and do some shopping for me. I think I'd like..." Berekker looked around 

dramatically, "one of everything."

This met with a roar of humorous approval from the crowd, which pressed immediately in 

on Berekker's man, as Berekker himself slipped deftly away, chuckling to himself. Leyda gave 

a quick laugh aloud at the expression on the unfortunate Catyan's face, then returned to her 

seat to watch the endless stream of people coming and going from the market.

Lighthall had been disinclined to like the man, but Berekker's demeanor when he arrived 

five minutes late in Grainger's audience chamber enraged him. The man strode in 

unapologetically, wearing a smirk that made it clear that he was, for whatever reason, 
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extremely pleased with himself. He did not arrive with his infamous retinue of Islanders-- in 

fact, he arrived with no protection whatsoever, aside from a dagger at his belt. Lighthall had 

brought ten men as a show of strength, but found now that they made him look weak. Both 

merchants were under Grainger's protection for the duration of the meeting, and it was 

obvious to everybody present that Lighthall's ten men could be dispatched handily by the 

thirty-some archers standing in the gallery of the torchlit room.

After a cursory greeting, Grainger had lounged in silent disinterest, inspecting the sleeves 

of his silk tunic for nothing in particular. There was only one chair in the room, occupied by 

Grainger, on a dais at the front of the hall. Below the dais were a dozen long, unwashed 

tables, where Grainger's thieves could gamble and drink themselves into oblivion, though the 

room had been cleared for this occassion. Lighthall had stood uncomfortably, marvelling at 

the presumption of the aging thief on his throne. Lighthall was out of his element, among 

these burgulars and extortionists. He would gladly have delegated this aspect of his work, had 

there been anybody in his organization worthy of such responsibility. He could sit at a table 

with the Empire's elite-- the lords and ladies, even the Candle, or the Emperor himself-- and 

feel charming and respected. At the Poorman's Union though, he was extremely conscious of 

the scrutiny that he bore. He was being judged, and not favorably, by these men and women 

who undoubtedly resented his station, all the more so because he had come by it honestly.

When Berekker strode smugly into the hall, Grainger sat forward. Berekker did not so 

much as acknowledge Lighthall or his men. Instead, he inclined his head slightly toward 

Grainger.

"We have gone far too long without making each others' acquaintance," Berekker said. 

The two merchants were forced to stand, like supplicants, at the foot of the dais.

Grainger sneered ever so slightly, but Berekker was unfazed. He put his hand to his belt, 

and there was a brief commotion among the archers in the gallery.

Berekker held out a sheathed dagger, and said, "I gather your son will be coming of age in 

a fortnight. Business may take me from Merendir, so I thought I should bring my gift today."
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Grainger nodded to one of the men who stood at his flanks, a stubble-faced bruiser in a 

sleeveless doeskin shirt that showed off his prodigious muscles and tattooed bands in 

geometric patterns. The man's necklasses and bracelets clattered audibly as he came to fetch 

the offering for Grainger. Lighthall found everything about this scene thoroughly tasteless.

Berekker continued to fawn. "Your heir will need a good knife, and this is one of the best."

Grainger pulled the knife from the sheath and held it to the light. The blade was milky white 

and so thin that it nearly disappeared for a moment when Grainger turned it. He brushed his 

thumb against it critically.

"It was made by a smith named Fil Eirer in the Far East. His skill is unsurpassed in this 

generation, or in any recent generation. It is made from Yeneshan ore. It will darken if it is 

exposed to sunlight. Its strength will not be diminished, but its value will diminish considerably. 

It has been at my side for quite a few years now. I trust your son will use it well."

Grainger returned the knife to the sheath without betraying any appreciation of the gift. 

Lighthall smiled to himself. Berekker's attempt to ingratiate himself seemed to have failed.

"I have important matters to attend to." Lighthall snapped at Berekker. "State your 

business and let's have this done."

"Three more of my men were assaulted on the docks last night," Berekker said, "One was 

killed, another severely injured."

"What does that have to do with me?" Lighthall asked.

"It was your men who assaulted them."

Lighthall exchanged an amused glance with the captain of his gaurd.

"If your men were not so dark..." Lighthall suggested, "they would invite less trouble."

Berekker turned to Lighthall for the first time. Lighthall felt his amusement fade under the 

cold stare, but kept his smile up and refused to look away. After a long time, Grainger spoke 

and ended the contest.

"What terms will you offer for a truce?" The head of the Poorman's Union sounded bored.

"I did not come to negotiate a truce," Berekker stated.
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Lighthall started to open his mouth to say something, but scoffed instead to cover his 

surprise, and asked, "Then why am I wasting my time here?"

Lighthall had spent long hours last night working out the terms he would offer, the minimal 

terms he would accept, and his bargaining strategy.

"I don't know why you are here," Berekker replied. "I came to talk to Grainger. I can only 

assume that he invited you."

Lighthall thought there was a hint of amusement on Grainger's face, and he fought a hot 

flush in his face.

"As long as you are here," Berekker continued, "I will say this: Your time is past. Do not 

hasten your irrelevence by beginning fights that you are not prepared to finish. Leave us now. 

I have important business with the Union."

Lighthall stood for a moment, nearly quivering with rage. Grainger said nothing. Lighthall 

could not repair his dignity by staying, and so he turned on his heel to walk out, snarling 

"You'll regret this."

"I doubt it," Berekker said to his back.

The word in the Valley, among those who sought to sell their muscle to the merchants, was 

that Berekker was on the way up, and Lighthall on the way down. It was clear to everyone in 

the room that this was what Berekker wanted them to believe, but Grainger was not 

convinced. Berekker had handled Lighthall well enough, and made him look foolish. Grainger 

had seen enough newly-made men, reckless and inflated with early successes, brought low 

by arrogance, and Berekker was no longer even young. Grainger's wager was still on 

Lighthall, but he was glad to have a chance to take his own measure of Endrev Berekker.

"You should have offered him terms," Grainger told Berekker. "Having Lighthall as an 

enemy is a waste of energy."

Grainger should know, too. For years, Lighthall had refused to pay for any form of 

protection from the Union, and much blood had been spilled as a result. It had taken the 
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deaths of several city gaurds, and the subsequent intervention of the Mouse, to end the feud.

"I am not concerned with Lighthall," Berekker said flatly, "I am concerned with the safety of 

my men."

Grainger foresaw the direction that the conversation was headed, and it displeased him.

"Get to your point." There was lazy malice in Grainger's voice.

"The captains of my ships pay you well for protection while they are in the harbor," 

Berekker told him.

"And?"

"And the longshoremen, whose salaries I pay, pay dues to the Union as well."

"And you are dissatisfied with the protection that I provide?" The room grew tense at 

Grainger's voice. Berekker seemed to be unaware that he was putting Grainger in a 

dangerous mood.

"I am dissatisfied that my men are routinely subjected to slurs and violence," Berekker 

said. "We both know that the protection you provide at the docks does not come from your 

patrols. The service that you provide comes from the influence that you have over larceny in 

the city, and your ability to retaliate against parties who embarrass you or devalue your 

contracts. The patrols are incidental. I would go so far as to say that they exist only for show-- 

a dramatic touch that makes your services seem all the more valuable to the ships' captains."

Up in the gallery, one archer in particular listened attentively. He kept up on the affairs of 

the merchants only as much as necessary to avoid ending up in taverns that were full of 

people were hostile to the Union. Berekker was making a pitch, though, and whatever he was 

pitching was sure to be something that would interest a woman he knew. She would buy him 

drinks, and favor him with her attention for a while. He never got to hear Berekker's proposal, 

though, because Grainger had decided that Berekker was making some sort of pitch, too.

"This is an uncivilized way to discuss business," Grainger said. "Come."

Grainger rose, maybe a touch more slowly than he used to. He walked without further 

comment through the door at the back of the hall, followed only by his lieutenants and Endrev 
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Berekker. Without even thinking of it, both men touched gold as they passed the treshhold-- 

Berekker pressing his thumb against a ring that he wore, and Grainger touching his earring-- 

keeping the ancient ritual of the Tradesman.
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The prisoner's face was badly bruised. His white curls were a bloody mess and a 

thickening trail of blood oozed down toward his eyes. He was shackled hand and foot in such 

a way that he was forced to stand on his toes. A filthy rag had been shoved into his mouth, 

and he choked on every breath. Still, he held his head up and glared at the two Gaolers 

through the iron grate door. Cadras sneered at him.

"All this trouble for an old man." Cadras turned his back on the cell and pulled out a pouch 

of tobacco. The prisoner had been escorted to his cell by six armed men.

"I heard he escaped from here a few years back. He's some kind of warlock or something." 

Stanton spit through the grate, but it fell short of the prisoner.

Stanton had been Cadras' partner since Cadras had been moved to the Gaolers. He was 

a few years older than Cadras, and he had been in the service of the Empire for his entire 

adulthood. He was a distant relative of some general, and in spite of being stuck for years 

with Gaoler's duty, he seemed to think he was on the fast track to an exalted military career. 

Cadras thought he was dull-witted.

Cadras rolled a clump of tobacco back and forth between his hands and mused 

disinterestedly, "A warlock..."

"Yep," Stanton continued. His face was broad, vaguely handsome, aging quickly, and 

totally bereft of insight. "He's a warlock and a thief. They say he can kill men with a  word and 

then turn into a fog and float away. I guess he won't be getting away this time, though. Not 

chained up and gagged like that with a double watch on him."

"If he can turn into fog," Cadras asked, "why should chains and cloth stop him?"

"A sorcerer needs to speak to work his magic." Stanton nodded sagely. "They speak words 

of power in a foul tongue and bend all the beasts and the elements."

"An ancient tongue," Cadras corrected him.

The flickering lamps made it seem like Stanton's lips were in motion even as he stared 

blankly back at Cadras.

"'They utter words of power in an ancient tongue and bend to their will all the beasts and 
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the elements,'" Cadras quoted. He knew that Stanton despised him without looking at the 

man's face. He continued his lecture with no small amount of satisfaction, "That was written 

by the poet and philosopher Antaxces, describing a mythical race of men. It is often 

bastardized by priests of Lord Quelestel, who do little reading of their own. No doubt you 

heard it at the basilica."

Cadras relished such blasphemies-- subtle repudiations of the the gods, and particularly of 

Quelestel, that often went unnoticed and could never be proven. He looked over to Stanton to 

enjoy the effect of his words, and found that Stanton was not outraged at Cadras' blasphemy, 

and was instead staring in admiration at the paper that Cadras was using to wrap his tobacco.

"Where'd you get that?" Stanton asked.

"I know a scribe," Cadras said, offering the cigarette to Stanton.

"Thanks," Stanton said, and then, "You know, paper is a really good idea. My cousin-- the 

one who's great uncle is Elder General Blackwell-- uses tobacco leaves, but usually they're 

either too damp to burn or too brittle to roll."

"He should should roll them when they're wet and then let them dry." Cadras rubbed his 

temples. He always felt a little stupider after talking to Stanton.

"There's nothing like tobacco to keep the lungs good and dry when it's damp." Stanton 

said, standing to light the cigarette from one of lamps ensconced on the walls. He inhaled 

deeply. 

Cadras nodded and played with the cigarette that he had rolled for himself. He made it 

spin between his fingers and disappear and reappear in his other hand.

"I feel strange," Stanton said, and sat down hard on his chair. His eyes rolled back in his 

head and he slumped forward. Cadras took the burning cigarette from Stanton's hand, 

snuffed it out carefully, and put it into his cloak. The prisoner looked at Cadras with newfound 

interest. Cadras let the prisoner wait, watching him. Then he took his time unlocking the cell. 

He dragged his stool into the cell and sat down near the prisoner.

"Halvered of Tyletos." Cadras took a small vial, filled with a dark liquid, from his cloak, 
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shielding it with his hands. In the light, the liquid would have been irradescent, but it was a 

bad idea to expose it to light. Cadras pulled the stopper out and a blue flame shot from the 

opening. He lit his cigarette and recorked the vial. "Reknowned thief and suspected sorcerer. 

Wanted by the Mouse for assorted thefts and murders, notably the assassination of the elder 

Lord Herfield and the theft of several artifacts from the library of the Church of Quelestel. 

Wanted by the Poor Man's Union..."

Here the prisoner's eyes narrowed. Cadras blew a stream of smoke into his face, and 

continued, "...wanted by the Poor Man's Union for the murder of two initiates, for refusing 

offers of membership while operating inside Union territory, and for general disrespect."

Cadras let him ponder this for a minute, then took out his knife and tested the edge on his 

finger. "Also wanted by Lighthall, the First Assessor, and the governing lords of various 

provinces and sovereign nations." The knife lashed out at the prisoner's face. It caught the 

corner of the rag stuffed in his mouth, and pulled it out. Halvered gagged and spit a mouthful 

of blood onto the floor.

"Aren't you afraid I'll kill you with a word and turn into a fog?" The old thief sneered.

"I don't believe in magic."

Halvered stayed silent. Cadras stood before the man and stared blankly into his bruised 

face for a long time before saying, "I'm not here to kill you."

Halvered gave a hollow chuckle. "Alright, then. Get me out of these irons, boy."

Cadras pressed his knife lazily against Halvered's throat, and said, "A man in your position 

should be respectful."

"What do you want?" Halvered asked, annoyingly calm.

"I want help with a job." Cadras tickled Halvered's throat with the tip of his knife, then 

reached into his cloak and took out an ivory cylinder. It bore a worn relief of a man prostrating 

himself before a woman, flanked by two executioners. Above and below this scene were 

letters in an unfamiliar alphabet. Cadras twisted the cylinder and it came apart. Inside was a 

parchment scroll, which Cadras removed and unfurled.
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"From what I've heard, you have underdeveloped senses of gratitude and loyalty, and your 

word is worth practically nothing. I've had a contract drawn up by the Brotherhood of Earth 

and Dust." Halvered's ironic smile faded a bit and Cadras made a noise that might have 

passed for a laugh. "Good, I see you've heard of them."

"I thought you didn't believe in magic," Halvered said.

"I believe that the Brotherhood of Earth and Dust is a group of dour old men with an 

inflated notion of justice and few excellent assassins." Cadras explained. The Poorman's 

Union was full of people who knew somebody who had known somebody who had met a 

mysterious and gruesome end after breaking a Brotherhood contract. Those stories alone 

made their service valuable. They had not been easy to find, for fear of the Church, and the 

contract had been expensive.

"Maybe I can get out of here with out your help," Halvered suggested. He seemed uneasy 

about signing the contract.

"Maybe," Cadras began to slowly reroll the parchment. "There are a dozen pious men 

building a scaffold out there. If you don't get out, you'll hang in the morning. I think that would 

be a waste of talent."

Halvered licked his teeth. "Read me the contract."

"Whereas the undersigned shall receive reprieve from execution; And whereas he who 

presents this contract has undertaken risks to life and liberty in order to provide said freedom; 

The Brotherhood of Earth and Dust determines that the terms to be set forth below are 

commensurate and just, and agrees that said terms shall be enforced by the Brotherhood, 

with the penalty of forfeit being death."

Halvered rolled his eyes. "Get to the point."

"In exchange for me freeing you, you will agree to help me break into the Library of the 

Church of Quelestel. If you try to harm me, or take anything from me against my will, you 

forfeit the contract. If you forfeit the contract, the Brotherhood will hunt you down and kill you."

Cadras saw the suspicion in the old thief's face. Cadras was not being completely 
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forthcoming, and Halvered knew it. Cadras waited. Halvered chewed his lip for a moment, 

and then grinned. "Well, that's not so bad. What are we after?"

"A book," Cadras answered. The scribe who Cadras knew was good for more than paper. 

He smuggled books out of the library, to circulate among their small, underground, group of 

philosophers. The books from the library were like nothing available for sale in the city. Their 

language was much richer, and more nuanced, to the point where reading them required 

frequent trips to the apothecary to consult his immense and ancient lexicon. According to the 

scribe, there was a room at the very center of the library that was a mystery to all the scribes, 

a room that not even the Candle could access. He claimed, however, that he had seen the 

Seer leaving the room with a book, and returning it later. Of all the riches in the Empire, 

Cadras felt certain that that book must be the most valuable. "We'll discuss the details after 

we've gotten out of here. There will be a patrol coming by any minute, and we don't want to 

have to fight our way out."

Cadras unlocked one of the shackles on Halvered's arms. The older man put a foot flat on 

the floor with a gasp of relief.

"Give me a quill, then," Halvered said.

Cadras shook his head and took out his dagger again.

"Ink's no good," he said, taking hold of Halvered's hand. The man's hand was gnarled with 

age, but the fingers were long and slender. With alarming quickness, Halvered broke free of 

Cadras and grabbed the wrist of his dagger hand. His grip was incredibly strong and Cadras 

made no attempt to break free. He looked at Halvered with disinterest.

Halvered looked at him intensely. "What do you want from me, boy?"

"You're the only person who has ever broken into the library. Like I said, I want a book."

This was not the whole truth, but if Halvered was still suspicious, he decided to resolve it 

later. He relaxed his grip on Cadras' wrist and held out his free hand. Cadras sliced the meaty 

part of the man's thumb and blood oozed out around the blade. Cadras held out the contract 

and Halvered smeared his thumb across it in two broad strokes. Cadras rolled the scroll up 
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and put it back into the case. He quickly unlocked the remaining shackles and Halvered fell, 

groaning, to the floor. Now, for the first time, he looked like a bloody and broken old man. He 

rose slowly, clutching his side.

"How did you get out of here last time?" Cadras asked, looking out into the corridor to see 

if anybody was coming.

"Two levels down, there's a duct that connects to the steam tunnels for the baths. If you 

stay low, you can avoid being scalded." Halvered massaged his wrists as he spoke.

Cadras had never been in the bowels of the prison, but he had heard rumors of dormant 

machines, untouched for centuries, designed to break men in horrible ways. He had heard 

that there were lower levels still, and he believed it, because there was always something 

older and deeper in Merendir.

"Alright. Don't get caught. I'm staying here," Cadras said, locking the cell behind them. He 

pulled his stool up beside Stanton and sat. "Meet me at sunrise tomorrow outside the Furled 

Standard on the Street of Fools." He pulled out the scroll case and handed it to Halvered. 

"Take the contract. Destroying it doesn't make it void, but it does violate the second clause."

Cadras took out the remainder of the cigarette he had given Stanton and grasped it in his 

lips. Cadras had grown so accustomed to Stanton's dull, uncomprehending stares, that he 

was surprised when Halvered seemed to understand his plan immediately and hurried off 

down the corridor. Halvered was going to be a pleasure to work with, Cadras thought. At least 

until he realized that Cadras must have had contract prepared before Halvered had been 

arrested. Cadras lit the end of the cigarette and inhaled deeply. What a strange feeling, he 

thought, and slumped forward, unconscious.
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"It will not sit lightly on my conscience."

Exotic chords drifted through the room as elaborate clockwork plucked strings in a jade 

box from the Far East. Two men had carried it carefully into the courtyard and wound it 

gingerly, and then left the device to create music for Berekker's amusement. The box was 

worth a sum that would be unfathomable to many in the town where Berekker had been 

raised, but he rarely thought about such things any more.

He closed his eyes and lost himself for a moment in the play of Gahdania's fingers through 

his hair and the glow of the late dusk in the silvery leaves of the old oak above them. She did 

not respond for a long moment, and he valued that, because her's was always a carefully 

considered opinion. He let his head rest on the back of his chair, and opened his eyes to look 

up at her as she stood behind him. Her face was still, eyes cast slightly downward, in the 

expression of thought that he knew well.

"And it should not." Her accent was strong, though her Imperial Standard was perfect. She 

rested her hands on the sides of his face. "Yet I think this would not be the first time that men 

have lost their lives to your ambitions."

"That is true," Berekker acknowledged. It was a dry summer, and a quick breeze blew 

brown leaves down on them from the canopy above them. Berekker reached up to take 

Gahdania's hand. He brought her hand to his face and smelled the faint perfume that took 

him back to the Isles, and to the sea.

"Come, sit beside me," he said.

She moved with an unhurried grace that Berekker was certain did not belong in this world. 

She sat beside him on a chair of hardwood slats that had been moulded specifically for her 

body, and pressed her bare toes against the cool flagstones. He poured two glasses of wine. 

They kissed their glasses before they drank, as is appropriate in the Isles between the closest 

of friends.

"I do not think that I have ever initiated violence on this scale," Berekker mused.

The wine was Siltian, from a cask that might well have been the finest in Merendir.
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"It is not unprovoked," Gahdania's voice was quiet, but firm. "They are the men of your 

enemy."

"They are no different from my men," Berekker countered.

"They killed Laraydho because his skin is darker than their own."

"And because he was in my employ." Berekker breathed deeply in his glass, but only from 

habit. He was paying no attention to the smell or taste of his wine.

Gahdania said nothing. Laraydho had come with her from the Isles. He been a servant in 

her family's household since she had been a child.

Berekker hesitated, and said, "You know that I must ask Catyan to do this."

"And you know that in Mahagenia it is not the place of a younger sister to interfere with her 

brother's duties."

Berekker squeezed her hand in both of his. "I care nothing about that, my love." He said, 

gently, "If something were to happen to him, I fear that you would hate me."

"Perhaps."

"But he is my man. I cannot ask another to do this for me."

"He would not stand for it," she said, pulling her hand free and standing. She walked a few 

feet away, and pretended to admire the blossom of some exotic plant. Berekker's gardener 

was an artist, and exhuberant island flora flourished across the estate, in the shade of stately 

continental trees.

"In war, those that we love must be put in harm's way." She spoke slowly. 

"Then you believe that this will lead to war?" Berekker frowned.

"It is inevitable. Do you not think so?"

Berekker went to stand by her, and put an arm around her waist.

"Do you think that this is unjust?" He asked.

"No," Gahdania shivered, even though the evening was warm.

"How do you justify it?" He asked.

"Lighthall means for there to be conflict," she said. "It is better that it begin on your terms."
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"Then what is it that upsets you?"

"I fear for you, and for Catyan, and for myself," Gahdania said. "I fear that lives will be lost 

for nothing."

Berekker drained his glass and went to the decanter.

"Do you think that I have misread the situation?" Berekker asked.

"You are certain where Grainger stands?" Gahdania answered with a question.

He held the decanter out to her, but she declined.

"Grainger would not entertain the idea of turning over dock security to me, regardless of 

price. He understood my need for retaliation, but warned me not to embarrass him. I think that 

he has no love of Lighthall, but he still speaks of him as if he is an ally. He will not choose a 

side unless he is forced to do so, and right now I believe he would choose Lighthall."

"...And yet he helped you?" Gahdania asked, pruning dead leaves from the low branches 

of the great oak.

Berekker nodded. "He knew an Assessor who would be... receptive... and agreed to 

mediate the deal. He has a certain interest in seeing retaliation, and if it happens outside the 

Sea Wall, Lighthall cannot blame him."

"You are keeping something from me," Gahdania said softly, and the words came like a 

blow.

"I..." He started, and then said nothing. Behind all of this was Paya Gandro, the man who 

had taught Berekker ledgers, who had given Berekker his start, who had shared his charts 

and his crews and his contacts with Berekker. And now Paya Gandro needed Berekker's help 

to accomplish something unspeakable.

Gahdania looked at him and waited, and he felt a tightness in his throat. He stayed quiet 

too long, and when he reached out to touch her arm, she was rigid.

He whispered, "There is nobody who knows my thoughts like you do."

That was all he could say. He could not deny that his secret existed any more than he 

could tell her what it was. She left without a word, without even looking at him, and Berekker 
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sank into his chair and stared up at the sky, deciding in that moment that he would have no 

part in Paya Gandro's traitorous machinations. Berekker's enterprises were doing well. He 

held no emnity toward the Empire. Paya Gandro had asked too much. He would excuse 

himself from Paya Gandro's plots, and then explain it all to Gahdania, but he had other 

matters that required his attention first.

"Janieu!" Berekker yelled, and one of the doors to the courtyard opened. Berekker's 

attendant was a somewhat sour-faced man, beginning to hunch with age, and meticulous in 

dress and bearing. He awaited instructions silently in the doorway.

"Bring Catyan and Reven," Berekker said.

Janieu bowed slightly as he closed the door. Berekker refilled his glass and wondered 

what Gahdania said about him to her brother. A short while later there was a knock at the 

door.

"Enter," Berekker called.

Janieu opened the door, and Catyan strode into the room, followed by a skinny, wild-

haired, sailor who wrung his hands as he walked.

Catyan's face was studiously impassive, which meant that he was furious. Berekker 

remembered that his man had surely not been amused earlier that day, when Berekker had 

asked him, loudly, to buy one of everything in the market, and then abandoned him.

"Your trinkets are in the gatehouse," Catyan said, in a tone that made the disheveled sailor 

look nervously back and forth between them. Berekker briefly considered explaining why it 

was important for the hawkers in the market to love him better than Lighthall, or how he had 

embarrassed his rival by showing up with no escort.

Instead Berekker ignored him and asked, "Who are your five best men?"

"Rydesh, Faurad, Gahrans..." Catyan stopped, pursed his lips, and asked "Best for what 

purpose?"

"Stealth and close fighting."

"...Haneel and Kouragh."
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"A ship will arrive this evening, bearing oils and silk from Silt. The cargo represents the 

better part of a month's profit to Lighthall. I have taken steps to see that the Assessors will 

keep it outside the Sea Wall for the night. Reven," Berekker gestured at the sailor, who 

stepped forward and bowed, "will show you to a cave in the cliffs west of the city, where I 

keep a rowboat. Board Lighthall's ship, kill whatever crew remains to protect the cargo, and 

burn the ship."

Catyan received the instruction without reaction or comment. Berekker waited, but Catyan 

merely continued to stand at attention.

"I do wish that you didn't consider questions to be a sign of weakness..." Berekker mused 

aloud.

"And I assume that you will tell me everything that you know," Catyan said flatly. Reven 

looked nervously again from one man to the other. Berekker nearly smiled. Catyan would not 

have responded with such impudence five years ago.

"That's fair." Berekker conceded. "Would you like tea? I'd offer you wine, but I expect you'll 

want all of your wits tonight."

"Thank you, no," Catyan said.

Reven cleared his throat and said hesitantly, "I wouldn't mind some wine, sir. I figure I don't 

need much in the way of wits."

Berekker poured Reven a glass, and the sailor took it in a gulp. Reven knew every crevice 

of the coastline, but had lost his taste for danger after he had stood on the gallows with a 

noose around his neck. Berekker had been happy to offer the former smuggler legitimate 

employment.

Unsure whether to address Berekker or Catyan, Reven addressed his own sandals. 

"When you head out to the ship, row as close to the Sea Wall as you can. The water's 

choppy, but plenty deep, and the Assessor's men can't see you, even if they patrol the wall. 

You shouldn't have to worry about Grainger's men, or Lighthall's, but be off as soon as there's 

flames lit, because they'll be visible from the Whale and Wharf, and Lighthall and Grainger'll 
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both have plenty of men there."

"Do not let any of Lighthall's men survive," Berekker instructed. "Everybody will suspect 

that I have ordered this, but if you are recognized as Islanders, I will not be able to deny it. If 

all goes well, none of Grainger's men or the Assessors become involved, but if they do, make 

sure that none of them are harmed."

With his instructions complete, Catyan turned to leave.

"Catyan!" Berekker said, stopping him.

"Sir?"

"Be careful."

"Yes, sir."
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Flickering lamplight reflected in the window across the narrow avenue, casting pleasing 

shadows on the wyrms and stars in the illuminations in the Candle's book. He sat with his 

own windows open to the mild summer breezes. The day's troubles had been set aside for an 

old wine and an older text-- a rememberance of a philosopher by the pupils of his school, a 

school which was now more myth than memory. The Candle had been reading for an hour 

without pause, when a missing page jolted him back to the quiet city night. Three sheets had 

been cleanly cut from the book. He pursed his lips and shifted in his chair, suddenly aware of 

discomfort in his back.

Distracted from his reading, the Candle looked dully out the window. A set of footsteps on 

the damp cobblestones, muffled by the fog, came and went quickly, and the Candle saw 

nobody. The pages would have been interesting. The authors had been describing the debate 

that had discredited the philosopher's mentor. The philosophies in question were steeped in 

superstition and old beliefs, but the truths uncovered by brilliant men with limited perspectives 

can still be fascinating when approached with better understanding, and these were the 

foremost minds of their time. The Candle had sympathy for the mentor, a Tyletian by the 

name of Ramos, who had left his own school in disgrace and had nearly been burned at the 

stake. Three hundred years of hindsight made it clear that Ramos was a necessary casualty 

in the expansion of the Church. At the time, Tyrus the Undying had only recently proclaimed 

the Empire in the name of Quelestel, and there had been a very real notion that heretics from 

the north might march in force on the city itself. Those were precisely the days where no 

stance but the absolute was acceptable. In a public debate against his most brilliant pupil, 

Ramos had passionately defended plurality and the coexistance of the old rituals with the 

doctrines of Quelestel. Ramos had lost, and now the account of the debate was gone forever.

The Candle wondered whether the pages had been excised purposefully, or had merely 

been reclaimed when materials were scarce. The Candle had decreed that no pages should 

be cut from old texts, but that was a new policy. For many decades, scribes had taken pages 

from older works and scrubbed them clean when new paper was not available.
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The Candle suspected that the pages had been cut from the book because they posed an 

ideological threat to Church and Empire. The irony of this was that only those who were most 

devoted to Church and Empire had access to the library, aside from the scribes, who were 

illiterate by tradition, and the knights, who were dutifully uninquisitive. One of many massive 

undertakings of the Church and the Empire during the rein of Tyrus the Undying had been to 

collect and organize the scholarship of man in the impenetrable fortress that was the Library 

of Merendir. A few old manuscripts or reproductions were still at large, prized in underground 

circles of men and women who fancied themselves renegade philosophers, but they were 

considered smoke by most honest people.

There was a slow knock on his door, and the Candle looked at his door curiously, mildly 

surprised that he had not been startled by having a caller at this hour. He struggled heavily to 

his feet, went to the door, and threw back the bolt, thinking as he opened the door that he 

should have thought more for his safety.

It was only the Lash, standing motionless, already stooping in anticipation of moving 

through the door frame. Perhaps with slight cruelty, born of annoyance at having been 

disturbed from his reading, the Candle said nothing, and merely watched the Lash, whose 

mouth hung slightly open, waiting expectantly on the stair. The man was a giant, oddly 

proportioned, with huge hairy hands and broad shoulders. The Church had convened a 

Tribunal, and the accused had been given to the Lash, who was an artist of sorts. Tribunals 

were rare, and yet this was the second in a matter of weeks. The first had ended with the 

release of the prisoner, on the Candle's orders, complying with the terms of the blackmailers 

who had threatened to expose the Lord Commander's filthy proclivities. The apparent 

blackmailer had been caught, and a second Tribunal had been convened to try her.

The Candle had observed the ferver with which certain ambitious men had pursued the 

honor of being appointed to the Tribunals. He had sent a Rider to the the Most Holy 

Confessor, concerned that the instruments of holy justice where being used to play politics. 

The Most Holy Confessor had replied that, while the Candle was correct in his concern, 
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righteous zeal was to be applauded in these days of decadence and turpitude, and that there 

could be nothing wrong with a Tribunal, which was by nature a truth-seeking entity.

"You said to tell you when I knew something," the Lash said. His voice was a hesitant 

rumble, gentle and stupid. He seemed to sense that he had done something wrong.

"Please, come in." The Candle stood aside, and the Lash moved through the door, 

removing his battered hunting cap and straightening to his full, considerable, height. The 

Candle sighed, confident that the Lash would not perceive the sigh as an insult. He did not 

bother to explain that the Lash's report might have waited until morning. Such subtleties of 

instruction confounded the man, and the ensuing circle of explanations left the Lash 

disheartened and the Candle aggravated.

"Well, what have you discovered?" The Candle asked. The prisoner's guilt had already 

been established. He was interested now in her motives.

The Lash pushed back a thinning mop of brown hair, which fell immediately back into his 

face.

"She's in the Order," the Lash offered, hopefully.

"Which Order?" The Candle asked, wearily.

"The Order of Learned Men of Old Blood. They call it 'The Order.'"

The Candle knew vaguely of this group. As he understood it, the Order of the Learned Men 

of Old Blood was a loose confederation of heretics and superstitious peasants who claimed to 

preserve long forgotten customs and rituals and dabbled in every dark art that came their 

way. They were enthralled with secrecy, and they posed no ideological threat.

"What else?" The Candle asked.

"She has enemies."

"And who are they?"

"It's confusing."

Most things were, to the Lash.

"Try to explain it," the Candle said, asking Quelestel silently for patience.
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"They're in the Order, too. That's what she calls the Order of Learned Men of Old Blood, 

'The Order.' But she calls her enemies 'The Cult.' She says they had her arrested."

"Hmm..." the Candle said, only mildly interested.

"Then somebody broke in to try to get her out," the Lash said matter-of-factly, relaying his 

discoveries in chronological order. "...so I subdued him, and questioned him, too." The Candle 

could only stare at him, a bemused smile forming itself on his face. The Lash's interrogation 

chambers were far below the ground, in the middle of the compound outside the city walls 

that housed the administrative and training facilities for the knights.

When the Lash said nothing for a long moment, the Candle asked, "And?"

"He's her friend. He told her the Council will get them out, because he wanted to make her 

feel better. Then I moved him to another room, where they can't talk, but they can still hear 

each other scream."

"The Imperial Council?" The Candle asked.

"The Dark Council," the Lash looked slightly ashamed for having to correct the Candle.

"How would the Dark Council get them released?" The Candle had learned how to 

interrogate the Lash-- methodically questioning, covering each nuance separately. He could 

only imagine that this was how the Lash had interrogated his guests.

"The Dark Council would tell the Church to release them."

The Candle frowned and looked into the Lash's face for a moment before asking, "What is 

the Dark Council?"

The Lash took a deep breath, nodding, and answered, "The Dark Council is a group of 

wise men. Her uncle is in it. Crowley. He's an alchemist. They run the Order. They run the 

Empire. They arrange marriages."

"They run the Empire?" The Candle began to wonder if this whole line of questioning was 

useless.

The Lash screwed up his face and chewed his lip for a while, and then said, "They run the 

Hidden Guard."
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"The Hidden Guard?" The Candle asked, eyebrows raised. The Lash should not have 

known of the Hidden Guard. Only a few people did.

"It's like the City Guard, but they don't wear uniforms," the Lash told him, "Most people 

don't know that they're real. They can take people and kill them."

"Did they take somebody and kill him?" The Candle asked, now only half-listening to the 

Lash, wondering about these prisoners, and the Dark Council, and the Hidden Guard.

"Yes." The Lash said.

"Who?" The Candle asked.

"Shervin. The man in the Cult. The man who got her arrested."

The Candle frowned. It was Loche Mendlekker who had petitioned to convene the Tribunal 

that was trying the prisoner. The Candle knew nobody named Shervin.

"What else?" The Candle asked. The Lash shrugged, brushing his hair out of his eyes and 

looking at the Candle with huge, watery, eyes.

If it was true that the Hidden Gaurd had arrested and executed a man named Shervin, 

Mardis Dantley would know. The Candle wrote a note to Mardis, admiring the elegance of his 

script, sealed the hot wax with his stamp, and gave it to the Lash.

"Deliver this to Mardis Dantley's quarters, please. Do not wake him. You may leave it in his 

doorway."

The Lash nodded, and stood staring at the Candle for a while, until the Candle said, "You 

may go."

The Candle returned to his book and his glass of wine, but just found himself staring out 

the window at the drifting fog. He asked himself what it was that troubled him about the Lash's 

account. He did not believe that any of the heretical organizations in Merendir posed any 

threat to the Church, but somebody had-- supposedly-- mobilized the Hidden Guard. That 

would mean that somebody extremely well-placed in the Imperial bureaucracy had loyalties 

other than to the Empire or the Church. More specifically, that person had loyalties to the 

Learned Men of Old Blood and to this Dark Council.
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The Candle wondered about the Order, about the Council, and about the Cult. He was 

very tired. He sipped his wine. He was confident that these were trifling conspiracies, but 

there was at least one man among them who held position of authority. Mardis Dantley would 

root him out, and the Candle would see him punished, swiftly and visciously. Perhaps that 

would earn him a reprieve from the Most Holy Confessor, who seemed to have become 

obsessed of late with deterring heresy.

The Candle sighed. As tired as he was, he doubted that he would sleep that night. He sat 

with his book in his lap, staring out the window at the slowly lightening sky. Eventually, still 

sitting in his chair by the window, a restless half-sleep came upon him, and as the street 

outside began to wake, it was with a dream of conspiracies inside conspiracies, and he wrote 

letter after letter to the Most Holy Confessor, going over each word again and again, unable to 

break his obsession, and every word he wrote condemned another man to death.



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 52

Cadras was still groggy. Deep blue encroached on the night sky, snuffing out the stars as it 

went. He was vaguely aware of Stanton and a palace guard chattering beside him as they 

made their way through the third ring of the Imperial Palace, where the offices of the 

bureaucracy were housed in rather plain brick buildings, made even plainer by their proximity 

to gloriously constructed inner rings. There was still at least an hour before dawn. He and 

Stanton had just been interrogated for two hours by the Captain of the Gaurd himself, Althurre 

Barwell, in a dingy and airless chamber that smelled of snuff and stale tea. It had gone well. 

Stanton had been eager to do the talking. He told the Captain that they had been bewitched 

into a dreamless sleep and that Halvered had turned into a fog and vanished. It was the most 

excited that Cadras had ever seen Stanton. Cadras had confirmed Stanton's story, but 

pointed out that they had no way to tell how Halvered had actually escaped, because they 

had been asleep at the time. This had not changed Stanton's conviction about the fog. The 

Captain, who seemed tired, was not put off by Stanton's obviously inconsistent story.

Cadras had spoken little, sizing up their interrogator. Since Cadras had begun his service 

in the City Guard, he had laid eyes on the Captain several times, but had never spoken to 

him. Althurre Barwell had always seemed to be a reasonable man-- fair, and strict, and 

uninspired. Now, meeting him in person, Cadras immediately distrusted Barwell. The Captain 

spoke in a measured way, but his eyes were evasive, sizing up Cadras and Stanton only 

when he thought they were not looking, and darting back to his papers whenever they 

returned his gaze. There was something oily in the captain's manner, almost fawning. Cadras 

thought that Barwell cared nothing for Stanton's story, and little for Halvered's escape. Cadras 

had assumed a dull countenance and fixed his eyes on the corner of the desk, while his mind 

raced to figure out what Barwell wanted from him, until the Captain stood and announced 

officiously, "You may go."

Cadras gathered from Barwell's accent that he came from the Southern Isles, though his 

skin was light enough to pass as Continental. It was not unheard of for Islanders to be in the 

service of the Empire, but it was rare for them to achieve rank. Barwell was a central plains 
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surname, and Althurre was a name given to men in the coastal highlands, presumably 

derived from the Alturrik, a name ubiquitous north of the Addenines. Cadras deduced that the 

Captain of the Guard had been born of a Southern woman and an Imperial soldier from the 

plains, during the first attempt at occupation, long before the full invasion of the Southern 

Isles, and had been named after a soldier from his father's century.

Cadras could not help sneering slightly as he left. The Captain was a santimonious, 

unimaginative, insecure man. Aside from learning this, the previous two hours had been a 

complete waste of Cadras' time.

 

Althurre Barwell had not cared much for what he saw, either. Stanton was a fool, that was 

obvious, but it was Cadras who had interested him. Cadras was an arrogant youth, enthralled 

with his own cleverness. He was a second rate thief and confidence man, hiding in plain sight 

behind a uniform. Cadras was a member of the outlawed, if tacitly tolerated, Poorman's 

Union. Barwell knew that Cadras had had a hand in Halvered's capture. Cadras was mostly 

quiet during their meeting, no doubt sullen at having been outsmarted by Halvered-- an older, 

more clever, thief. Much as Barwell disliked him, Cadras was exactly the man he sought.

When the interrogation ended, Barwell composed a letter to Mardis Dantley, the Captain of 

the Hidden Guard, praising Cadras' intelligence and discretion, acknowledging the 

disreputable aspects of his past, but nevertheless recommending enthusiastically that he be 

removed from his position as a gaoler and promoted to a position within the Hidden Guard, 

where he could be easily bribed by Barwell's associates.

Cadras started and almost stumbled when he nearly collided with a streak of blue cloth 

and black hair flying from a doorway. A young woman also stopped, startled. She looked 

Cadras full in the face, and then she turned and ran. Her feet made mismatched scuffing and 

slapping noises on the cobblestones as she fled, and Cadras bent to pick up a single slipper, 

beautifully made from dark satin.
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Cadras would not soon forget her face. She was terrified, and there was no hope in her 

eyes, only pleading.

"The Princess Celani." The palace guard said this as if he were introducing her. Cadras 

watched as she disappeared from sight.

"The Imperial problem child." Stanton made this proclamation with satisfaction, as if his 

knowledge of the Imperial court marked him as a man of importance. "Ever since she was a 

small child, she's been getting into trouble."

"Problem child, nothing..." the guard lowered his voice and beckoned for Stanton and 

Cadras to lean in close. "She's a witch."

"Witch or no," whispered Stanton, enjoying their little conspiracy immensely, "I'd take her to 

bed."

I could get your tongue cut out for that, Cadras thought, but he did not say anything, 

choosing instead to enjoy the notion privately. They were nearing the gates. Cadras was tired 

of Stanton and the guard, and he had more business to attend to before dawn. He handed the 

slipper to the guard and picked up his pace, leaving the two men behind.

Outside the palace, the city was beginning to wake. There was a warm, salty, breeze, and 

Cadras turned into it, winding his way through the back streets toward the bay. This part of 

the city was packed tightly together, but the buildings were well-built, and the waste was 

nearly contained in the runoff ditches. Short houses with orange tile roofs stood shoulder to 

shoulder with two story brick buildings with wrought iron balconies. Through the windows on 

the top floors, Cadras saw merchants beginning to stir, having their tea before climbing down 

to their shops. Soon the street would be full of men discussing the prices of this thing or that, 

or the upcoming horse races. They would call to people who passed, trying to lure them in for 

a look at their wares. Cadras could smell the brewing tea, dark and acrid, and more 

fashionable than the sweet, herbacious stuff that he drank in the Valley.

Nearer to the docks, the streets narrowed and darkened. The buildings pressed together 

and loomed over the street, cracked and augmented with layers of cloth and pieces of wood. 
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The smells of fish and leather were pervasive, even in the quiet time before dawn. Trails of 

smoke rose here and there, occassionally from a chimney, but more often haphazardly from 

cracks and make-shift smoke holes, as people started their fires. A pair of cloaked men, 

hoods up, ambled lazily uphill toward Cadras. Cadras gave them a mocking salute and one of 

them laughed, or maybe just coughed. They were Grainger's men.

The street wound back toward the east, and Cadras could see the already bustling docks. 

The bay was the shape of a half moon, waning just a bit, and tilted so that one corner 

stretched almost to the horizon, while the other was not very far from Cadras where he stood. 

The bay was partially enclosed by rocky fingers jutting out from the chalky cliffs. The stout 

Sea Wall ran along the bars of rock and extended far into the water, leaving only a narrow a 

gap, as wide as three or four galleons, into the bay. The far reaches of the Sea Wall ended in 

gate houses, from which the iron gates could be extended to seal the bay entirely. The gate 

houses were topped with mighty beacons, the amplified lights of which could be seen miles 

out to sea.

The Sea Wall, like the inner rings of the Imperial Palace, far exceeded modern ambitions 

in engineering. The masonry was smooth and precise, and even after the fiercest storms and 

the changes of a hundred thousand tides, never so much as a crack had appeared in its 

facade. The gate was treated with some lost chemical that defied the salt and the sea. The 

Philosophers' manuscripts held no clues to the wonders, and Cadras had read them all. 

Cadras smiled widely, since nobody there to see him. Soon, he might know the secret of the 

Sea Wall.

At the far end of the bay sat most of the Imperial Navy-- five galleons and some thirty long 

ships, all in a deep red wood foreign to the Empire. They had been built twenty years ago by 

shipwrights in the Far East, at the behest of Emperor Lushar III. He had directed the brilliant 

naval conquest of the Southern Isles, at a massive cost to the empire and to his health, 

before dying of madness and consumption. His chief advisor, the Elder General Malhorren, 

had finished the campaign, bringing a flood of spices, tea, exotic goods, and refugees into 
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Merendir. Now most of the navy sat unused in the bay, while the occassional patrol went out 

to curtail the piratical ambitions of certain disaffected Southern Islanders.

A few ships had arrived during the night and dropped anchor beyond the sealed gates of 

the Sea Wall. In the gathering light, the gates had opened, and now the vessels glided across 

the bay toward the massive docks, which teemed already with shoremen, tax men, and 

merchant crews preparing their own vessels to set sail.

Cadras came to a jumble of wooden stalls built near the piers where small fishing boats 

were coming in from the bay with the morning catch. Men wrestled nets full of dark writhing 

shapes off of the boats, heaving them up against their chest and dumping them into barrels. 

Cadras approached a stall of grey wood. A sinewy man with hollow cheeks and a deeply 

creased face was sorting fish into shallow troughs built into his counter. A pipe burned next to 

him, neglected as he stood elbow deep in barrels of brine and wriggling fish.

"Hello, father." Cadras said, and the fisherman looked up and nodded. "How about a game 

of stones?"

Cadras' father looked at the sky to gauge the time of day, then wiped his hands on a cloth 

and picked up his pipe. He puffed it back to life and exhaled a great cloud of smoke.

"Alright."

Cadras' father produced two leather bags and a painted board from beneath the counter. 

They sat on short stools across an upturned barrel and began to arrange their pieces-- flat, 

smooth, stones in grey and black. The board was cracked and faded from years of use. 

Cadras studied the circle, surrounded by eight squares, as he had hundreds of times before. 

He pulled a conservative number of stones from his bag and placed them in the first square. 

His father placed stones in a square opposite his, and they alternated, choosing how many of 

their pieces to deploy to each compass point on the board, imagining how to move their 

pieces into the circular battlefield, outflank the other, and capture as many pieces as possible. 

These pieces, along with any they had reserved from their initial placement, would be reset 

for the second half of the game, where score was kept.
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Neither man spoke. Both smoked continually. The game of stones had been around for 

centuries, at least. Cadras was good at the game. He had an eye for the flow of pieces 

around the board, for chokepoints that could be used to drive wedges through his opponent's 

defenses, and for dynamic defensive positions that would not break at the first assault. He 

almost never played unless he played with his father, and so he usually lost.

They played quickly, as was appropriate for informal games. When the game ended, they 

did not bother to count stones. Cadras had lost.

"Better get back to work," his father said. They poured the stones back into the bags, and 

Cadras stood to go.

"See you later," Cadras nodded to his father.

"Sure," his father replied.

There was a faint glow on the horizon. Cadras hoped to make another stop before meeting 

Halvered. He headed quickly toward the Street of Fools. The city was built on the Merendir 

river, which flowed south from the Addenine mountains, but turned east before running 

through the city and into the bay, which fed the South Sea. The oldest parts of the city of 

Merendir were built on two hills on the south bank of the river. At the summit of the larger of 

these hills was the Imperial palace, a sprawling compound that housed the Emperor's family 

and servants, as well as scores of soldiers and bureaucrats. The silver gilded spires of the 

first ring glowed orange in the rising sun. The central spire, which soared about the others, 

was plated in gold. It burned in morning sun, and made Cadras think about being rich.

The infamous Street of Fools, named for the entertainers that gathered in and around its 

numerous taverns, ran the length of both hills on the river side, informally marking the 

boundary between the Valley and the more decent parts of the city. The Street of Fools was 

quiet at this hour, but Cadras instinctively changed his gait slightly and took heightened notice 

of his surroundings.

A squat man pulled a creaking cart of apples huffed laboriously up the street toward 

Cadras. Cadras showed him a couple bills of scrip, tucked them into the band of the man's 
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hat and took two apples. The man grumbled "I don't take scrip," but Cadras was already well 

past him, and the man did not stop.

Cadras stopped in front of a small tavern with a whitewashed sign that said merely "Food 

and Ale." From the outside, it looked seedy, with shuttered windows and crumbling paint. 

Inside, it was reasonably clean and cheerily lit. The room was bare, except for a couple long 

tables with benches, a fireplace, and a cask of ale on a stand. A sour-looking old man was 

scrubbing one of the tables and a weary hound dog lay in front of the empty fireplace, his face 

and ears sagging onto the floor like puddles.

"Good morning, Leward," Cadras said, bowing slightly to the old man, who looked up and 

nodded curtly. When he got no more response, Cadras asked "Is Marta around?"

Leward set down his rag and walked wordlessly out the back door. Cadras waited, and 

was beginning to think that Leward was not coming back, when he emerged again, now 

followed by a young woman, and resumed scrubbing as if there had been no interruption. 

When the old hound saw Marta, he thumped his tail once against the floor without lifting his 

head, then snorted and closed his eyes.

Marta looked strangely mundane in an apron, with her lively eyes and wild hair. She 

smirked at Cadras and whispered something in Leward's ear. The old man coughed 

uncomfortably and nodded, eyeing Cadras. Marta untied her apron and slipped her arm 

through Cadras' as they walked back out onto the street.

"Leward thinks you should marry me." She said as they left the tavern. Cadras blinked. 

Marta had had many boyfriends, but never Cadras. She removed her arm from his. He 

handed her an apple.

"How's the new arrangement working out?" He asked.

"It's dull." Marta wrinkled her nose. "It's dull scrubbing dishes. It's dull serving ale to dull old 

men. Sometimes they grab me and then I spit in their drinks, but I don't really enjoy it. It's dull 

tormenting poor old Leward. Even the dog is dull. I'm going to try to stay on through the 

winter, though. I can put up with a lot for a warm room." She looked Cadras up and down and 
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bit into her apple. "You look like an opium addict."

"I had a long night." Cadras said, giving her a frowning look from corner of his eye. He had 

indeed smoked a powder derived from opium-- the powder that he had used to knock out 

Stanton and then smoked himself.

Marta gave him a smug smirk. She walked fast and talked faster. "Everybody's saying that 

the bodies on the docks were Islanders, but I think they were Lighthall's men," she said.

Cadras frowned, "Bodies?"

Marta rolled her eyes and snatched the cigarette from Cadras' hand before he could 

protest.

"Are you serious? There were twelve bodies on the docks and a ship burning in the harbor. 

You're losing your edge, old man."

Marta was no more than two years younger than Cadras. Marta remembered his mother, 

and Cadras barely remembered her himself. Cadras started to roll another cigarette.

Lighthall was one of the most influential men in Merendir. Of all the merchants in the city, 

he was the most pious-- if such things were measured in extravagent public donations to the 

Church of Quelestel. He was rumored to have Imperial blood, but was quick to assure 

everybody that he was just a humble man. He was widely recognized as a canny and 

generous businessman. In the best circles, he was appreciated for his charm and wit. 

Lighthall loaned money to those less fortunate than himself, and naturally had to employ 

many men to keep track of these accounts. These men were routinely seen in groups of two 

and three throughout the city, notable in a crowd for their height and girth. Lighthall was one 

of the few common-born with sufficient assets to be allowed to employ men-at-arms. His men 

carried swords and iron cudgels, to complement their below average intelligences and above 

average tempers. Lighthall had a number of other vocations, including providing protection for 

lesser merchants, de facto governance of the race track, the sale of various scarce materials, 

and-- it was rumored-- the sale of men and women for use aboard merchant galleys.

"Why do you think they were Lighthall's men?" Cadras asked. If twelve of Lighthall's men 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 60

had been killed at once, then somebody powerful in Merendir no longer respected his 

authority.

Marta grinned at him as they walked. She loved this stuff. "A bunch of Lighthall's men were 

in a rush to get to the dock just after it happened-- I saw them. Anyway, I think they bribed the 

guards to tell everybody that they were Islanders, because nobody heard that part until later. 

The ship that burned was Lighthall's. Do you remember Sauel? He and his brothers were out 

in their canoes all night dousing the rubble so it wouldn't ignite anything else, and he saw the 

mast head. It belonged to the Fire of Dawn. Funny, huh? I mean, I guess it's not really funny, 

but it's a fitting name, right?" She gave him a moment to digest this, whistling something 

cheerful.

"The bodies might not have anything to do with the burning ship." Cadras said.

Marta shrugged, and switched topics. "Everybody's talking about the Emperor's races, too. 

People are saying that he's going to flood the arena, like Charus II used to do, and have a 

mock sea battle. It would be a great excuse to show off that navy again before all the ships 

get dusty."

"Um..." Marta said, and bit her lip before starting again, "There's a rumor that Raker's gone 

lame, but nobody important is saying anything. People think that the next best horse is 

Swallow, and he's Lighthall's, too, but other people think that this might be Fury's chance, and 

of course you can't discount a veteran like Archer, even if he is is a little old, especially if it 

stays dry..." Marta paused for breath and Cadras looked down the hill toward the bay. It was 

fully dawn. A Squire of the Coffers passed them, with long, dirty, hair and a gold-embroidered 

tunic, asking silently for tithes to Quelestel with a bowl held in outstretched arms. They 

ignored him.

Marta continued, "Grainger is having that party when his son comes of age. It sounds like 

he's going to try to put on a spectacle to rival the Emperor."

Grainger ran the Poorman's Union-- a confederation of men and women of questionable 

vocation. The Union's territory extended over most of the city, but its ties were on the Street of 
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Fools and in the Valley. The Union was tolerated, maybe even appreciated, in the Valley 

because a nominal fee could insure that residents went unmolested, while the Union 

members brought wealth down the hill to distribute liberally among the local taverns and 

brothels. The Union was tolerated by the Empire, because the Mouse could negotiate with 

Grainger, and Grainger could hold the Union members in check. The Union was even 

responsible for the security of the docks, after a bizarre accord between Grainger and the 

Mouse, whereby the Poorman's Union would provide security for the docks, and, in exchange 

for this privilege, every nobleman to visit Merendir would also be assured protection by, and 

from, the Union.

"You remember that guy you asked about, Halvered of Tyletos?" Marta asked. Cadras 

nodded, looking away from her. "Well, he got arrested last night, but he escaped," Marta 

paused for dramatic effect. "The best explanation the City Guard can come up with is that 

he's a sorcerer!" This amused her immensely. Cadras wondered how she could possibly have 

known that already.

It was time for him to go meet Halvered.

"I..." he began, but got no further.

"Lords and Ladies from the provinces have already started arriving for the races and the 

festival. The Brinehalls are set to arrive with three hundred armed men, and the Emperor is 

furious. They'll keep the brothels busy, though. Oh, and, I'm pretty sure that the Lord 

Commander is screwing one of the choir boys. I've suspected it for a while, but then I saw the 

Lord Commander going into the Wayfarer's Beacon and then while later a carriage arrived 

and a scribe took a boy in there-- the smallest one, Northern-looking, with black hair and blue 

eyes."

"I should..." Cadras started again.

"Grainger is looking for somebody who broke into Jareck's place and stole almost twenty 

weight worth of jewelry, plus a ham. Word is that the Mouse might have to start paying more 

attention to the Union again, what with Lighthall has been whining so much, so Grainger has 
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to make sure that everybody who pays their dues gets protected."

"It's almost..." Cadras began.

"I have to go," Marta interrupted. She cocked her head, thinking over everything she had 

told him, and then nodded. "Yeah, that's everything."

Cadras muttered goodbye and quickly turned to go. Marta cleared her throat.

"You seem to be forgetting that this is a business relationship." She had her hands on her 

hips and her eyebrows arched in an imitation of indignation.

Cadras fumbled too quickly with his coin purse, spilling coins onto the ground, which 

amused Marta greatly. He felt his ears burning as he bent to retrieve his coins. He 

straightened and met her gaze, unamused. He placed two silver pieces in her waiting palm, 

and she smiled at him.

"Get some sleep, you look like shit," she patted him on the cheek, and then she was gone.

Cadras took a deep breath and tried to compose himself. Halvered would be waiting for 

him just around the corner. He lit a cigarrette, assumed an impassive face, walked confidently 

around the corner, and stopped short.

Halvered was there, pacing heavily back and forth in front of the Furled Standard. His face 

was discolored with rage. Cadras swallowed and then swaggered toward him, hoping that the 

Men of Earth and Dust were worth their salt. When Halvered saw Cadras, he planted his feet 

and gathered the full force of his wrath into the most malignant stare that Cadras had ever 

seen. Cadras strode forward unflinchingly.

"You set me up." Halvered hissed when Cadras was close. His skin burned red around his 

oozing cuts, and the bruises on his face and neck had turned black.

"We'll talk inside." Cadras walked past Halvered and into the tavern, feeling the heat of 

Halvered's eyes on his back. Cadras did not look back at the man until they reached a corner 

table far from the few patrons that were eating their breakfasts.

"Food?" Cadras asked, seating himself in the corner, where he could see everybody in the 

room. Halvered glared, and said nothing, so Cadras held up two fingers and the proprietor 
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nodded from across the room. Cadras pulled out his tobacco pouch, nearly empty, and 

started rolling cigarettes. The familiar activity kept his hands from shaking. The proprietor 

delivered two cups of unpleasant brown tea. Only then did Cadras speak.

"I did not set you up, I merely saw an opportunity to benefit from your capture." This was 

not true. It was Cadras who had discovered where Halvered lived and reported it to his 

sargeant. Halvered was important for Cadras' plans in more than one way. Halvered narrowed 

his eyes and stared hard at Cadras. He did not seem convinced. Cadras feigned indifference, 

sipping his tea and lighting another cigarette from the stubby candle that sat on the table. The 

night had taken a toll on him. He felt slow and unconvincing. Cadras took a long sip of the 

scalding tea.

"Whether you believe me is no concern of mine," Cadras told Halvered flatly. "Hear me 

out, and I think you'll find that cooperating with me will bring no small benefit to yourself." 

When Halvered did not react, Cadras set down his tea and digressed, lowering his voice. "It's 

my sargeant who's been after you. You're his most prized quarry. Halvered-- thief, assassin, 

and sorcerer. He was the one who ordered your beating. I'll help you kill him." Cadras flicked 

his wrist and a brutally sharp piece of metal, half-wrapped in cloth to form a handle, shot into 

his hand. He started to clean his fingernails with in. 

At this point, Halvered gave Cadras an unfriendly smile and took one of the cigarettes that 

Cadras had rolled. Cadras brought out his alchemist's vial and removed the stopper. He held 

the column of flame in front of Halvered and lit his cigarette.

"How many games are you playing, boy?" Halvered asked, coldly, exhaling. 

"As many as I can get into." Cadras met his eyes through the cloud of smoke between 

them.

Halvered spoke quietly now, shrewd calculation in his eyes. His rage was gone, but he did 

not like Cadras. "You said you want a book. What's this book and what's the benefit to me?"

Cadras wanted to sigh with relief, but he showed no reaction. Halvered had let him get this 

far without putting the contract to the test. Now, if he had judged the man correctly, Cadras 
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would hook him.

"For all 363 years of recorded history," Cadras said, "the Emperors have descended in an 

unbroken line from Tyrus the Undying, who proclaimed the Empire in the name of our just and 

mighty God, Quelestel. Upon Tyrus' death, the Church proclaimed that he had become an 

Aspect of Quelestel, and that the next Emperor, as his heir, was therefore also an Aspect of 

Quelestel-- the reincarnation of Tyrus, and the earthly embodiment of the god.

"It's a convoluted bit of theology," Cadras smirked, as he often did when he was about to 

utter the worst kind of heresy. "It doesn't really stand up before an inquiring mind, but 

Merendir is not exactly full of inquiring minds, particularly at the basilica."

Cadras saw just a hint of the familiar wild-eyed fear in Halvered, the expression that every 

good citizen wore when confronted with heresy, or philosophy, or critical thought.

Cadras sneered at Halvered, and said, "It's all smoke, right?"

Halvered snarled back at him, "Get to the point."

"The point," Cadras emphasized the word, and then paused to light a cigarette, letting 

Halvered hang on his words, "is that the Emperors of Merendir rule by divine right, as Aspects 

of Quelestel, and incarnations of Tyrus the Undying. Mightly lords humble themselves before 

our Emperors, in deference to their divinity."

Halvered was getting restless. Cadras took his time.

"The Church of Quelestel," Cadras continued, "both legitimizes, and is legitimized by, the 

divine Emperor of Merendir. The Church also guards the collected scholarly, philosophical, 

and theological works of man. Its library holds tens of thousands of volumes, collected and 

stored during the reign of Tyrus. The people are not allowed into the library, and no books are 

allowed to leave. The scribes cannot read. Only a few members of the Church ever see and 

understand the texts inside the Library. The Knights of Quelestel are the most powerful in the 

world. The first part of their charter is to guard the library.

"Those rare people who wonder why our notion of history is so sparse, buy into the notion 

that a catastrophic war destroyed the legendary City of Silver, and with it the library that 
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contained the collective knowledge of men prior to the founding of the Empire. I don't think 

that's true. I think that the history exists, but that the public's understanding of our history is 

kept purposefully opaque."

Cadras had all but lost Halvered's interest. History, knowledge, and heresy were bound 

tightly together in the minds of the people of this great Empire-- irrelevent nonsense, easily 

dismissed as smoke. It was not uncommon for the people in Merendir, and even the towns of 

the Empire, to know their letters, but this was only so that the merchants could keep their 

ledgers, and the dutiful citizenry could read the proclamations of the Church and the Empire. 

The public's capacity for philosophical pursuits was so anemic that the language itself had 

shrunk, as words were forgotten or combined, and shades of nuance were lost, until the 

writing, the speech, and indeed the thought, of the Empire were but small and brutish 

shadows of their former selves. Cadras' small circle of Philosophers were lonely in their 

rejection of ignorance, and they had few resources, but they did have access to the 

occassional book, smuggled out of the library and circulated at some risk. In one of their 

recently aquired books, there was a small citation to which none of the other Philosophers 

gave any particular notice. Cadras had noticed it, though he had not bothered to share its 

importance with the others.

Cadras leaned across the table and whispered. "I have reason to believe that the library of 

the Church of Quelestel contains a book called The Lives and Lineages of the Emperors of 

Merendir."

"So?" Halvered was unimpressed.

Cadras paused for dramatic effect. "The book is 1,000 years old."

Slowly, understanding came to Halvered. History did not begin with Tyrus the Undying 

proclaiming the Empire in the name of Quelestel. The divine right of the Emperors was a 

relatively recent invention, and the Church was responsible for keeping that secret. 

Halvered's malice dissolved into a broad grin. He slapped the table hard with his palm.

"You son of a bitch," Halvered whispered, "you're going to blackmail the Emperor."
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Cadras smiled back at him and said casually, "...and the Church."
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It was nearly dawn. The rain had not let up, and still the parched soil soaked up the water 

as quickly as it fell. Derick's horse was shivering, and had slowed to a grudging trot, 

occassionally trying to look back at the brothers with reproof. The brothers fared no better 

than their horse, soaked through and exhausted. They could not travel quickly through the tall 

grasses in the rain, but the terrain was flat and reliable and they did not want to travel by road. 

The rain hid them from sight, but it also hid anybody who might be pursuing them. Derick 

thought Paulanus' men could not have followed them. 

Derick stopped at the outskirts of a town. There were lights on at an inn and Derick 

thought he could smell baking bread, through the heavy aromas of wet earth and grass. The 

town was small and looked a lot like Tilldale. The houses were mostly small, built of grey 

stone with thatched roofs, and fenced to keep the sparse livestock from wandering. Unlike 

Tilldale, this town sat next to a river and seemed to be prosperous. Derick guessed that the 

town was Canter and that the river was the Shale. If this was true, they had not gone far at all.

"I can go on," Jerad mumbled as Derick nudged his horse forward, toward the inn. Jerad 

sounded delirious. Derick's stomach growled and he realized that he was half starved and 

that his head ached.

"We'll sleep for a few hours," Derick declared. "We could have gone in any direction, 

there's no reason for them to look for us here." He hoped he was right.

"I'm hungry," Jerad mumbled, and then he swayed and nearly fell from the horse. Derick 

dismounted and helped his brother down. They approached the inn on foot, and Jerad leaned 

heavily on Derick's shoulder. They climbed two stairs to the covered porch, and Jerad 

doubled over in a fit of coughing.

"Hello?" Derick called. They waited for a reply that did not come, and then let themselves 

in. Derick stopped at the threshold, kissing both palms and touching them to the doorframe 

before he entered the inn. Jerad copied his older brother. They were travellers now. It would 

be best to observe the rituals of the Vagabond.

The common room was well-lit, with lanterns burning brightly in every corner. There were 
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several small tables, and a smoldering fire. The smell of baking bread was stronger. There 

was nobody in sight. Derick called out another greeting and, a moment later, a tiny rotund 

man, covered in flour from his bald head to his sandaled toes, emerged from a back room.

"Oh my, look at you two," he exclaimed, clapping his hands together and disappearing for 

a moment in a cloud of flour. "Hand those clothes over to my wife and change into something 

dry. I'll have breakfast on the table in just a minute." He bustled off, calling out "Lina!" as he 

disappeared again into the back room. Shortly after he left, a woman came into the room who 

was nearly a perfect match for the man, except that she had a full head of hair-- white, and 

cropped close to her round face. She was short and round and moved in the manner of 

somebody who is accustomed to being busy.

"For the Lord's sake," she said, clapping in the same way her husband had. "Follow me." 

She began to lead them upstairs. She stopped on the landing, looking back at them and 

clearing her throat. "You do have coin?"

"Yes. Our horse..." Derick began.

"We have an excellent stablemaster," Lina interrupted. "If your horse looks half as bad as 

you two, he'll need a bag of oats and a rub down. What possibly compelled you two to travel 

on a night like this?"

"We have... business in Merendir." Jerad stammered. Sweat and water from his sodden 

hair was streaming down his face. Lina's eyes narrowed as she looked at his bandaged hand.

"You're a bad liar," she said, sizing them up more closely, "but that's the mark of an honest 

man. If you boys are in trouble, see that you don't bring it here. I will take very good care of 

you, until you start trouble, and then I will throw you out, with no hesitation." She scowled and 

then added, "Three of our lodgers are trained soldiers, and they're very fond of us." She 

opened the door to a small room with two pallets. "Put something dry on and come 

downstairs for breakfast."

"We, uh..." Derick was embarrassed, "have no fresh clothes."

"I'll see what I can do," Lina said left. The brothers stretched gingerly and massaged 
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themselves until she came back with two sets of dry, clean clothes. They even fit reasonably 

well. When Jerad and Derick went back down into the common room, two bowls of steaming 

soup, a loaf of fresh bread, and a large, soft, pad of butter sat on one of the tables. The 

brothers set into the food with enthusiasm, suddenly awake and refreshed. They ate in 

silence for a while, trying to ignore their questions.

"Do you think mother will be alright?" Jerad asked finally, around a mouthful of bread. His 

eyes were deeply ringed, and he even chewed slowly.

Derick played with his soup for a little while before he said, "She's more likely to be left 

alone if we're gone than if we had stayed, right?"

Jerad said nothing.

"She couldn't have come with us," Derick said, "right?"

Jerad shrugged.

"I'd never heard of Paulanus, before last night!" Derick snapped. "So why don't you tell 

me?"

"Paulanus and his men are bullies and thieves," Jerad said, pausing to slurp noisily at his 

soup. "As far as I know, they haven't done any killing."

"So they'll be looking for us-- you and me." Derick said, a bit peevishly. "So the best thing 

we can do is leave. Let them chase us. They have no reason to bother her, if we're gone."

Jerad said nothing, bit off a large chunk of buttered bread, and said nothing, but gave his 

brother a smirk.

"Right?" Derick demanded. "What else could we do?"

Jerad leaned forward and said, with his mouth full, now smiling insanely, "We could kill 

them."

For a moment, Derick was speechless. Then he leaned forward and whispered in Jerad's 

ear, "Don't joke about killing Imperial soldiers."

Jerad whispered back, "I'm not joking."

Derick bit his lip, and then shrugged, as if he was actually entertaining the idea, and 
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asked, "One green soldier and a cripple against an entire band of seasoned soldiers?"

"We don't have to kill them all at once." Jerad looked around the room to make sure they 

were still alone. "And they're not that seasoned. They go out in pairs, or small groups. They 

drink like Northmen, and they pick fights. The people might help us."

"They're still the Emperor's men," Derick said, "and they still wear his uniform. We'd be 

likely to bring a whole legion out here." He remembered the insurrection he had helped to put 

down, and the executions that had followed. "Besides," he added, "how would any of this help 

mother?"

Lina swept back into the room. Jerad scowled and bit into the bread again, but stayed 

quiet. Lina approached the boys where they sat, asked if they were satisfied, and was gone 

again as soon as the two had smiled and given their approval. Jerad shook his finger across 

the table.

"Mother won't be any worse off, and many people will be better off. We aren't doing 

anybody any good by running off to Merendir," Jerad said.

Derick could not deny that this was true. Suddenly, he was exhausted again. The meal no 

longer held any pleasure for him. He looked across the table at his brother. Jerad's face was 

haggard, his eyes were bloodshot, and he was trembling noticeably.

"You're delirious," Derick snarled. It was probably true. They had been awake all night and 

Jerad's pain must have been severe. Jerad bristled. He pushed his bowl away and moved his 

chair back from the table-- too quickly, because he used both hands and choked in pain. 

Derick regretted his sharp statement, and tried to reason, in what he hoped was a conciliatory 

tone. "Even if they travel in groups of two or three, what's to say that we would be able to best 

Paulanus' men?"

The question hung there for a while, while Jerad looked past Derick.

"We may find out sooner than you'd like," Jerad said, gesturing out the window.

A burly man in Imperial light battle gear was reining in his horse outside the inn. He moved 

gingerly, wincing at the dawn.
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"Is that one of Paulanus' men?" Derick whispered, rising from the table.

"I don't know." Jerad was stubbornly nonchalant, apparently offended. He crossed his 

arms across his chest and made a good effort at a surly stare, but his eyelids fell a bit and he 

nearly swooned in his chair. Outside, the soldier dismounted, massaged his temples for a 

moment, and started slowly tethering his horse to a post.

Derick hauled Jerad up out of his chair. Jerad hissed quietly with pain, and mumbled 

something that Derick could not understand. Derick tugged Jerad after him, up the stairs until 

they  had passed the turn, where they could not be seen from the room below. Jerad's eyes 

were watering, and he looked angrily at Derick, but both brothers stayed silent and waited. 

Derick noticed uneasily that sweat streamed from Jerad's brow, in spite of the chill in the air.

The door to the inn slammed violently open and the soldier yelled "Innkeep!"

Heavy boots struck the floor as the man came into the common room.

"Innkeep!" The man bellowed again, and now to the brothers heard light, hurrying 

footsteps. "I'm searching for two men. One of them has an injured hand." Jerad turned to 

Derick with a wide-eyed stare, before his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed. 

Derick caught him, heaved him across his back and took the stairs slowly, wincing with every 

creak from the old wood stairs.

"We have no new guests." They heard Lina lie to the man. Jerad mumbled something in 

Derick's ear.

"Whose breakfast is this?" The soldier asked.

Lina's response was too quiet to hear.

"I think I'll have a look in the rooms!" The soldier proclaimed loudly.

Derick struggled as quickly as he could up the remaining stairs, carrying Jerad. As they 

reached the hallway to their room, he heard Lina protest that her guests were sleeping. Then 

the old stairs groaned again as the soldier came toward them. Derick pushed the door to their 

room open with his foot, deposited his delerious brother on the bed, and then hurried back to 

close and latched the door as quietly as possible.



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 72

"What are we going to do?" Jerad asked, too loudly, from the bed. Derick went over and 

sat beside him.

"Shut up," Derick whispered. "Don't worry, just be very quiet."

From the hall, Derick heard the soldier declare ominously "I hope you aren't lying to me. I'd 

hate to have to make an example out of you." They heard a gauntleted fist pound on a door 

not far away. The door opened soon afterward and they heard Lina making apologetic noises. 

Then there were more footsteps, and more pounding. There was nowhere to hide in the room.

Derick went over to the window and looked out. The stables were not far, and his sword 

was with his horse. The drop into the cobblestoned courtyard looked bad standing at the 

window, but it was surely not more than fifteen feet. Lina's husband whistled a tune flatly as 

he chopped wood a short distance away, pausing for a deep breath each time he hauled the 

axe back for another swing. Derick realized he was gripping the sill with white knuckles. 

Before he could think too much about what he was doing, he swung first one leg and then the 

other over the sill, and lowered himself down until he was hanging outside from the sill. He 

heard pounding on the door to their room and he let go.

The fall was jarring, but he did not hurt himself. He staggered backwards for a couple 

steps and then turned and ran toward the stables. He was so intent on his destination that he 

nearly ran headlong into Lina's husband, who was huffing along, red in the face, carrying an 

armful of wood.

"Woah, hey. Is there a problem, son?" He asked, stepping out of Derick's way.

"My brother's in danger," was all Derick could manage as he threw open the stable door. 

His horse stood laboriously as he entered and gave him a baleful look. She was not in the 

mood for any more travelling. He fell to his knees beside the saddlebags and pulled his sword 

from its sheath. The innkeeper stood in the doorway, alarmed, as Derick ran past him again, 

this time carrying a naked blade.

"Your wife may be in danger, too." Derick called over his shoulder as he sprinted back 

toward the front door of the inn. Behind him he heard the clatter of falling wood and heavy 
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breathing that faded rapidly as he outpaced the squat innkeeper.

Back inside, Derick took the stairs three at a time. The door to his room stood open, 

spilling fresh morning light into the hallway. Two shadows struggled in the doorway. Derick 

heard Jerad cry out. Reaching the doorway, he saw the soldier-- a thick man, tan and 

weathered, with bristling grey hair-- binding Jerad's hands behind his back as his brother 

struggled feebly. Fresh blood was spreading across Jerad's bandage and he was fighting 

back tears of pain. Lina stood in the room, aghast, her hands pressed up against her cheeks. 

Derick stood for a moment behind her.

Before Derick had time to decide what to do, the soldier had a knife at Jerad's throat.

"Drop your sword." The soldier growled. He looked like he was in no mood for anything, let 

alone this. Derick could see where the blade pressed into the skin at Jerad's throat.

"Drop your sword, fool," the man repeated. "You think I'm scared to kill him?"

Lina's husband made it up the last of the stairs and arrived, wheezing, beside Derick.

"What's the meaning of this?" The stout innkeeper blustered, out of breath and nearly 

doubled over.

"These two are wanted men," the soldier scowled, the daylight made him wince as he 

turned toward Lina, "and this woman was hiding them."

The innkeeper stood up straight and looked the soldier in the eye, but he hardly cut an 

imposing figure.

"We don't want any trouble here. I'm sure Lina wasn't trying to deceive you." The rotund 

man said. Derick wondered where Lina's soldiers were.

The soldier scoffed.

"Very well then. Bind his arms behind his back." The soldier threw a length of twine to the 

innkeeper and nodded toward Derick. Derick slowly set his sword down in front of him. As he 

set it down, the soldier removed the blade from his brother's neck with a trembling hand. The 

innkeeper wrapped the twine several times around Derick's wrists then pulled hard when the 

soldier barked at him to make it tight. Still, Derick thought, it was loose enough that he might 
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wriggle out of it if he was left alone.

The soldier pushed Derick and Jerad in front of him down the stairs and out of the inn, 

while the two innkeepers followed along behind. He shoved the brothers over to the post 

where his horse was tethered-- a huge brown beast with unkempt hair and an evil gleam in its 

eyes. The soldier tied first Derick and then Jerad to the post, back to back, with lengths of 

sturdy twine wrapped several times around their bodies and arms, the post, and each other. 

When he was done, Derick found himself nearly eye to eye with the horse and could feel its 

hot, sticky, breath on his face.

"Careful," the soldier chuckled. "He bites." With this he turned to the doorway of the inn, 

where Lina and her husband stood watching. "And now for you." He said, leering at Lina. Her 

husband stepped protectively in front of her, but the soldier just laughed and shoved him to 

the ground.

"You lied to me and gave shelter to two men wanted for the murder of an Imperial soldier." 

He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her around so that her back was against him and held 

both her arms tight across her chest. She gasped, but said nothing. He tied her wrists and 

then went to his horse and produced a length of rope from the saddlebags.

"Please, sir..." her husband's voice quavered as he rose to his knees, "please, have 

mercy."

Derick felt Jerad straining to see what was happening. The soldier threw one end of the 

rope over a beam that supported the awning for the porch. Lina made a soft whimpering 

sound and her husband clutched the soldier's pants and sobbed, "Please, sir..."

The soldier shook the miserable man off distainfully.

"No, no..." Lina's husband repeated over and over, shaking.

The soldier grabbed Lina's wrists and tied the rope around them. When her husband saw 

that the soldier did not intend to hang Lina, he stood, still shaking, and thanked the man 

several times, more and more quietly, until he was only mumbling.

Once the rope was fastened securely to Lina's wrists, the soldier hauled the rope up so 
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that her body was fully extended, toes barely touching the ground. She sobbed, and her 

husband began to shake his head, tears streaming down his face. The soldier grabbed the 

front of her dress with both of his hands and tore it off in one quick motion, exposing all of her 

pale, pudgy flesh. She closed her eyes and bowed her head and he struck her hard in the 

face. His gauntlet tore her cheek and blood flowed liberally down to her chin, where it 

collected and dripped down between her breasts and onto her stomach.

Derick heard muted hooves striking the soft ground and turned to see another soldier 

riding up to the inn. This one looked distiguished, with long, well-brushed, hair and a luxurious 

mustache. He wore no armor, and rode with an air of dignity and command. Maybe, Derick 

thought, he would put an end to this cruel treatment that Lina was receiving.

The man dismounted before his horse had stopped completely. He stopped for a moment 

to look Jerad and Derick over before striding imperiously to the porch of the inn, riding crop in 

hand.

"What do we have here?" His voice, in contrast to his well-groomed appearance, was oily 

and shrill.

"My lord!" Lina's husband rushed to the new soldier's side and was rewarded with a blow 

from the riding crop that split his lip and sent him reeling.

"She lied to me about those two, Captain." The first soldier reported. "I thought to teach 

her a lesson, and the rest of the town as well."

The Captain nodded, and turned to Lina's husband, who looked like he might retch.

"I will send men back here every few hours, do you understand?" The Captain asked. 

Lina's husband nodded quickly. "She is not to be clothed or untied until you hear it from me. If 

my men find that you have not obeyed me, both of you will be dragged behind our horses 

back to our camp, where we will feed you piece by piece to our dogs. Do you understand?" 

The innkeeper whispered something unintelligible. The Captain took a step toward him and 

raised his fist. "Do you understand?"

"Yes," came the innkeeper's choked reply.
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"Good."

The soldier turned to his captain. "If you like, sir, I leave you to treat this wench to whatever 

further punishment you see fit. I will go inside and see what taxes I can collect."

"Very good." The Captain replied, and the soldier strode inside, gesturing for Lina's 

husband to follow.

The Captain turned to Derick and Jerad.

"Watch this well," he said. "We have similar pleasures in store for you at camp." He let out 

a gleeful twitter of a laugh. "Much, much, worse, of course, but similar." With that he flicked 

his wrist and lashed Lina with the riding crop. She cried out, tears of pain and humiliation now 

running freely down her cheeks. A welt raised almost immediately and a little blood began to 

seep from the wound. Slowly, the captain circled the woman, lashing out every few seconds 

with his riding crop to bite into soft, exposed flesh.

The soldier came back out of the inn with a bottle of liquor. Derick saw him mutter 

something that looked like "Oh, thank the gods," before he took a long pull from the bottle and 

offered it to his colleague. The Captain traded the riding crop for the bottle and sipped and 

laughed while the soldier flailed brutally at Lina's naked back. After a while, the soldier 

handed the riding crop back to the Captain and went back into the inn.

Derick heard whistling and turned to see three men walking toward the inn. They strode 

with easy confidence, fishing poles over their shoulders. One of them, tall and lanky with 

birdlike features and light, short cropped hair, was the source of the cheery whistling. Two 

pheasants hung from his belt and a bow and quiver were strapped to his back. The whistling 

stopped, as the men stopped walking, taking in the scene at the inn. His companions, on 

either side of him, looked stocky by comparison. One carried a line strung with several fish, 

still gasping in the air. The other had just taken a large bite from half a loaf of bread that 

looked very much like the one served to Derick and Jerad that morning. He chewed, slower 

and slower, and finally swallowed. There was no sound but the chirping birds while the three 

men looked furiously from Lina, to the Captain, to Jerad and Derick.
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The Candle had just started to doze in the back of the chapel, when Lord Dilluther finished 

his prayers and stood. Although Dilluther was a knight, and admirable in his devotion, he wore 

the secular emblems of the Imperial army on his black tunic. The Candle pushed himself 

heavily up from the bench as the old knight walked toward him, his strides still long and his 

back still straight. The Candle gave a slight bow, which Dilluther returned.

"Good morning to you, Elder General," the Candle said, unsmiling, "I hope you might do 

me the honor of taking your breakfast with me."

The Candle had never felt that Lord Dilluther liked him particularly, but the Elder General 

respected the Candle's station. Neither man made frivolous social calls, and so the Elder 

General nodded without hesitation. The Candle had a carriage waiting and, knowing that the 

Elder General maintained the ascetic habits of the knighthood, he directed his driver to a 

pleasant cafe with simple food and excellent tea. He made a nominal effort to exchange 

pleasantries on the ride, and was relieved when they lapsed into silence. Dilluther pulled back 

his curtains and watched the street solemnly. He appeared fit and well-rested, the Candle 

noted with a touch of jealousy.

Only after they had been shown to their seats in the cafe, in the Candle's customary room, 

and they had been served their tea, did Dilluther ask, "What concerns you this morning, Your 

Holiness?"

He pronounced the title respectfully and without enthusiasm.

Dilluther had little use for subtlety, a trait which the Candle alternatively admired and 

despised, so the Candle asked him simply if he was aware of the Order of the Learned Men 

of Old Blood.

Dilluther shook his head.

The Candle explained, "The members of this order have undertaken to preserve all 

manners of heretical rites and philosophies. They claim to practice sorcery."

"Why are they allowed to operate?" The Elder General asked. He did not seem overly 

concerned, and in this he was not alone. Only the oldest, most devout, citizens spared any 
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worry for sorcerers these days. The rest of the population considered such concerns quaint, if 

not ludicrous.

The Elder General did not fidget, but his eyes frequently left the Candle's face to make a 

circuit of the room, at intervals that were probably exactly even. Now he watched somebody 

approaching their table. The Candle sipped his tea silently as the serving man set a plate of 

biscuits between them and withdrew immediately.

The Candle took a biscuit and pondered it while he spoke. "Their membership is secret. 

There seem to be factions within the organization that are at odds with one another. I used to 

believe that if they posed any threat, it is only to one another. Now, it seems that their 

influence extends much further than I had imagined-- further than can be tolerated. Far 

enough to direct the Hidden Guard to arrest and execute a man."

"Only a handful of people know of the Hidden Guard," Dilluther said, raising an eyebrow. 

The Candle could not recall ever seeing him so expressive.

"Yes," the Candle said, "and one of them is a traitor."

Dilluther pondered this for a long moment and the Candle took the opportunity to take a 

couple large bites of his biscuit.

Eventually, Dilluther asked with a frown, "What evidence do you have?"

"None," the Candle admitted. "Mardis Dantley confirmed that the man was arrested and 

executed without trial, but claimed that he did not order it. I bring this to you because your 

loyalty is beyond reproach." In his faith, his loyalty to the Empire, and his devotion to his 

family, the Elder General was steadfast in a way that is unique to those who have no 

imagination.

The Candle could almost hear Dilluther slowly cataloguing all the people who could 

command the Hidden Guard.

"I will discuss the arrest with Mardis Dantley," Dilluther said as he stood. Their meeting had 

ended. The Candle had not expected the Elder General to shed any light on the matter, but 

he thought it was important that somebody on the Imperial Council be made aware of it-- 
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somebody whose values and loyalties were absolute. The Candle had, of course, discussed 

the matter with Mardis Dantley, but Dantley was a godless man who spent his life enmeshed 

in intrigue, and was not, to the Candle's mind, above suspicion. The Candle felt greatly 

relieved to share the burden of watchfulness with the Elder General.

Dilluther opted to walk back to the palace, and the Candle knew that the Elder General 

preferred the open air and exercise to the confinement of a carriage, but wondered if Dilluther 

was also pointedly showing the Candle that he could walk the streets of Merendir, alone and 

unafraid of ambiguous plots by unknown traitors. The Candle drew the curtains in the carriage 

and closed his eyes to think. Dilluther and the rest of the Imperial family were understandably 

reticent when it came to matters of sorcery. Although there were always rumors and tall tales, 

the Emperors had been meticulous in keeping their... odder... family members out of the 

public eye. The Church ignored the failings of the Imperial family, which, after all, could not be 

failings, because the Emperor was the Avatar of Quelestel. Anything the Imperial family did 

was, by definition, the will of the God, so it was convenient-- a relief, almost-- that they kept 

their matters very private.

The day dragged by with correspondances, promotions and citations, and meetings on the 

most mundane aspects of the Church. Dinner had been lavish, but dull-- entertaining a stuffily 

pious lord from the foothills and his sullen son-- and lengthy, and so it was already late when 

the Candle arrived at the library.

The calm of the library took many forms, some soothing, some gloomy, some tiring, and 

the Candle knew them all. At this hour of the evening, the rooms along the east wall were 

filled with the last remnants of a pale, dusty, sunlight. The Candle took a moment on his way 

to the great hall to browse a shelf that he had never noticed. He often thought that the worst 

part of mortality was that he would die with so many books unread. So few people would ever 

encounter the knowledge within these walls, or even know what existed here. The Candle ran 

his fingers down the spine of a thin volume, A Treatise On The Utility Of Passion, and smiled 
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to himself. The scholarship from that period had been a waste, in his opinion, except for 

songs they had left-- songs that had formed the basis for many of the hymns still sung today.

The Candle tread quietly into the great hall. The air smelled like paper, and the scratching 

of quills was the only sound, except for a far away scraping of metal as a knight made his 

rounds. Far beneath the vaulted brick ceiling, a couple dozen scribes sat scattered among the 

long tables, dilligently copying texts they could not read. The scribes were dressed alike, in 

brown wool and slippers. Most were tamed hermits, brought as children from the mountains 

or the steppes to the city, where they were fed and clothed and taught the faith. Occasionally, 

somebody would join the order because they longed service and temperance, but were too 

gentle for knighthood. The Candle recognized a younger man as one of the latter, and 

approached him. Reluctant to break the quiet, the Candle nodded to the man, took a tablet 

and chalk and wrote out the phrases that interested him. The scribe bowed solemnly and left 

the hall. 

The Candle marvelled at the waste of intelligence-- that a scribe could memorize long 

sequences of symbols, and know where they fit in the elaborate system of categorization in 

the libary, without any notion of what any of it meant. He sat in the scribe's seat and 

compared the page that was being written to the original text. Every nuance of every 

character was the same. The Candle supposed that that would be impossible for a literate 

scribe.

The text concerned the campaigns that Tyrus the Undying led in his first incarnation 

against the bandit lords of the plains. The illuminations were faded and cracked and showed 

worn supplicants who were raised to the glory of knighthood. There were some in the Church 

who considered references to the first incarnation of Tyrus the Undying to be heretical, 

because his first incarnation predated the proclamation of the Empire, and hence predated 

history. The Candle was more tolerant. All of Tyrus the Undying's incarnations were avatars of 

Quelestel, and everything written about the first incarnation was myth and hyperbole, anyway.

Tyrus brought order to a world in upheaval, and eager volunteers joined his ranks in every 
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village and farmhouse, even though Tyrus' discipline was harsh. His progress across the 

plains could be tracked by a steady trail of shallow graves, where his own men were 

beheaded and interred for crimes such as praying to an ancestor, or possessing jewelry. All 

the spoils of his wars went to the coffers of a newly founded order dedicated to the exclusive 

worship of Quelestel. That was the discipline that was needed to heal a world crippled by 

decadence and senseless cruelty.

This text could safely be transcribed and sold to a nobleman, who would feel the thrill of 

forbidden knowledge and at the same time a greater empathy for the Church. The nobleman 

would learn nothing that might present a true ideological crisis. He would die without ever 

learning about Quelestel's humble origins as one among many in the pantheon of the lost City 

of Silver. He would not know about how Tyrus the Undying-- the true Tyrus, who had 

proclaimed the Empire in the name of Quelestel-- had been determined to destroy the library 

at Merendir, an event that was narrowly averted by his advisors. The nobleman would never 

learn that the Scribes Rebellion against Tyrus and the newly proclaimed Empire was not 

started by scribes, but by knights acting in the name of Quelestel himself, and that these 

knights had merely found awkward allies in a handful of scholars who were advocating a 

violent renaissance. In the aftermath of the Scribes Rebellion, hundreds of scholars were 

murdered and dozens of lesser libraries burned. Though the thought was certainly heretical, 

the Candle could not help but consider this a blight on the history of man. Whoever bought 

this transcription, however, would not be confronted with such agonies of conscience.

The atrocities of the past-- in the time before history-- had been caused by the arrogance 

of men who believed that, through a more perfect understanding of the physical world, the 

power of the gods might be within the reach of man. These men, who would pursue any base 

philosophy in the name of progress, built greater and greater wonders until the only great 

deeds left to them were those of destruction. This body of knowledge was what the Candle, 

like so many before him, could never allow in the hands of the common man, and yet could 

never allow to be erased. The library contained what remained of the mysteries of a lost 
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civilization-- mysteries that Tyrus the Undying sought to destroy. These were the mysteries 

that had raised such wonders as the Sea Wall and the Palace In Merendir, and these were 

the mysteries that had destroyed an entire race of men and turned the City of Silver to dust.

There was a room, in the very heart of the library, that could not be opened. There was a 

single door to the room, and no mechanism to open it. The Candle had spent long hours 

searching for a hidden trigger, pulling, and pushing, and prodding, and even-- in occasional 

moments of weakness-- attempting to force the door in more unseemly ways. The room had 

to have windows, but he had never seen into it from outside. He had taken to counting 

windows on his walks home, when windows in this area were lit, and he could never make his 

counts from the outside match his counts from the inside. The library was a labyrinth, though, 

and it was impossible to know exactly where he was once he had wound his way into its 

depths.

The scribe returned, laden with scrolls and crumbling volumes-- everything he had been 

able to find about the Order of Learned Men of Old Blood. The accounts were varied and 

ambiguous, and many were old enough that the language was difficult. The moon had 

traversed half the sky, the scribes had long returned to their chambers, and the Candle was 

burning his third jar of oil when he returned the last sheaf of scrolls to its case. 

The Order seemed to be an ever-shifting collection of countless underground societies, 

linked by tenuously connected beliefs in old wisdom, or sorcery, or in heresy for its own sake. 

It had been formed during the Scribes' Rebellion-- called "The Great Purge" in some 

accounts. There were no references to a "Dark Council," but the Candle found "The Cult," or 

"The Cult of Stelmarren," everywhere.

One relatively recent treatise on ritual and religion, sympathetic to the heritical, used the 

Cult to illustrate how an aberrant society justifies otherwise unreasonable oversight from the 

Church. An alarmist pamphlet about the Cult spoke of abductions and tortures so outlandish 

that the it was almost humorous. An evil volume, laden with hideous illuminations of violence 

and depravity, named Stelmarren the greatest of scholars, discoverer of the eighth element, 
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the Bringer of Rain, the Ever Young, and the True God of Men. A history of warfare in the east 

spoke of Stelmarren as yet another general whose successful campaigns in the northern 

mountains and on the plains were subsequently ruined by a failed invasion of Fellnia. A 

Fellnian scroll, which the Candle deciphered slowly and incompletely, being clumsy in that 

language, called Stelmarren the Child of Nothing, the Body of Kerashavid, and the Pretender 

to That Which Lies Between.

For all of the linguistic flourishes and descriptions in the newer histories, it was a first-hand 

prehistorical account-- long predating the first incarnation of Tyrus, in the dry and stilted 

language characteristic of writing in that period-- that made the Candle pause and shiver and 

close his books.

On the plains, we reforged our tools into swords against the host of the Ever Young. Our 

own brothers came against us first, naked and maddened, and those slaughtered in the 

contest were many.

The Candle blew out his lantern and left his books on the table to be reshelved. The 

moonlight through the high windows cast a pure dim light across the worn tables and the 

Candle felt very much alone. He wanted to hurry, to be outside as quickly as possible, but 

found himself treading slowly and quietly, watching and listening. He listened for the grinding 

metal of patroling knights-- a sound that typically aggravated him-- and heard nothing. The 

Candle paused, his heart now pounding, before turning into a windowless corridor and 

walking quickly, running his fingers over the spines of books that he passed. When he 

reached the door, he threw it open, close to panic, and saw the outline of a man in front of 

him.

"Hello, Candle," said a quiet voice.

Ashir Corvyne, the Seer, stood before him, his reading lenses low on his nose, inspecting 

a shelf which, if memory served, contained texts concerned with the classification of edible 

flora.

"Good night, Lord Corvyne," the Candle said, fighting a tremor in his voice, and bowed 
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slightly as he passed. The Seer returned his bow, and a moment later, the Candle was out in 

the night air with his carriage waiting on the street. His coachman, an ancient knight, far too 

arthritic to hold a sword, was asleep inside the carriage. The Candle had to pound on the door 

for a long while, until the knight stirred and slowly extracted himself from the cushions and 

opened the door, grinning toothlessly.

"Home!" The Candle yelled, loud enough for the deaf knight to hear. The Candle worried 

about his driver's eyesight, but thus far had had no complaints about his driving. The Candle 

climbed into the carriage and was dozing almost as soon as he had settled into the cushions.

Inside the library, the Seer Corvyne flipped through a few more pages in the book he had 

picked at random after encountering the Candle, noting that potatoes from a single region in 

the northeast were classified with names derived from three separate languages. He returned 

the book to its shelf and went to the great hall, where he lit a lantern, picked up an accessible 

book, and listened for an approaching knight. When he heard the armored footstep of the 

knight, he rose and ambled toward him. The knight saluted as he passed, and Corvyne 

nodded. Once they had passed one another, Corvyne hurried up the stairs, went this way and 

that through a series of identical rooms and hallways, to a little-used stairwell, which led back 

down to an empty corridor that contained a single door. Corvyne looked around and listened 

carefully before placing his palm in a circle engraved in the center of the door. A familiar tingle 

pulsed through him. It felt for a moment as if somebody was blowing on his palm, and then 

the door slid open. Corvyne went into the room and closed the door behind him.
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There was a chapel in the second ring of the imperial palace that for many years had been 

tended by a single priest. The priest was mostly blind and deaf and went about his daily 

rounds as he had for sixty years, not caring much anymore whether or not anybody came to 

worship. Throughout his long tenure, knights and lords and ladies had come and gone. There 

was a time when this little chapel might have been crowded at dawn, when knights-elect in 

gilded armor would spend the night kneeling here in silent contemplation before taking their 

vows. It is the manner of all things to ebb and flow, however, and the habits of people are no 

exeptions. Now the chapel smelled like dust, and the stones that had been gently worn down 

by thousands of shuffling feet seemed to exude silence.

A solemn balcony extended from the back wall of the chapel, from which the priest might 

address a throng of worshippers. This balcony was reached by way of a steep set of stairs 

outdoors that the aged priest had not climbed for many years. From the top of the stairs, it 

was an easy scramble up to the roof of the chapel, where the eaves of the peaked roof 

blocked the rain and wind, and where a small stained glass portal provided a view of the 

interior of the chapel, dyed in blues and reds. It was here that Celani came when she wanted 

to hide. She sat, leaning her head against the cool stone and watching the old priest sit in 

contemplation.

Her Uncle Dilluther was looking for her, and probably the Seer Corvyne, and maybe even 

her brother. Corvyne had shown the stablemaster a shattered lantern-- where it had come 

from, she could not say-- and tried to explain away another accident, glaring over the tops of 

his spectacles, daring the stablemaster to object. Dilluther had hissed words at her that she 

could not even hear, with the world swimming in front of her, close to sickness. He had taken 

her by the shoulders and shaken her, not hard. She had retched, and he had recoiled, 

ashamed, and she had run. Somewhere, she had lost a slipper, and now she was alone.

Celani had not wanted to cause trouble. She never wanted to cause trouble. She had gone 

to the stables to see Pepper. After stroking his muzzle for a while and feeding him carrots, the 

stablemaster had left, and she had been left alone with her favorite horse. She had spoken 
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the forbidden words that her cousin Myriel had taught her. Her mind opened like a floodgate, 

and she heard Pepper's voice.

"I missed my lady," the horse said, pressing his head hard against her hand, and the first 

flicker of light had flashed behind her eyes.

"Pepper," Celani had whispered his name without speaking, swallowing hard and trying to 

blink back the light. "I've missed you, too."

"Shall we run today?" He had asked, but she had not responded. The outside world had 

gone dark, with flashes of light bursting behind her eyes. She had been aware of her body 

hitting the rough floor of the stables, but she had not felt it. She had not fallen asleep exactly, 

but the shouting, and the fire, and the panicked horses had been very far away. She had been 

at peace in the dirt and straw, eyes open, while her mind convulsed and her body was 

absolutely still. Then, Corvyne had knelt beside her and touched her brow, and she had sat 

up, vomiting. The stablemaster was screaming, and servants were running all around her, 

hurling buckets of water at the spreading fire.

Now she was alone, huddled against the stained glass window of the chapel, watching the 

old priest. She trembled a little, exhausted as she always was after she lost control. There 

was a constant, searing, pain behind her eyes. She had not knocked over a lamp, and even if 

the Seer managed to convince the stablemaster that a broken lamp had caused the fire, she 

would still be the Emperor's odd sister, the one who was not quite right, the one who took 

after her mother, the one who seemed to always be followed by strange occurences. She 

would be scolded, by Dilluther and her brother, and told to control herself, as if were that easy. 

Some days, she wished she could trade her lot for that of her mother, who wandered the 

corridors of their palace day and night in her robe and slippers, eyes wide and 

expressionless, silently searching. People averted their eyes with pity when her mother 

approached, but her mother never lost control. Her mother never hurt anybody.

Celani bit her lip, hard, and watched the old priest lighting candles in the chapel. She 

wiped the beginnings of tears out of her eyes. The old man moved serenely around the 
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chapel, and pinpoints of light sprang to life wherever he went, blue and red in the stained 

glass. She watched and eventually she even smiled. She felt as if a raging beast had been let 

loose in her mind, and it had just now layed down to rest. She let out a shuddering sigh and 

closed her eyes. There was still a low pulse behind her eyes-- the resting beast-- but it would 

be gone soon. She laughed, probably only in her mind, and drifted into something that 

resembled sleep.

Darkness pressed in around her. She was under water. She struggled toward the surface, 

fighting the drag of her long dress. The pressure on her chest was unbearable. She fought to 

hold her breath. The surface was far away. It was too far. Dark, dead, shapes floated in the 

water around her. One was her brother. His belly was torn open, and his face was bloated, 

still bearing a look of fear and confusion. A white fish with huge, pale, eyes nibbled at one of 

his eyeballs. His other eye turned suddenly to look at her, and the shock forced the last bit of 

air from her lungs. She struggled after the bubbles, up toward the surface, but instead she 

sank further into the murk. The other dead things were her mother, her cousins, the 

gatekeeper, and the cooks, and the stableboys-- all corpses, discolored, disfigured, bloated, 

and drifting in the dark water. She was dying, drowning, struggling pathetically, miles from the 

surface and surrounded by the corpses of everybody she had ever known. With her last act, 

she would take control. She took a deep breath...

...and she found that she could breath the water as easily as if it were air. She felt the 

blood coursing through her veins as never before. She glided easily to the surface and broke 

through the waves to emerge into a room lit by lamplight. She saw no ocean, no water at all, 

just a wood floor. A man sat at a table, studying an ancient book, bound in dark leather. She 

had seen him earlier that day. She had nearly run him over when she had fled from the 

stables. He had picked up her slipper.

"I've been waiting for you," the man said.

He held out a hand to her, and she took it. He pulled her close to him, and she thought for 

a moment that he meant to dance with her, but instead he withdrew a long blade from his 
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sleeve and plunged it into her. She looked into his eyes, now cold and pitiless, and then down 

at the dagger, which had disappeared up to its hilt into her chest. A dark stain spread quickly 

across the front of her dress. She fell to her knees, her lips trying to form words that she did 

not know, and the world went dark once more...

...and then she felt strong arms bearing her up. She opened her eyes and the sunlight 

pierced her. She retched and clamped her eyes fiercly shut. She would have fallen again, but 

for the arms that held her. Gradually, she came to see again. She was on the chapel roof. The 

sun had risen. Her head ached. She was being supported by Althurre Barwell, the Captain of 

the Guard. Her first impulse was to accept the strength and comfort that he offered, but then 

she pushed away.

"You were having some terrible dream," Althurre told her, smoothing back his hair and 

licking his lips.

"How did you find me?" She demanded, worried that he had been sent to bring her back, 

to punish her, to arrest her for setting fire to the stables.

"I know a lot about you," he said, smiling eagerly, but without warmth, "as a matter of duty."

Now she remembered why she did not like the man.

"Are you taking me to be punished?" She asked.

"Nobody sent me here," Althurre said, pulling her close to him. He smelled of lamp oil, 

sweat, and scented powder. She pushed away, but he held her fast, and whispered, "Nobody 

else knows about your hiding place..." She realized with horror that he was caressing the 

back of her neck. His hands were soft and clammy. She was pressed against his chest. She 

stiffened and tried again to pull away. "...and nobody needs to find out about your hiding 

place."

Celani stopped struggling and shook her head, crying now, as the flickering lights blotted 

out her peripheral vision. She felt Barwell caressing her. He had taken her stillness as 

acquiescence. She shook her head again and tried to mouth a warning, but the world was 

already receding from her, and Barwell was already screaming. He writhed in front of her, 
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screaming in pain and terror, clutching his face with both hands. The skin on his face was 

black and cracking. Smoke rose from his charred skin and empty eye sockets stared at her 

through his fingers. What was left of his nose hung from his face in a ragged clump. She 

watched with distant fascination as he fell, screaming, and rolled back and forth, clutching his 

ruined face.

She was sitting, somehow, when her Uncle Dilluther pulled himself up onto the roof. 

Althurre Barwell had only just stopped thrashing. She stared at his charred body. The smell 

was nearly unbearable. She leaned over to vomit, but there was nothing left inside her.

"Celani?" Her Uncle Dilluther said, covering his nose with his sleeve. She sobbed and tried 

again to empty her stomach. Dilluther looked at Althurre Barwell's blackened corpse and then 

at Celani, and she saw only sadness in his eyes.
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Emperor Galant IV, Scion of the True and Holy Line, Defender of the Five Provinces, 

Premier Justice of the Realm, Regent to the Throne of Rhouden, and Lord of the Southern 

Isles, snapped his head up just as he started to nod. He sat in a narrow room with vaulted 

ceilings, at the head of a sparsely populated table, with old stone and faded tapestries on one 

side and dusty windows on the other. He looked around the table, wide-eyed, to see if 

anybody had noticed him sleeping. Nobody was looking at him. What were they talking 

about? The drought in the plains. The Seer was talking.

"...consider extending our tax amnesty for Ikan Province. Even after our winter amnesty, 

many of the plains farmers are abandoning their land and moving into the towns and cities."

The Seer Corvyne was a small man, for a former warrior. He was balding, he sat with a 

hunch, and he wore spectacles, but he had served in the Holy Campaign in Rhouden, along 

with Galant's uncle, Dilluther, and the Elder General Blackwell. All three men had gone north, 

as Knights of Quelestel, fighting their way across the Addenines, to root out the warlike priests 

that practiced foul rites in the Blue Forest and win the fealty of the barbarian king of Rhouden.

Galant wondered if there would be a war in his lifetime. His men told him that he showed 

great promise with the sword and the bow. He had barely been walking at the time of the 

conquest of the Southern Isles. He wondered if his advisors would even let him take part in a 

campaign now. His father had directed the conquest of the Southern Isles himself, but most 

people agreed that it had cost him his health and eventually his life. Still, it made Galant's 

heart quicken to imagine his father leaping from the landing ship as it ran aground, his armor 

shining, striking down his enemies as they rushed at him from all sides.

Galant looked quickly back to Lord Corvyne.

"...while keeping the city granaries at a comfortable level." Lord Corvyne finished.

Ashir Corvyne's career in the knighthood had been distinguished, but brief. Not long after 

the campaign in Rhoudhen, he had become the youngest man ever to be named Seer. Now 

he sat, balding and bespectacled, hunched over a parchment, reading in a scratchy voice. He 

was a wise and good man, but he was very dull.
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Emperor Galant sighed in spite of himself. Quickly, every eye was on him. He sat up 

straight, blushing.

"Is this notion displeasing to you, my lord?" The Seer asked.

What had they been talking about? Galant tried not to panic.

"No," Galant said carefully, trying to decide whether he might bluff his way through an 

answer. "I admit that my mind was wandering." He sighed again, and said glumly, "The plight 

of the farmer is indeed grave when the whims of fate work against him."

This seemed to satisfy his advisors. Galant sat back, relieved, and vowed to pay closer 

attention. He was, after all, the Emperor.

The Vaultkeeper cleared his throat, and said, "I believe that the matter of the raids on our 

mines can no longer be ignored. General Hinesmore reports that the attacks have become 

more frequent and better organized. In the two months since the mountain passes have 

thawed, we lost nearly two hundred pounds of bullion..."

"And yet Lord Brinehall does nothing?" The Elder General Blackwell wondered with a 

smile, pushing a handful of thinning, sandy, hair out of his face. Blackwell glanced at the 

empty seat next to him. It was unlike Dilluther to miss an appointment. The two Elder 

Generals had squired together in the Steppelands, fought side by side in Rhouden, and each 

commanded a legion in the Southern Isles. Now they served together as Elder Generals. 

Blackwell was as fair in his countenance, voice, and mood, as Galant's uncle Dilluther was 

dark, and yet they had always been a pair.

The Vaultkeeper cleared his throat diplomatically, and said, "Lord Brinehall believes that no 

man can be spared from the defense of Sorenhall without leaving it vulnerable."

The Mouse let out a loud, derisive, snort. When everybody looked at him, he waved them 

off, and said impatiently, "Please, go on."

The Vaultkeeper unfolded a letter with knobby fingers. He was another old man, very wise 

and distinguished. Sometimes Galant was overwhelmed with love for all these old men. It was 

true that they often made him feel like he was back in his lessons with Master... Master 
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What's-His-Name... who had instilled Galant's distaste for letters and numbers. Nevertheless, 

Galant knew that he was incredibly privileged to have such a wealth of knowledge and 

experience at his disposal.

Galant studied the seal on the letter from across the table. His sharp eyes made him an 

excellent archer, his men told him. The seal was a scythe, surrounded by various ornaments. 

That seal belonged to... Galant furrowed his brow... to General Hinesmore. Of course.

"...reports that several large settlements have been located in the Addenines," the 

Vaultkeeper was saying when Galant remembered that he ought to be listening. "With two 

legions from Merendir, General Hinesmore believes that he can simultaneously assault each 

of the known strongholds of the mountain men. Routing them now, he believes, would break 

their strength for several years, at least."

The Vaultkeeper placed the letter in the center of the table and pursed his lips. He looked 

remarkably like a fish, Galant thought. He thought back to his visit to the Imperial Aquarium. 

There had been many wonderous and, he had to admit, frightening, creatures in those tanks. 

It was not the sea creatures that had so captivated him, though. Galant tried to picture the 

young woman who had guided him among the pools filled with the bizarre denizens of the 

sea. He let his imagination linger on her thighs, which had been emphasized so nicely by...

"...My Lord?"

Galant snapped back to attention. The Elder General Blackwell was addressing him. When 

Blackwell's pale blue eyes sparkled, as they often did, Galant could see why the man had 

once been reknowned for his handsomeness. They sparkled now, in an unconscious show of 

amusement, and Galant flushed.

"In your opinion," Blackwell repeated, while Galant stared at the table, humiliated, "can two 

legions be spared from the defense of Merendir for a period of several months in order to 

destroy the strongholds of the raiding mountain tribes in the Addenines, thereby providing 

reprieve from attack for the mining communities of the Northern Province?"

Galant pondered this for a moment, while his advisors watched. The Imperial Army 
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contained ten legions. Of these, three were stationed in Merendir, one each in each of the five 

provinces, and two kept order in the Southern Isles.

"It seems to me," Galant chose his words carefully, "that Merendir is under no imminent 

threat of attack. It seems to me also, er, it also seems to me, that the two legions in the 

Southern Isles were stationed there several years ago, when rebellion was a much more 

imminent..." Galant wished that he had not used the word 'imminent' twice in as many 

sentences, "...possibility." He surveyed the faces of his advisors. They were nodding in 

agreement. Galant pressed on with renewed confidence. "Therefore, I propose that two 

legions be sent north to aid General Hinesmore in his assault on the mountain strongholds of 

our enemies, and that one legion be recalled from the Southern Isles to reinforce the garrison 

in Merendir. That will also allow one legion to continue the campaign in the mountains, if the 

possibility of further decisive victories should arise."

"A very reasonable suggestion," the Shepherd said, smiling proudly at Galant. The 

Emperor beamed. The Shepherd continued, "though, I wonder if it it is wise to reduce the 

garrison in Merendir to a single legion, even if it is only for a matter of weeks."

The Mouse, the Shepherd, and the Hawk were the central figures of the Imperial Council. 

The Mouse concerned himself with Merendir, overseeing such bureaucratic organs as the 

Sweepers, the Guard, and the Lamplighters. The Shepherd was concerned with matters of 

the Empire, and he governed the Riders, the Wagoners, and the Assessors, as well as a 

variety of lesser departments. The Hawk's responsibilities lay beyond the borders of the 

Empire. His men were called the Ambassadors, and they fulfilled a variety of functions, with 

varying degrees of secrecy. Then there was the Seer, who was the personal advisor to the 

Emperor, the two Elder Generals, the First Admiral, and the Vaultkeeper. All of them were 

much older than Emperor Galant. The youngest, the Mouse, was old enough to be Galant's 

father. The Shepherd was the oldest, and though Galant had heard that the man was a 

ruthless strategist, and had been a fierce warrior before that, Galant could only imagine him 

as a wispy old man, gentle and quick with his smiles.
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"I suggest," the Shepherd continued, his voice strong in spite of his years, "that we seek 

military aid from the Church. The mountain men worship strange gods and the Church might 

be willing to lend us knights for this campaign."

"That is a wise suggestion." Galant said and nodded at Lord Blackwell. "If you would be so 

kind as to discuss this matter with The Candle, I would be much obliged. The march to the 

mountains should take three weeks..."

"Four weeks," Lord Corvyne corrected, gently.

"...and so we should deploy our soldiers quickly-- within the week, if possible," Galant 

concluded.

The First Admiral Stilde said, "I will send a ship immediately to the islands, recalling one of 

the legions. If the winds are good, we should have another legion in Merendir by the new 

moon."

"Very good," the Seer said, looking down at his notes. "Moving on to the upcoming races 

and tournament. We will start by discussing..."

The Seer Corvyne was interrupted when the door to the council chamber crashed open 

and the Elder General Dilluther stalked, glowering, into the room.

"...the accommodations for the  visiting nobles," Corvyne continued, and watched as 

Dilluther took his seat beside Blackwell. Dilluther leaned forward, clasped his hands on the 

table, and stared straight ahead, breathing deeply and evenly with his jaw clenched. Blackwell 

slumped back in his chair so he could watch his old friend, and chewed his lip, wondering 

what might be the matter.

"Arman," the Seer addressed the attending knight, "please show in the Castellan."

The knight Arman was nearly of age with many of the council members, but he was fit and 

lithe and fierce with a blade in the training yard. He too had served in Roudhen, and upon 

returning to Merendir, he had been raised to the Emperor's private guard, which he now 

commanded.

Arman bowed and pushed his way through the wide doors to the hall. The Castellan 
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Lanick came in to stand before the council, with heavy eyelids and unkempt hair. His 

embroidered tunic was wrinkled.

"My Lords," the Castellan addressed them, fighting a yawn, "We have erected six new 

houses so  that every lord of a fief will have a place near the pleasure gardens. We are 

waiting on another wagon of geese, but we have been plucking with fervor, to be sure that the 

Imperial guests have luxurious mattresses and pillows.

"The lawns, hedges, rock gardens, topiaries, and arbors are all manicured. We are 

skimming and dredging the lake, so that it will be clear of unsightly foam and scum, and the 

rainbow fish have been introduced. The boats are being repaired and repainted.

"We have commandeered the best inns on this hill for the favored guests of our lords. We 

are working night and day to put up new barracks in the third ring for the men-at-arms, but we 

will have to take volunteers-- which should not be lacking-- to stay in commandeered inns on 

the Street of Fools."

"Thank you, Castellan," the Emperor Galant said, staring at the tapestry that covered half 

the wall of the conference room. The tapestry was from the wild northern country of Roudhen. 

It had been a gift from the king, after the knights had spared his life and allowed him to 

continue his rule in the service of the Emperor. It was a fine tapestry by any standards. It 

depicted a hunter-- a fierce, bearded, nobleman in dark leather with gold arm bands-- on a 

rearing stallion, thrusting a spear through the heart of a boar. Galant had only been hunting 

on a few occassions, but he hoped to go again soon. He had never brought down a boar, but 

he had shot a stag on his last outing, and he had brought down nearly a dozen pheasants 

over the years.

There had been a common girl on the last hunt who had tended to the horses when the 

hunters stopped for refreshment. She had had lovely fair skin and golden hair. When he 

brought down the stag, he had smiled at her. When she looked back at him and the sun 

caught her blue eyes, he thought his heart might stop. His cousin Jackal-- actually, his name 

was Wester-- had teased him, of course. She was a servant, and Galant was the Emperor. If 
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Galant wanted her, he should have taken her. Jackal was right that Galant needed to be more 

assertive, but Galant did not want to upset anybody. Sometimes, he was mildly surprised 

when he realized that he was the Emperor.

It was customary for the various lords-- his lords, that is-- to go hunting the day after races 

and tournaments. Maybe she would be back, and he could ask her-- tell her, that is-- that he 

meant for her to... what? And what if she said no? Could she do that? He was the Emperor. 

Galant thought that he would impress her with his bravery and prowess and then she would 

not want to deny him. Maybe they would find a boar. Then Galant would call her over and 

hand her his bow and quiver. He would take up a spear and charge the beast, slaying it like 

the warrior in the tapestry. Maybe he would take a wound-- nothing severe, but something 

that looked bad-- and make light of it, insisting that they finish the hunt.

The conversation around him had stopped. Galant looked around quickly, and was 

relieved to see that all eyes were on the Vaultkeeper, who was consulting a ledger and 

chewing his lip. Galant had not noticed the Cellarmaster enter, but the dashing dark-haired 

fellow stood before them now in a luxurious wine-colored robe, with lips to match. He wore a 

broad smile, but his eyes were sunken and bloodshot. It was no secret that the Cellarmaster 

entertained his close friends, and frequent lovers, lavishly from the Emperor's casks. It was a 

traditional benefit of that office, and though the current Cellarmaster benefited a bit more 

enthusiastically than his predecessors, he also performed his duties admirably.

"My good man," the Cellarmaster entreated the Vaultkeeper, loudly, "will we quibble over a 

pittance, when there is so much good will to be won?"

Galant saw the Vaultkeeper's eyes narrow and his lip chewing increase in intensity, and he 

suddenly understood that the Vaultkeeper-- proper, pious, and lonely-- did not like the 

flamboyant Cellarmaster, and wanted very badly to refuse him. If Galant had only been paying 

attention when the matter had been introduced, he might have come up with a compromise. 

As it was, he could only watch for a few more uncomfortable moments, until the Vaultkeeper 

smiled wanly and nodded his assent.
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"Emperor," the Vaultkeeper addressed Galant, "is this acceptable to you?"

Galant had no idea what topic was on the table, but it seemed to be monetary in nature, 

and if the Vaultkeeper found it acceptable, Galant had no doubt that he would find it 

acceptable, too. He pretended to ponder the issue a moment, trying to think of a way to flatter 

the Vaultkeeper and ease the man's distress.

"My good Vaultkeeper," Galant said, wincing when he realized he had unconciously 

echoed the Cellarmaster's words, "when it comes to the incomes and expenses of the realm, 

my trust in you is absolute."

And when it came to sampling the vintages of hundreds of vineyards, from the south coast 

to the mountains, and choosing the best for the Emperor's cellars, Galant's faith in the 

Cellarmaster was absolute.

The Vaultkeeper seemed somewhat appeased by the Emperor's kind words, and he gave 

the Cellarmaster a haughty look as he announced, "Thirty weights of gold will be added to the 

Cellarmaster's account, for the purpose of purchasing a cask of new wine for every guest 

house."

The Cellarmaster bowed deeply, with a flourish that threw him off balance and nearly sent 

him to the floor. He rose, beaming, and addressed the room with an expansive gesture.

"My Lords, Your Excellence, Master Vaultkeeper, Sir, I assure you... your names are 

legends."

With that, the Cellarmaster swept out, at least as far as the great oaken double door, which 

he had trouble opening. The knight Arman opened the door from the outside, and came into 

the room as the billowing burgundy robes of the Cellarmaster disappeared.

Arman stood at attention in the doorway. His burnished plate armor and immaculate blue 

cloak stood out in contrast to the dusty windows, the faded tapestries, and the scarred 

wooden table.

The Seer Corvyne addressed the council, and then the knight.

"Let us turn now to matters of security for our visiting nobles. Arman, please show in 
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Althurre Barwell."

Lord Dilluther stood quickly, bashing his legs against the table and nearly upsetting his 

chair. He cleared his throat uncomfortably.

"Althurre Barwell will not be joining us today," Dilluther said, glowering in turn at the 

Emperor, the Seer, and Blackwell. "There was... an accident at the forge. The Captain of the 

Guard is dead."

There was no uproar at Dilluther's announcement, just a long silence. He sat, and refused 

to meet anybody's eyes, staring instead at the table. Galant's skin was cold, and his stomach 

was twisting. He knew Dilluther. They all knew Dilluther. He was lying, and very poorly.

"Well!" Blackwell finally exclaimed, leaning back in his chair and smiling as if somebody 

had just told a joke. The expression only emphasized the wrinkles and pockmarks in his once-

handsome face. He brushed the thinning mop of blonde hair from his face and reached over 

to squeeze Dilluther's shoulder. When still nobody spoke, Blackwell announced, as if he had 

been waiting all day for this very moment, "I believe we still have the matter of shipping tariffs 

on the Badwater to discuss."

While the Shepherd and Corvyne discussed the finer points of trade and politics along  the 

Badwater, Galant stared at his uncle Dilluther. It took several minutes before the man looked 

up and accidentally met Galant's eyes. Dilluther looked at the Emperor sadly, and then 

lowered his head, and Galant knew everything.

"...between a few minor fiefs a thousand miles away..." the Mouse was grumbling, while 

the Shepherd frowned and shook his head. Dilluther stood abruptly and left the room. 

Blackwell rose with him, and opened his mouth, but said nothing and sat again as the door 

thudded closed.

Galant thought of Celani.

"My Lord?" Eventually, another question came, this time from Lord Corvyne.

"What?" Galant stared at the table in front of him.

"Lord Brinehall comes to the races with five hundred men-at-arms," Corvyne repeated 
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patiently, pushing back his spectacles on his nose.

Galant did not need his advisors to explain the subtleties of the situation. Lord Arren 

Brinehall was the newest head of the ancient and belligerent Brinehall family. Bringing five 

hundred men to the races was a test to the Emperor's hospitality and patience, and might 

also be a veiled threat. It was also a slight, as it implied that he did not trust his safety to the 

Emperor's men. The question was whether to allow Brinehall's men to attend the high feast, 

as was customary for a Lord's travelling party, or to consign them to the commoners' feast. 

Five hundred men would be as many again as had been expected for the high feast.

Galant spoke with sullen conviction. "Brinehall is looking for a slight. We will show him the 

utmost hospitality. We will need to move the feast outside to accomodate such numbers, but 

that will only emphasize Brinehall's pettiness."

The Vaultkeeper looked pained at Galant's announcement, but nodded, and began making 

figures in his ledger.

A long time later, after the sunlight had turned orange and the dusk birds had started their 

songs, the Imperial Council called an end to their meeting, and Galant stood and stretched. 

Outside the stout doors of the conference room, a short walk down the hallway took him out 

into the second ring of the palace. Arman and Stennan fell in beside him, donning their 

crested helms as they left the building. Galant hardly noticed the knights any more-- two of 

the finest knights that the Church had to offer, in gleaming mail, with brilliant blue cloaks, 

fastened with the emblem of Quelestel, that that swept the ground as they walked.

The light was dwindling, but many people still moved purposefully around them as they 

walked. Sacks of flour were being delivered to the baker. Casks were being wheeled to and 

from the cellars. Guards marched briskly toward their posts while other guards, newly 

relieved, ambled back toward the city. Men and women dressed in finery milled around, 

enjoying the mild evening. Galant recognized none of them. They knelt respectfully as he 

passed, and did not mob him with favors or innuendos, so Galant assumed they were merely 

retainers for his lords and ladies.
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Galant and his knights skirted an improvised joust between two dark-haired youths, which 

had drawn a small crowd. Cheers and hoots of laughter marked every charge, as the youths 

assaulted one another other with long-handled brooms, yelling insults and cajoling the crowd. 

One pair of minstrels sang an improvised harmony, while another pair of minstrels crouched 

on the cobblestones throwing knucklebones with an off-duty Wagoner. Galant gave his 

blessing to everybody who knelt at his approach, but many did not even notice him.

The knight attending the inner gate blew a long, clear note on his ivory horn as the 

Emperor approached. A moment later, the thick steel gates slid quietly back into the stone 

walls, and they passed beneath the wall into the shade of the ancient sycamores. Beside the 

path, cool, crystalline streams murmured among jagged rock formations and gnarled trees. 

Then, all at once, the trees melted away and the innermost palace stood before them, its 

slender white towers burning in the fading sun.

Galant was accustomed to these wonders, and took no notice of them. He nodded to 

Ersaphis, the quiet, pious, knight stood like a statue beside the ornate silver door to the 

private tower of the Imperial family.

Inside, the hard heeled footfalls of the knights echoed around Galant, as they moved 

through the marble the halls of the dimly lit palace. For all of its grandeur, the palace was 

cold. Its arched windows and sky lights let in plenty of light, but somehow the light seemed 

distant. After dark, the hallways were disquieting, and not only because of his poor, shuffling, 

muttering, mother.

Galant knocked quietly on his sister's door.

"Come in," came a soft reply. Galant gestured for his knights to stay outside, and they 

silently took their positions on either side of the door as he pushed it open.

His sister's room, like most rooms in the palace, was expansive and elegantly panelled 

with dark wood. A scented fire burned in the fireplace, not for warmth, but to take the 

dampness from the air. His sister lay, pale and exhausted, in a massive canopied bed in the 

center of the room. He took a seat on the edge of her bed, stared at the finely carved 
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scrollwork around her floor-length mirror, and began to smooth her dark hair, tangled and 

damp from sweat and tears. She murmured wordlessly and put a trembling hand on his.

Galant tried to think of something to say, but could only wipe a fresh tear from Celani's 

cheek. She looked up at him reluctantly, and he saw fear and hopelessness in her face. He 

squeezed her hand.

"Dilluther..." he said, and she sobbed.

"I'm sorry..." Celani whispered, and repeated, "I'm sorry."

Galant shook his head slowly and smiled at her. He kissed her forehead and took her 

clammy hand in both of his. She was sobbing, looking at him with sad, grateful eyes.

"You have to be more careful," he said, gently.

Celani's sobs stopped. She took her hand abruptly from his and turned, without a sound, 

to bury her face in her pillow.

"Celani?" Galant asked, touching her suddnely rigid shoulder. He sat for a while in silence, 

watching her pretend to sleep. He stood with a sigh and let himself out of her room. His 

knights fell in beside him and escorted him through the cold, empty, hallways to his own 

chambers.
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There was no hatred-- not even fury-- in the eyes of the lanky archer as he dropped his 

bundle of pheasants into the mud at feet and pulled an arrow from his quiver. He aimed 

slowly, deliberately, and sent his arrow into the chest of the unsuspecting captain, who was 

raising his riding crop to hit Lina again. Lina watched it all sobbing, half naked and bloody. 

The captain looked, bewildered, at the arrow in his chest, and then collapsed.

The noise of armor crashing to the porch brought the other soldier running out of the inn, 

his arms piled high with plunder. He stopped in the doorway, and looked down at the body of 

his captain. An arrow through the eye knocked him backwards into the inn, and silverware 

and coins showered down around him.

A moment later, Lina's husband emerged from the doorway, stepping timidly over the dead 

soldier and the spreading pool of blood. By then, a stocky, balding man had his sword leveled 

at Derick's throat, still holding a string of fish in his other hand. Derick struggled against the 

ropes that bound him to the post. The evil-looking horse tied up beside him sputtered at the 

movement, spraying Derick with spittle.

The stocky man scowled at the brothers and hissed, "I'll teach you to bring trouble to good 

people..." He pressed his blade against Derick's throat, forcing Derick's head back against the 

post behind him. The horse breathed its foul breath in Derick's ear, seeming to enjoy the 

threat of violence. The stocky man looked over his shoulder at the archer, who raised a hand 

to stay the blade at Derick's throat.

"Ho! Kerry! What part did the boys have in this?" The archer called toward the porch.  

Lina's husband watched numbly while the third man, bearded and swarthy, hacked at the 

ropes that bound Lina to the rafters with his knife. When the rope snapped and Lina fell to her 

knees on the porch, the bearded man wrapped her in his cloak. She stared, shaking, at the 

dead man lying in front of her.

"Kerry!" The archer called again, walking toward the inn. The innkeeper turned toward the 

voice, slowly. The archer's angry companion waited, but kept his blade at Derick's throat. The 

archer gestured at Jerad and Derick and asked Lina's husband, "The boys?"
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"The soldiers were after them. Lina fed them. She gave them clothes." Kerry knelt, 

sobbing, beside his wife and put his arms around her. "It was awful... awful."

Derick squirmed against his bindings, and was met with a growl. He could not see the 

blade, but he felt it pressed more firmly into his flesh and looked into the flushed, contorted, 

features of the man who held it. His skin was weathered and aging and bore a couple pale 

scars. What teeth he had were yellow and chipped. He leaned closer, until their faces nearly 

touched, and Derick stared away from the man's eyes to his pocked cheek, where stubble 

was growing in in both black and white. 

"Are you boys bandits?" The man asked, eyes narrowed, an inch from Derick's face.

"Lay off him!" Jerad yelled, from the other side of the post. "We've done nobody wrong."

"Lay off him, Wente," the archer called from the porch, "least til we know their crime. It's 

clear the lawmen were no good."

The swarthy, bearded, man turned from helping Lina into the inn to yell in agreement, "Let 

the boys speak, you thorny bastard."

The thorny bastard named Wente spat, and lowered his sword. The horse snorted loudly 

and nipped at his shoulder, but Wente pulled away. He and the horse stared at each other for 

a long time until the horse, apparently recognizing a kindred spirit, wandered off to see what 

he could find at the other end of his short tether.

The archer ambled over and looked the brothers up and down, and said, "All right then, 

what's your story?"

Jerad struggled against his rope, craning his neck to look at the man. Tears were forming 

in his eyes as he spoke, "Two of Paulanus' men came to our home in Tilldale, dead drunk, 

and demanded my mother's gold and Derick's horse. I tried to kick them out them of our 

house and one of them broke my hand and would have killed me, except that Derick killed 

him first. He spared the other soldier's life and we fled. We thought we were safe when we 

stopped here. We were exhausted and hungry and the Lina took care of us. We hid when the 

soldiers came, and she tried to protect us, but they found us."
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Jerad struggled fiercly against the ropes that bound him, tears running freely down his 

face. "Let us go!" He demanded, "Let us go and we'll kill every one of them!"

Wente gave them an unfriendly snort and the archer laughed out loud.

"You're going to kill them all, are you?" The archer asked, looking down at Jerad, his face 

wrinkled with amusement that did not totally obscure something else, angry and grim. "Tied to 

a post, a hundred miles in the wrong direction, with one half-dead horse and three working 

hands between the two of you?" When Jerad only scowled, the archer said, "You're off to a 

fine start," and withdrew to the inn porch to consult with companions, out of earshot of the 

brothers.

"Stay calm," Derick whispered. "They won't hurt us."

The three men on the porch argued for a while. Eventually, Wente stalked across the yard 

to retrieve the dead quail and the string full of fish, and then stalked back into the inn. Wente's 

companions approached the brothers, but seemed to be in no hurry to untie them.

"Tell me more about this Paulanus fellow," the archer said, grimacing as he reached back 

to massage his shoulder beneath his leather jerkin. The other man regarded the brothers 

suspiciously for a moment, before turning his attention to the horse, who let out a huff of 

stinking breath into Derick's face and then put his head down uneasily at the man's touch.

Jerad cleared his throat to speak. Derick kicked backward lightly and struck his brother in 

the heel.

"Certainly," Derick said, "but I'd like to do so with free hands, a cup of tea, and without this 

foul-breathed horse giving me the evil eye."

"Once we're inside, Wente will be giving you an eviler eye than that horse." The third man 

commented sagely, a long piece of straw bouncing from his lip as he spoke. He and the 

archer looked at each other for a long moment, silently communicating something, before the 

archer laughed and pulled out a knife.

"Boorsman is right," the archer said, carefully sawing at the brothers' bindings until they fell 

away. "But you needn't pay Wente any mind. He was born tragically deficient of humor, 
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subtlety, and the rest of the niceties that make men charming. His heart is good, though, and 

he loves Lina and Kerry like they were kin."

Inside the inn, Lina and Kerry were nowhere to be seen. Wente sat on a stool, scraping 

the scales off his catch into a bucket. He looked up darkly at the brothers when they came 

into the room, but he said nothing.

The archer sat Derick and Jerad at a table and then sat himself, while Boorsman stood 

impassively beside them and across the room, Wente scraped the fish, grunting.

"How much do you charge?" Jerad asked suddenly. Derick turned sharply to glare at his 

brother.

"Excuse me?" The archer asked, taken aback. Wente and Boorsman said nothing, but 

watched Jerad and the archer intently.

"We've got a fat purse of gold and you've seen for yourselves how Paulanus' men treat the 

good people around here," Jerad said. "Ride with us to Fort Drake."

Jerad looked around the room intensely, something wild in his eyes. Boorsman chewed his 

straw inscrutably and the archer leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, staring at 

Jerad with narrowed eyes.

Wente spoke first. "A weight of gold for the first two weeks, no scrip. If the work is good, 

fifty weight silver will buy you another week." A pile of fish filets sat beside him on the table, 

and now he was hunched over a quail, pulling out the feathers.

"Same for each of us," the archer said, and Boorsman nodded.

"Excuse us for a minute." Derick grabbed his brother by the arm and hauled him roughly 

out of his chair and halfway up the stairs. Once they were alone on the landing, Derick could 

only stare incredulously at his brother.

Jerad shrugged. "They were obviously for hire."

Finally, Derick hissed, "Have you lost your mind?"

Jerad looked maddeningly unconcerned. "Let's go take a look at Fort Drake, and see if we 

get the chance to rid the world of a handful of cruel men."
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"Paying them will cost us most of our gold."

Jerad shrugged. "We can get more."

"You're crippled," Derick snarled, "and I'm beginning to wonder if your fall knocked you 

senseless."

Derick was hoping to get a rise out of Jerad, but he just grinned.

"Do what you want, big brother. Ride on to Merendir. I've got some gold of my own, and I'm 

hiring these men and riding to Fort Drake, crippled and senseless."

Derick could only grind his teeth.

Jerad smirked, and said, "Of course, mother won't be happy if she finds out that you let me 

ride off to Fort Drake and didn't come along to look after me."

"You're an ass," Derick snarled. "You can ride off and get yourself killed, and I'll tell mother 

that you died like an ass."

Nevertheless, a few hours later Derick was trying to load the saddle bags of an ill-

tempered horse while the archer-- who had introduced himself as Stefford once the gold had 

changed hands-- sat on the porch putting quail feathers on newly cut arrows. They had slept 

a while, and been fed a good meal. Lina and Kerry had packed them enough provisions for an 

army. At least they would not die hungry, Derick thought, bitterly. Jerad had found a crossbow 

among the dead captain's things. He could hold it against the ground with his feet and draw it 

with his good hand. Derick heard intermittant twangs and thuds from the stables as Jerad 

practiced firing into a bale of straw again and again.

Wente had carried the bodies away, one over each shoulder, and was just now returning. 

Boorsman had brought three horses around and was loading their saddlebags. He suggested, 

in a confident tone that made argument difficult, that Derick's spent horse would stay with 

Lina and Kergy at the inn and that Derick should ride the vicious stallion that had belonged to 

the dead soldier. Derick and the horse had decided long ago that they did not like each other, 

and Derick had to be very careful about where he stood, to keep from getting bitten or kicked. 

He was trying to resign himself to the idea of being thrown from the saddle as he finished the 
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packing. He hoped that it happened before they got moving too fast.

Jerad emerged from the inn, exuberant, and decked out in a mail coat and an iron cap that 

were a bit too large for him, and a soft leather belt with a long dagger sheathed in it. He 

carried the crossbow in his good hand, and his broken hand had been newly cleaned and 

bandaged. He seemed to be grinning with his whole body as he strode up to the gentle horse 

that he had inherited from the captain. Boorsman had prepared Jerad's horse easily in the 

time that it had taken Derick to get close enough to throw the saddle bags over his horse's 

shoulders.

The horse, seeing that Derick's attention was now on his brother, swung his head around 

and took a bite at his shoulder. Derick dodged barely, and the horse snorted. Jerad slipped 

his crossbow into one of his saddle bags and walked up to Derick.

"I'm glad you decided to come," Jerad said, sounding genuine enough.

"Shut up." Derick snapped, but it did not deflate his brother at all. Instead, Jerad reached 

out to stroke the muzzle of Derick's horse. The horse bit at Jerad's hand, but he was 

expecting it and pulled his hand away to safety.

"What are you going to name him?"

"Foul Beast," Derick said sourly, and to his surprise the horse turned toward him when he 

said it. Jerad laughed.

"He seems to like it. Here you go, Foul Beast." Jerad pulled a carrot from his pocket and 

held it out to the belligerent horse. The horse eyed him distrustfully, then darted out to grab 

the carrot. Jerad wisely pulled his hand back six inches at the first sign of movement, and the 

horse got the carrot and Jerad kept his hand. The carrot seemed to pacify the horse some, 

and Derick hastily threw the last of his possessions into the saddle bags and swung himself 

up onto Foul Beast's back. Feeling the rider on his back, Foul Beast reared and tried to toss 

Derick off, but Derick clung stubbornly to the pommel and kept his seat. After a few 

increasingly half-hearted attempts to dislodge Derick, Foul Beast resigned himself to his lot 

and stared sullenly at the ground.
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Derick reflected for a moment on everything that had happened since he had arrived in 

Tilldale the previous night, and then Shefford reined in beside him. Wente and Boorsman and 

Jerad were already riding north. Derick flicked the reins apprehensively, and Foul Beast 

began to trot after the others. Shefford rode beside him and for a while in silence. The rain 

had left the air damp and the wide expanse of sky shimmered in the afternoon sun. The grass 

had greedily soaked up the rain and now stood tall again, and even showed a little color. It 

had been a long time since Derick had smelled the grass like this.

"This is a beautiful place," Shefford said after a while, and Derick nodded. Shefford smiled. 

"We came to the plains for the bounty on wolves, after the Blue Forest was won. Once we'd 

stayed in Canter, fished the Shale, and met Lina and Kerry..."

The three riders ahead of them had let their horses run, and the sight of animals streaking 

over the subtle swells and falls of the land, the grass swaying around them, was wonderful. 

Derick was reminded of exploring the prairie with Jerad, farther and farther afield, on their 

father's old pack mules. Derick unwittingly snapped the reins, and Foul Beast shot forward 

like he was possessed. Derick crouched low and held on with white knuckles. Shefford 

spurred his horse forward, and kept up for a few paces, but Derick quickly left him behind. In 

no time, Foul Beast caught up with the other three men, and passed them as well. The faster 

they went, the less agitated the horse seemed, and Derick gradually relaxed and sat up, even 

beginning to enjoy the ride. When the other men began to fade with distance, Derick pulled 

the reins apprehensively. Foul Beast tossed his head and snorted, but slowed and allowed 

the other riders to catch up.

They rode for several hours, and stopped for a meal as the sun began to reach the 

horizon. Foul Beast became impatient almost immediately. While the other horses ate and 

drank greedily, Foul Beast all but refused refreshment, and tried again to bite Jerad when he 

strayed too close. Boorsman eyed him appreciatively.

"That horse is a beauty, when he runs."

Wente nodded and spat. He heaved a sack of provisions out of his saddle bag and settled 
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down among the tall grasses, breaking off chunks of bread and cheese and passing them 

around to the others. They all sat, tired from riding, and mostly silent as they focused on 

eating. Then, without a word, Wente packed the provisions back into the sack and lugged it 

back to his horse. Jerad looked disappointed, but stayed quiet.

Then they were riding again. Night fell and a huge bright moon rose and cast its silver glow 

over the swaying grasses. The air grew cool and the horses grew tired-- all except for Foul 

Beast, who continued to charge ahead as if pursued by some predator. After a while Derick 

took to turning his horse around and riding back to meet his companions, rather than waiting 

for them to catch up to him. Finally, on one such occassion, Shefford beckoned everybody 

with a raised hand, and slowed his horse to a walk.

"We're not far." Shefford said when all five men had assembled. "Our horses are tired. If 

we are to stop short of Fort Drake, I say that we do so now, before we get too close."

"If we aim to stake out the fort and judge the strength of these brigands, it will be best to 

do it in darkness." Boorsman offered.

Shefford agreed. "It's true that the prairie affords us little shelter in daylight. We still have 

half the night ahead of us, and I believe that the fort is not more than an hour's ride from here. 

If we make for the river, it should take us directly there."

Shefford turned questioningly to Jerad, who chewed his lip for a moment and then passed 

his judgement.

"We will press on, have a look at the fort, and then ride back to find a place to make camp 

for the night."

His decision was accepted without comment. Foul Beast pawed the ground and snorted 

and then they were off again. Shefford steered them slightly to the west, where they were 

certain to run into the river. Derick imagined that he saw a slight glow on the horizon ahead of 

them, but blamed his weary eyes. A few minutes later, when there was no mistaking that 

something lit a good part of the horizon in front of them, Shefford raised his hand and the men 

slowed again.
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Shefford spoke, frowning, "That light does not come from the fort. Unless I have entirely 

misjudged our direction, the bend in the river is north of us still, and Fort Drake lies north of 

there. That light comes from the river, to the east."

"Let's investigate," Jerad said, adjusting his ill-fitting helmet.

The mercenaries looked around among themselves, and Shefford spoke them. "I say we 

leave Boorsman here to tend the horses and that the rest of us proceed on foot."

The three mercenaries all turned again to Jerad, who nodded.

Boorsman nodded his agreement. The riders dismounted and Boorsman let the horses 

graze, except for Foul Beast. He came and took the reins as Derick dismounted, putting a 

hand on the horse's neck. Foul Beast seemed to relax at the man's touch. To Derick's 

amazement, Boorsman took hold of Foul Beast's muzzle and pulled his lips up, leisurely 

examining his teeth and gums in the light of the moon. Foul Beast's eyes rolled slightly and he 

moved his feet, but he made no move to pull away or do violence to the strangely calm man.

"He's a fine horse." Boorsman said to Derick, and then fixed him with a determined stare. 

"By right of killing those soldiers, I reckon he belongs to Shefford."

When Derick did not argue, Boorsman looked whistful. "If I had a stud like this, I'd settle 

down out here in the prairie and raise horses."

"I'll be your representative in Merendir," Derick suggested. "Once we start winning the 

races, we'll have to build a silo to house all our gold."

Boorsman chuckled, and actually smiled.

There was now some distance between Derick and the other men, and Derick began to 

jog toward them. They were coming to the top of a slight rise, and the tall grass at the top of 

the rise glowed. It was not the flickering light of a nearby fire, but the steady glow of many 

lights far away.

All of a sudden Jerad, who was the first to reach the top of the swell, fell to the ground. 

Something had hit him, Derick thought at first, but then his brother turned around and 

motioned for the other men to get down. Jerad crawled slowly forward, until he could look 
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over the rise. Shefford moved quickly in a crouch until he stood beside Jerad. Derick and 

Wente approached the ridge carefully behind them. Derick could now hear the murmur of the 

river, and above that the sound of voices.

Derick and Wente were still several yards away from the top of the ridge, when they heard 

a large object hitting the water. Jerad charged over the swell and out of sight, and then 

Shefford was on his feet, loosing one arrow and notching a second. Wente started to run. 

Derick was the last to mount the crest, drawing his sword.

The lights came from across the river, where hundreds of torches lit hundreds of men and 

horses, tossing their shadows around at odd angles. They were clearly soldiers, marching 

away to the southwest, but they did not have a single banner raised. There was a small group 

of soldiers closer, on Derick's side of the river, and they wore the plain, black tunic of Fort 

Drake beneath their armor. Two of them had fallen to Shefford's arrows. Three more, bare 

swords shining in the moonlight, were running toward Shefford, yelling something that Derick 

could not make out. One of them grunted and fell, and two ran on. Another man, mailed and 

helmeted with sword in hand, ran at Jerad. Derick ran to defend his brother, but Jerad was 

running toward the soldier. Just before he came within range of the man's sword, Jerad 

planted his feet, swung his crossbow up into the man's chest, and loosed the bolt. The bolt 

penetrated the man's breastplate cleanly, lifting him into the air before he fell. The crossbow 

was jarred from Jerad's hand, but he drew a dagger from his belt and ran toward the river.

Jerad twisted barely out of the way as a soldier on horseback charged up and took a swing 

at him with a spiked iron flail. Derick ran toward the rider. The horse side stepped toward 

Jerad, who was crouching, ready to dodge one way or the other. The rider was readying 

another blow when he noticed Derick running at him. His horse reared as he wheeled it 

around. Hooves lashed out and Derick's shoulder burned and he staggered back. The 

horseman, backlit and faceless, raised his flail to crush Derick. There was no time for Derick 

to raise his sword.

Instead, Derick dropped his sword and leapt at the man. He felt metal against his face, 
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smooth and cool. The horse shrieked and reared as Derick's knees drove into its flank. Derick 

was falling, grappling with flesh and cloth and metal. The ground rushed up and Derick's head 

smacked into the wet sand. The world swam and dimmed and Derick heard screaming, and 

then found himself looking into the dazed face of the soldier, lying beside him. He saw 

movement and rolled to the side. Hooves came crashing down. One went into the soldier's 

chest, caving in his breastplate. The soldier screamed again and Derick realized that one of 

the man's feet was still caught in the stirrup, and that his leg was twisted horribly. The man's 

eyes were glazed and blood ran from his mouth. He said something to Derick, but Derick did 

not know what it was. Derick fumbled in the sand for his sword and jammed it quickly into one 

of the arm holes of the breastplate, shoving twice with all his weight until the man lay still.

Derick stood and stared at the broken body until Jerad yelled his name. When he turned, 

Jerad was at the bank of the river, tossing his helmet into the sank. Jerad wriggled out of his 

mail shirt, paying no heed to his broken hand, and waded into the water up to his knees, and 

then dove beneath the surface.

Derick looked around, his sword ready, but the soldiers had all fallen. Wente and Shefford 

stood side by side, swords in hand, watching something up river. Derick followed their gaze 

and saw a horseman riding full speed away from them, headed toward the bridge that would 

allow him to reach the army on the other side of the river. The rider was already a good 

distance away. Shefford stabbed his sword into the sand and unslung his bow. He notched an 

arrow and bent the bow until Derick thought it might snap. The bow string hummed and 

Derick thought for a moment that the arrow had gone astray, but then the rider and horse 

toppled to the ground. The horse struggled back to its feet and went tearing off across the 

prairie, but no rider emerged from the tall grasses.

"Derick!" Jerad called again, and Derick turned to see him in the river up to his chest, 

struggling to pull some unwieldy object to the bank. The torches danced eerily in the distance, 

across the river. Derick walked toward the river to help his brother, who struggled to bring his 

burden to shore. Jerad lost his grasp for a moment, and an arm swung free from his burden 
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and splashed against the water. It was a person.

Derick ran, and plunged into the river. It was shockingly cold, and difficult to move with his 

clothes plastered against him. His boots sunk deep into the mud. Jerad was fighting to keep 

the person's head above water, but he could not get a good grip. Derick could not tell if the 

person was alive or dead.

"Derick!" Jerad called, and then the body slipped from his hands and disappeared into the 

swirling water.

Derick could not move his feet. He pulled his knife, cut the laces on his boots, and stepped 

out of them. Jerad dove beneath the surface for a moment, and then surfaced, sputtering.

"I can't find him!" Jerad yelled

Derick tore off his shirt, threw it toward the bank, and swam to where Jerad stood. Jerad 

had churned up the mud while wrestling with the body, and Derick could see nothing in the 

river. He dove. Almost no moonlight penetrated the murky water. The grit stung Derick's eyes 

and his shoulder, reminding him of the wound he had taken. He surfaced, gulped some air 

and plunged beneath the water again. He could not see anything. He kicked his way down to 

the bottom of the river and tried to feel around, but came up with nothing but handfuls of soft 

mud.

When Derick surfaced, Jerad had a tenous grip on the man again, holding his head and 

shoulder above the surface. Dark hair was plastered against the man's face. His lips were 

blue and his face was pallid.

"He's tied to something." Jerad said. "Around his waist."

Derick felt beneath the surface of the water and found a rope coiled several times around 

the man's waist. He tried to saw through it, but his fingers were numb and he could not grip 

the knife effectively. The man choked, the first sign of life that Derick had seen, and Derick 

redoubled his efforts, but his progress was scant. Jerad lost his grip and staggered back into 

the river. Derick held the rope up near the surface and hacked against it desperately, even as 

the man's head disappeared again into the murky water. Then the rope snapped and Derick 
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fumbled to grab the man by the legs as Jerad recovered his feet and took the man's arms. 

Between the two of them, the brothers easily carried the body to shore.

Wente and Shefford stood at the bank of the river. As soon as the brothers lay the man on 

land, Shefford was kneeling beside him, pressing on his chest. There was a horrible gagging 

sound as water spewed from the man's mouth, and then he was conscious, gasping for air, 

and struggling to rise.

"There is no time," he gasped, feverishly, "I must get to Merendir at once."
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"South of the Siltian peninsula there is a stretch of sea where the winds do not blow and 

the currents die. In these becalmed waters, ancient ships with long dead crews drift endlessly, 

preserved in the salty air. Some say that beyond these doldrums lie fantastic new continents, 

others say the end of the world, but they agree that this place is death for a mariner."

"I have heard tell of such a place."

"I have seen it."

Berekker looked across the table at the navigator, Allitolae. He was pompous, to be sure, 

but by all accounts his confidence was not undeserved. He looked every inch a Siltian 

seaman, with bright ribbons braided into his black oiled hair, a sash stitched heavily with 

family icons and commendations from Siltian nobles, and a narrow, blood red scabbard 

fastened across his back. Nevermind that most Siltian seamen no longer dressed that way.

Allitolae opened the pouch that Berekker had offered him and bit one of the coins 

thoughtfully. He unfastened a map case from his belt and pressed a vellum sheet proudly 

against the table. Berekker went to unlock a cabinet, and took his time examining the host of 

scroll cases that it contained. He selected one case and left the door open for Allitolae to 

ponder. He saw the navigator's eyes drift back to that cabinet every so often, and smiled 

inwardly. He went around the table and unrolled his map beside Allitolae's.

"You drew this yourself?" Berekker asked.

"Yes," Allitolae proclaimed, stroking his long mustaches, and asked, "From whom did you 

purchase yours?"

"I drew it," Berekker said, flatly.

Berekker's eyes moved rapidly back and forth between the two maps. Allitolae's was more 

extensive and more skillfully drawn. Still, his own map was the best he had seen up until that 

point, and the navigator seemed to be sizing him up anew.

"You are certain that these reefs end a mile off the coast?" Berekker asked.

"I have run that course myself."

Berekker dipped his quill and corrected his chart, before asking, "And this small island 
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here?"

"Uninhabited, but very beautiful. There is a volcano rising from the center of it and it is 

surrounded by the clearest waters you have ever seen."

Berekker added the island to his map, and filled in a portion of  the Siltian coastline that he 

had previously left undrawn. Then he straightened and aksed, "You have sailed to the Far 

East?"

"I have sailed there on four occassions. Last year, I made it there and back in two months."

"And you have contacts there?"

"I have dined at the tables of the Lord Fathers of three different Houses. I have drawn 

blades against the Mist Corsairs beside Eithe Shan, of the famed Shan Company, and he has 

called me his brother."

"How reliable are your charts of that area?"

"They are the best in your country or mine."

There was a quiet knock at the door, and Janieu entered with two cups and a long-spouted 

tea pot that had belonged to the niece of Tyrus the Undying. He filled their cups wordlessly 

and withdrew.

Berekker breathed deeply from his cup, and said, "I am satisfied. Are you certain there will 

be no trouble with your former employer?"

"I owe him nothing, and he fears Paya Gandro, who is strong in Port-of-All-Seas. I will offer 

him a chance to match your terms, but he cannot. There will be no trouble."

"Very well. I welcome you to my service. Tomorrow we will further discuss business. 

Tonight, my mistress and I would be pleased to have you dine with us in the city. Janieu will 

show you to your quarters."

The two men locked arms and kissed each other's cheeks, as they do on the Siltian 

peninsula, then clasped hands as they do in the Empire. Allitolae withdrew. If his reputation 

was deserved, the most talented mariner of his generation was now in Berekker's employ. 

Paya Gandro would be pleased. Berekker allowed himself a moment of self-satisfied 
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reflection. It had been a short seven years since he had borrowed a vast sum from Paya 

Gandro to begin his company. It had been five years since he had paid it back in full, with 

interest. Ten years ago, he had been guiding pitch-blackened rowboats with muffled oars into 

caves in the Southern Isles under the cover of darkness.

Janieu entered quietly.

"There is a man here to see you, Sir. He calls himself 'Red.'" Janieu seemed distainful of 

the man.

"See him in. Bring Catyan."

Berekker returned his map to its case and held it idly behind him while he stared down at 

the table and waited for his next appointment. Years ago, he would have been raging, but he 

felt very little. Aging was not so bad as people made it out to be.

Janieu opened the door silently, and heavy footfalls came into the room. Berekker did not 

look up. He could smell the man from across the room.

"Endrev Berekker! It's an honor to be invited into your home. I have a new offer that I think 

will please you very much."

Berekker waited a long moment before he raised his head and turned slowly. When 

Berekker finally faced him, the man seemed slightly cowed, standing silently with an uncertain 

expression. Red was a large man, broad-shouldered, and thick fingered. He wore the same 

clothes that he had worn when last they spoke-- a month prior. He smelled of pipe tobacco, 

cheap liquor, and days without washing. His face was dirty, not unattractive, and reasonably 

intelligent for somebody who presented himself so poorly.

There was another knock and Catyan came into the room. He bowed slightly to Berekker 

and ignored Red. The wound on his neck was healing well, but would end in a lifelong scar. 

Slightly deeper, and Berekker would have lost his lieutenant in the assault on Lighthall's 

ships.

Berekker nodded to Catyan, and only then acknowledged his visitor.

"And what of your old offer?" Berekker asked softly.
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Red shifted slightly, then laughed loudly and unconvincingly.

"I'm afraid that that proverbial ship has sailed." Red looked at Catyan from the corner of his 

eye. The Southerner stood impassive, slightly at attention.

"And the literal ship?" Berekker asked, studying the coloration of the ebony scroll case.

"That one... Uh... That one sailed, too."

"Under contract with Lighthall."

"Yes. It is not an easy thing to leave Lighthall's employ."

Berekker traded his scroll case for his neglected cup of tea and took his first sip before he 

responded.

"You had no reservations about leaving his employ when I gave you an advance on our 

contract."

Red fumbled at his belt, and Catyan's hand went to his sword, but the seaman had gone 

for a pouch.

"It is all here. I never spent it. I am an honorable man."

Berekker nodded at Catyan, and Red dropped the bag of coins into Catyan's waiting hand.

"It was business, you understand." Red smiled uncertainly at Berekker and then at Catyan.

"I understand." Berekker did not bother to look at the man. "You are one of the best 

navigators in the Empire. I contacted you because I considered you indispensible."

Red opened his mouth and shut it. There was new hope on his face.

Berekker said, "I understand you have an apprentice of similar talent."

"Aye, indeed." Red spoke quickly, eager to please Berekker. "He's young yet, with only a 

few voyages, but he knows numbers and winds as natural as anybody and he's good with the 

men. We call him Reed, on account of his being so tall and thin. Put me and him together and 

there's no better."

"And he is loyal to you?"

"Absolutely."

Berekker set his tea down and turned to face his guest for the first time.
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"You are dismissed. One of my men will contact you. Janieu! Please see Red out. Catyan, 

stay."

Red was led out, slightly bewildered by the abrupt end to the conversation. When the door 

was closed, Berekker addressed his lieutenant.

"I want that man dead by nightfall. Have your man search his quarters for charts. As for the 

apprentice..." Berekker hesitated.

"He can never be loyal to you." Catyan said.

Berekker sighed and nodded. "Kill the apprentice as well."

"Yes, sir."

"Thank you, Catyan."

Berekker pondered his last appointment of the day. He sent Janieu for a particularly fine 

Siltian vintage and decanted it himself. He enjoyed his quarterly visits from the Assessor-- a 

clever and agreeable man of fine tastes and moderate means. His moderate means indicated 

that he was only moderately corrupt, and his fine tastes meant that he looked forward to his 

visits to Berekker's estate. They would walk through the entire estate, discussing the value of 

Berekker's possession, drinking fine wine and sharing tales of their travels. There was a game 

in this, but it was not adversarial, because they shared the objective.

The Assessor wanted to present the First Assessor with a highly valued inventory of 

Berekker's possessions, because his performance and bonus were judged on his ability to 

extract taxes. Most people tried to understate their wealth, but Berekker was one of a small 

handful who needed to overstate their wealth, and this made the Assessor's typically 

disagreeable job enjoyable for an afternoon. In the Empire, only the noble houses were 

entitled to keep men-at-arms. Commoners such as Berekker were allowed to employ a 

security force to protect their assets-- the size of which was directly related to the size of their 

assets. The additional taxes were not trivial, but the extra men were vital.

Berekker's relationship with this particular Assessor went back as far as his estate. Five 
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years ago, Berekker had commanded the attention of the merchant elite by purchasing nearly 

every pepper contract in the Southern Isles, and the Assessor had traded the hazardous life 

of a caravan captain for the security of civil service. They had spent most of the Assessor's 

first visit feeling one another out, unsure of their new positions. They had discovered, near the 

end of that first visit, that they were not in an adversarial position, and they had thoroughly 

enjoyed one anothers' company ever since. Berekker was looking forward to showing off a 

collection of a dozen small warrior gods in hardened clay from the Steppelands, where the 

Assessor had spent a harrowing year with his caravan.

Janieu knocked, and Berekker called for them to enter, without looking. Janieu showed the 

Assessor in and withdrew, and it was only then that Berekker turned and saw a stranger 

standing near the door-- a stranger in the blue-trimmed tunic of an Assessor, with an ugly 

smile and a malicious gleam in his eye. Berekker had no doubt that this new Assessor was in 

the pay of Lighthall.
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It was the time of the afternoon when most people went indoors, or to the city park, or the 

baths, and so Market Street was more quiet than usual. Many of the stalls were closed, but 

Corvyne had not come to shop. Tarkan examined an amulet, turning it delicately in his palm, 

while the bored shopkeeper silently sized up Corvyne's wealth.

"What do you think of it?" Tarkan asked.

"It's a bit garish." Corvyne answered, paying little attention. He had intended his comment 

only as the customary opening volley in the game of the marketplace, but the young rider put 

the jewelry back quickly, and looked hurt.

"Which one do you like?" Tarkan asked, pouting slightly.

Corvyne bent over the counter with little interest and examined the wares over the rims of 

his glasses. Tarkan stood behind him, arms crossed. Corvyne selected a twisted silver circle 

on a delicate silver chain.

"This one is well done, and the symbol is a powerful one."

"Tell me about it." Tarkan said, tossing his dark curls out of his eyes.

"A circle is endless and complete, and can never lose its energy. A band has two sides, 

which are united by the twist, see?"

Corvyne ran his finger around the band of metal to demonstrate how both sides were the 

same. Tarkan reached out to run his finger over the band and Corvyne handed it to him.

The Seer adjusted his glasses and explained, "The symbol represents unity and 

boundless energy that can never grow stagnant."

Corvyne considered the Rider's remarkable journey, to Imiatt and back before the turn of a 

full cycle. Boundless energy, indeed.

Tarkan took the amulet. "It's perfect."

"That's what the philosophers say."

"Will you buy it for me?"

Corvyne sighed, and said, "I suppose... though your enthusiasm has ruined my chances of 

getting a fair price."
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The shopkeeper smiled wryly and named an outrageous price.

"Luckily, I'm perfectly willing to disappoint you," Corvyne said, as he took the piece of 

jewelry from Tarkan's hands and set it on the counter.

"Come." Corvyne turned to walk away. The shopkeeper stopped him with a new figure.

"I'll give you half of that." Corvyne was impatient for this whole episode to be over. He had 

little interest in the market, but he felt that he should be circumspect on his way to Crowley's 

shop, so he put on the facade of a casual shopper and made his way slowly toward his 

destination. He needed to know what the Rider Tarkan had learned in Imiatt, and for that he 

had to convene the Council. The most important decision the Seer would make depended on 

this knowledge. The Emperor's betrothal was Corvyne's decision to make, and the entire 

Empire had been waiting three years for his decision. Now the time had come.

The Astrologies indicated a time of great change, with protracted waxing in nearly every 

house. That meant a time of danger, but also great opportunity. It meant that the rituals would 

need to be observed meticulously, so that nothing was obscured or misinterpretted. With all of 

this weighing on his mind, Corvyne led Tarkan slowly through the market, playing a charade 

of browsing and shopping, waiting for anything that felt amiss, and hoping that the boy knew 

the rituals well enough to fulfill his role.

As one of the leading Imperial officials, Corvyne should have insisted on paying in scrip, 

but he did not have the patience to try to convince the merchant to take paper as payment, so 

he counted out a handful of small coins on the counter. Tarkan took the necklace and put it 

on.

As they turned to go, Tarkan jumped and looked over his shoulder. Corvyne turned with 

him, but there was nothing to see. The Rider was as uneasy as Corvyne. Corvyne squeezed 

the boy's shoulder. Corvyne was reasonably certain they were not being followed, but now 

their nerves threatened to draw attention to them. They were not far from their destination. 

Corvyne thanked the shopkeeper and set a new pace, moving quickly through the market. 

Behind them, nobody seemed to notice.
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They went out onto the Street of Fools, which felt subdued in the heat and anticipation of 

the evening's revelry. An old woman sat by the entrance to Lower Market holding a rheumy-

eyed bear cub on a short chain. She shook a bag at them as they passed and kicked an 

earthen bowl with a few coins in it.

"Feed the Emperor a peanut," she said to them, her eyes not quite comprehending the 

world around her.

Once they turned on to Lower Market, they were besieged by men and women showing off 

their wares. Corvyne was not dressed as a noble, but the sellers on Lower Market had an 

uncanny ability to size up wealth. They pressed on a short distance before turning down a 

dead end alley, where they were sized up indelicately by a pair of whores leaning against the 

blackened brick walls.

"I want that one," one of the whores said, leering at Tarkan. She was still young and pretty, 

and that made the expression all the more ugly on her. Tarkan took a step back in alarm and 

she laughed.

"You can have the one with the firm ass," the other whore said. The years had taken their 

toll on her, and she tried to hide it with powder. She reached out to touch Corvyne's chest, 

and said, "I'll take the one with the heavy purse."

"Good afternoon to you, ladies," Corvyne said with sincerity that seemed to startle the 

women, and he pulled Tarkan past them to a battered door beneath a worn, but meticulously 

lettered, sign reading "Apothecary and Alchemist, Inquire Within."

Corvyne pounded on the door several times. The women had lost interest in them. 

Corvyne cleared his throat and pushed his glasses up higher on his nose. A long moment 

passed and Tarkan was looking back the way they came when the door jerked open. A slight 

old man with unkempt hair and crooked spectacles stared at Corvyne, then at Tarkan, and 

then walked away, leaving the door open behind him. A cat darted into the shop under 

Corvyne's feet. When Tarkan was inside, Corvyne turned and threw the bolt on the door.

The old man had gone to stand behind a scarred oaken counter. It was hard to say 
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whether the counter was askew, or the rest of the room. There was no wall in the dark, dusty, 

room that was not packed with shelves and cubby holes, from the floor to the ceiling, every 

one packed with books and scrolls, decanters and vials, and all manners of strange materials, 

organic and mineral. At the man's left hand was a massive scale, delicate for an object of its 

size, and a fantastic jumble of weights and measures, some so fine that they were kept in a 

cup along with a pair of tweezers. At his right hand slept a small cat, slightly bedraggled but 

content in dusty shaft of light that made its way through the gap where the shutters did not 

quite meet the wall. Everywhere else in the room there were more cats, in the cubby holes 

and atop the shelves, on the window sill, scratching at the door, and rubbing against the 

man's leg.

Tarkan took in the scene thirstily and quiet.

"Good afternoon, Seer," the old alchemist said, in a scratchy voice.

"Hello, Crowley. Let me introduce you to the Rider Tarkan."

"Good afternoon to you, Rider."

"...and to you, Sir." Tarkan inclined his head to the man, who did not appear so old up 

close, in spite of his dense tangles of dry white hair.

"What can I do for you today, Corvyne?" Crowley scratched the kitten's head absent-

mindedly as he spoke.

"We must convene the Council."

When Corvyne said this, Crowley looked sharply at Tarkan. He raised his eyebrows at 

Corvyne, but  nodded and went to his shelves, moving back and forth among them with 

awkward but self-assured movements, taking pinches here and there and crumbling them into 

a censer. He placed a blackened brazier on the counter and blew the coals to life. As the 

censer grew hot, a sweet smelling smoke began to fill the room, and Crowley began to speak 

words that Tarkan did not know. One by one, the cats in the room began to look up, stand and 

stretch, and turn their eyes toward Crowley, who stirred the smoking mixture with his finger 

and continued to mutter. Tarkan watched, wide-eyed, as the cats all assembled near the door. 
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Corvyne stood by the door with his hand on the latch. Crowley's speech gathered intensity, 

and the largest of the cats looked up at Corvyne, who opened the door. The cats all ran out at 

once, blinking in the sunlight, and then scattering in every direction, earning odd looks from 

the whores down the street.
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It was shortly after midday and Cadras still had not slept. He threaded his way through the 

hectic third ring of the palace, toward the captain's station where he would report for guard 

duty. Lords and ladies were arriving with their travelling parties. Every noble assumed that 

their needs would be met immediately, and the stewards were scrambling, bowing and 

nodding, and yelling at their assistants. Cadras was in uniform, but he also knew how to 

maneuver in a crowd, and every time he saw somebody who wanted something-- be they 

noblity or bureaucrat-- he picked his route to make sure that he was never the closest person 

to them.

Wagons full of materials for the feast were rolling slowly down the main avenue, being 

checked in and directed by the same harried stewards. Travelling nobles, servants, and men-

at-arms all wandered in the throng, paying little attention to where they walked, scanning 

faces for friends they had not seen in years.

Cadras turned the corner into the main square and stopped briefly to take in the scene. In 

the center of the square, a full-sized galleon was being built on runners. He was nearly run 

down by a pair of well-dressed adolescents guiding an antiquated chariot poorly through the 

square. He cursed and took a step back into the shelter of a doorway. He shifted his weight 

and flexed his shoulders. His neck and back ached. He pulled out a plug of stuff from the 

alchemist, the gum of the Casper tree, and began to chew it. It was bitter and astringent, but 

almost immediately Cadras felt his pulse quicken and his desire to close his eyes diminish.

He ground his teeth, thinking back over the hours he had spent with Halvered around 

dawn, sitting across from the libary gate in a tea shop, playing stones. The old thief had 

showed up happy-- not even seeming to remember that Cadras' treachery had landed him in 

prison-- which had alarmed Cadras until he realized the man was drunk. Cadras thought back 

over their conversation about the library.

"How did you get into the library before?" He had asked.

Halvered had shrugged. "Bought myself a cowl. Set fire to the gatehouse. Ran around with 

a bucket of water for a while, then slipped inside in the confusion."



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 128

It had a vulgar kind of elegance to it.

"And how did you get into the Sacred Heart?" Cadras had asked, excited, chewing a plug 

of casper gum.

"The what?"

"The Sacred Heart of the Library. Where all the greatest treasures are stored."

Halvered had shrugged again, and answered "Never heard of it. I grabbed the first thing I 

saw with jewels in it, shoved it under my robe, and ran like a Southerner." When Cadras had 

stared blankly at him, the old thief had grinned, spat through his teeth, and added, "Siltian 

trader paid me thirty weight gold for it, and he was robbing me blind."

Halvered was not a good stones player. Cadras quickly found himself trying out radically 

experimental openings that he would never play against his father. Cadras had sipped tea, 

and Halvered had sipped tea and rot gut liquor.

"We'll have to get inside without alerting the knights. We'll go through the gardens to find 

the side door." Cadras had told Halvered, watching the guards at the gatehouse. They were 

not knights, and they were not professional. They diced and flirted with the passing women.

"The gardens?" Halvered had asked, with some alarm. "There's panthers in the gardens."

Cadras had scoffed, "The panthers are there because when our esteemed former Emperor 

was going mad, he brought back a boatload of huge cats from the Southern Isles. When the 

Master Gardener threw a fit and demanded that the Emperor's cats be removed from the 

palace, they were sent to the library as a 'protective measure,' much to the dismay of the 

scribes and priests who were accustomed to taking their walks in the gardens."

Cadras had never done a job that required anything more than soft shoes and lock picks, 

but he would not admit that to Halvered. Halvered was proving far less knowledgeable than 

Cadras had hoped, but he was still experienced, and that made him as good a partner as 

Cadras was likely to find. The Library of the Church of Quelestel in Merendir was built like a 

fortress, with imposing red brick walls, topped with parapets and knights. Knights held a 

dangerous combination of muscle headedness, religious fervor, and skill at arms. Inside, it 
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was a maze, and the Sacred Heart of the library was supposedly impenetrable.

Everything that Cadras knew about the library came from Solinka, the scribe who had 

founded the Philosophers. Solinka had, of course, been illiterate when he had been recruited 

as a scribe, but he was incredibly smart and had gradually come to understand the symbols 

he was transcribing. He had smuggled books out of the library, and the Philosophers had 

worked out their interpretations of history over cups of tea in the odd hours of the morning. 

The details were sparse, but it was clear that the written history of the Empire before the reign 

of Tyrus the Undying had survived, at least in part, and that, with the help of the Church, 

Tyrus had built the fortress-like library to conceal it.

There were warhorses tethered outside the captain's station, implying that there were 

officers or nobles inside. Like most of the administrative offices in the newer third ring of the 

Imperial Palace, the captain's station inhabited a portion of long low brick building that was 

neither attractive, nor ugly enough to warrant much attention. As soon as he entered the 

building, his sargeant barked at him.

"Cadras! In my office."

The sargeant, however, did not head toward his office, but rushed off in the opposite 

direction. Cadras knew that, possibly at that very moment, Halvered was following Cadras' 

scribbled map to the sargeant's house, where he would let himself in and wait for the 

sargeant to return home. His sargeant was not a bad man, or a particularly good man. He 

was fair, but overzealous. He was judgemental and prone to incoherent outbursts, but-- like 

the building where he spent his days-- he was too boring to inspire actual dislike. Cadras did 

not expect to lose sleep over the man's fate.

Sitting at the sargeant's desk was an unfamiliar man, wearing the uniform of a civilian 

officer. Upon Cadras' entry, the man looked up from a stack of papers and took his time sizing 

Cadras up. He seemed displeased. He had a day or two of grey stubble around his chin and 

neck and his hair was shaved close to his head. He was wire thin and tightly wound. He 
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looked Cadras up and down once more.

"You are Cadras of the Wharf?" He asked. His voice was terse. It had been a long time 

since anybody had addressed Cadras with his patronymic.

"Yes." Cadras answered.

"Cadras, you will not report for guard duty today. There are matters that I would like to 

discuss with you. You may sit." He gestured to a chair across the desk from him. Cadras sat. 

"You are younger than I thought."

Cadras did not know what to say, so he said nothing. The man rested his elbows on the 

desk and clasped his hands, looking Cadras in the eyes, and said, "There is more to you than 

you let on."

Cadras tensed momentarily. If this man knew the things that Cadras did not let on, there 

could be trouble. Cadras rested his arms on the arms of the chair, and was reassured as he 

felt steel beneath his shirt, against his wrist. The man looked calmly and pointedly at Cadras' 

arm where the dagger was concealed and then back to Cadras' face, but said nothing.

Cadras sorted through possible responses. His mind was maddeningly sluggish.

"You smoke tobacco?" The man asked. Cadras nodded and then thanked all the gods he 

could recall when the man pushed a copper censer filled with glowing coals across the table. 

The man watched silently as Cadras rolled and lit a cigarette, then continued speaking. 

"Althurre Barwell believed you to be shrewd-- and discrete. He said as much in a letter that he 

wrote to me yesterday, shortly before his death."

"His death?" Cadras had been awake long enough that everything seemed a bit surreal. 

He wanted badly to chew another plug of gum, but felt it would be imprudent.

"The Captain suffered an accident at the forge this morning. His untimely death has left me 

short handed. I would like you to fill his position."

"Captain of the Guard?" Cadras asked incredulously.

"Of course not." The man seemed annoyed, which annoyed Cadras.

"If I knew who you are, or what we're talking about, I might be able to converse more 
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fluently." Cadras snapped, without thinking. Cursing his lack of sleep, he began to roll another 

cigarette. He thought that he had angered the man, but instead the man laughed. There was 

no mirth in the laugh, it was like a formal acknowlegment of a humorous situation.

"Fair enough," he agreed. "I am Mardis Dantley. Barwell worked for me. The effectiveness 

of the guard comes from placing uniformed men prominently around the city, so that people 

know that they are being watched, and order is kept. You might consider me the captain of 

another guard-- one with a different philosophy of how to keep the peace."

This was interesting. The existance of a secret guard had long been a rumor around the 

Poorman's Union, but was widely considered to be a tale invented to scare novices. Grainger 

would be very interested in this information.

"I have little experience." Cadras said carefully. Mardis nodded.

"I have always known Althurre Barwell's judgement to be impeccable," he said, then added 

a touch darkly, "in some areas, at least. It is clear that you have curiosity, wits, and energy in 

great supply. It will be best if I employ them, rather than letting you devote them to other 

pursuits."

Cadras did not like the way Mardis Dantley emphasized 'other pursuits.'

"What would my duties be?"

"You would continue to take most of your shifts on the watch. None of your colleagues 

would know that you work for me. You would run sensitive errands for me occassionally. 

Mostly, you would make it your business to know everything that happens in Merendir and 

you would provide me with information that I will use to advance the interests of the Emperor. 

It will require much of your time and thought. Also, any disloyalty will be discovered and 

punished more severely than you can imagine. You will be well compensated."

"How well compensated?" Cadras asked. He did not want to seem eager.

"Fifteen weight gold a month."

Cadras somehow managed not to react, except for swallowing once. Cadras' father 

probably had never seen fifteen weight gold. Of course, the Empire would pay in scrip, but he 
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might still get ten weight in coin after exchange. Cadras pretended to consider the offer, 

knowing that Mardis Dantley knew that such payment would be irresistible. In truth, Cadras 

was wondering how much Dantley already knew about him.

"There is one thing that you must know," Cadras said, leaning back in his chair and 

crossing his arms, as if he was bored. "I am a member of the Poorman's Union, and I do not 

intend to betray them to you."

Mardis sat motionless, with his hands folded on the table in front of him, while he regarded 

Cadras cooly. "The Poorman's Union is outlawed by the Emperor," he said.

Cadras nodded, lighting one cigarette off of the last, "...and yet Grainger has been known 

to work closely with the Mouse."

Mardis and Cadras stared at one another, expressionless, for a long time, before Mardis 

spoke.

"I believe that your access to the Union could be beneficial. The Union's activities are 

merely a nuisance, yet its eyes and ears are everywhere in the city. Be aware, though. Should 

a conflict of interest arise, my capacity for revenge is greater even than Grainger's. Now, what 

else do you wish to tell me?"

"Nothing, " Cadras said, without hesitation.

"Very well. You shall begin immediately. I regret that it has been some time since I have 

had the opportunity to speak with Althurre at length. Other than brief written 

correspondences-- which, by the way, I expect you to provide daily..." Mardis stopped, and 

asked "You do know your letters?"

Cadras sneered, "In which language?"

Mardis' eyes narrowed, but he continued. "This week, our main concern is the safety of the 

visiting nobles. We have little specific reason for concern, aside from Lord Brinehall's typical 

belligerence-- expressed this time with an excessively large travelling party."

Cadras nodded. He had no doubt that he could get information on Brinehall's soldiers once 

they were dispersed amongst the city's taverns and brothels.
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"Obviously," Mardis Dantley continued, "visiting nobles will be off-limits to the Poorman's 

Union, and it is unlikely that they will stray far enough into the city to be the target of random 

thuggery, but we must watch for targeted robberies and confidence schemes. I hope that your 

contacts in the Valley will be useful in this respect."

"Grainger has little tolerance for freelancers," Cadras observed.

"Grainger's influence in the Valley is not absolute, is it?" Mardis asked with a long, 

knowing, look that Cadras misliked.

"Very well," Cadras said, shortly, "what else?"

"There is one other matter-- a courtesy to the Church-- the matter of the Dark Council," 

Mardis said.

Cadras snickered, "The Dark Council?"

"Night, dark arts, secrecy... The name is apt. Be dismissive if you want. The Dark Council 

seems to be the governing body for a group called the Order of Learned Men of Old Blood. 

They are considered highly undesirable by the Church, and they may have undue influence 

inside the government. There is no doubt that they practice unholy rituals. Our concern is 

whether they have the means and desire to subvert the Empire. There is an alchemist among 

them... he has a shop west of the Street of Fools, south of Soapbox Square... Crowley."

Cadras did not think that he reacted to the name, but Mardis Dantley feigned surprise and 

asked, "You know him?"

Cadras shook his head and began to roll another cigarette. Sorcery was an ambiguous 

crime that was seldom prosecuted except for political reasons. Mardis seemed too sensible 

for church, so Cadras pointed out, "A peasant who rubs salt on his threshhold to relieve his 

chills could be considered to be 'practicing unholy rituals.'"

"Nevertheless," Mardis said, brusquely, standing, "this is an important matter to me, and so 

you will take it seriously. There are other matters now that require my attention. I will show 

you to Captain Barwell's study. I imagine that he kept notes that will be useful to you."

It was clear that Mardis Dantley had not given him the complete story about the Dark 
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Council, but Cadras did not press the issue. They walked in silence across a courtyard 

surrounded by buildings that housed the administrative offices of the city guard. The day had 

grown sticky and warm and the noises of revelry from outside had become subdued. Cadras 

reminded himself that only three days remained for him to get his bets prepared for the races. 

He had already placed several bets, but not nearly enough. He hoped to place several bets 

on each horse, wherever he could get good odds. Then, after the race was run, he just had to 

find his debtors faster than his creditors found him.

Mardis nodded to Cadras and left him alone in the dead man's office. Cadras pulled out 

his alchemist's vial, uncorked it, and lit a cigarette from the blue flame that issued from the 

top. He surveyed the room. It was not nearly so dingy as the room where he and Stanton had 

been interviewed. Althurre Barwell's office was sparsely furnished and tidily arranged. The top 

of the desk was clear, other than a quill, an inkwell, and a stack of flattened parchment scrolls.  

A young woman gazed-- a bit mournfully, Cadras thought-- from a framed portrait on the wall 

opposite the desk. A military trunk sat in one corner of the room and above it a few shelves 

full of neatly stacked scroll cases. Beside the scroll cases sat a finely crafted crystal decanter 

and a pair of matching tumblers. Cadras went over to the shelf, poured himself a glass of 

amber liquid, and sat at the desk.

Cadras examined the contents of the desk drawers and found nothing remarkable. Cadras 

decided that Althurre Barwell had been a secretive, but not imaginitive, man. Cadras bent 

down and felt beneath the desk. Behind one of the drawers a narrow shelf had been added. 

Cadras smiled to himself and withdrew a small wooden box from the hiding place. The box 

was patterned with light and dark wood, but had no lid, or even seams. Cadras shook it 

slightly and heard the muted rattle of several small objects.

Cadras set the box on the desk and contemplated it. He took a long sip from the tumbler. 

The liquor was sweet and piney, and it burned in his empty stomach. Cadras twisted the box 

gently this way and that. He pushed each of the panels. There was no movement anywhere 

on the box. He pushed all of the light panels at once, but with no result. He tried to push all 
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the dark panels at once, but even his long fingers could not reach around the box far enough 

to press them all. He pulled out three small coins and arranged them on the table. He set the 

box on top them, positioned his fingers on the dark panels on the sides and top of the box, 

and pressed them as he pressed the box down onto the coins. There was a small click and 

each of the panels sunk almost imperceptibly into the box. Cadras raised his hands gently, 

lifting the top portion of the box with him, and grinned at his good fortune.

Inside the box, laying on scraps of parchment, were several large diamonds. Cadras took 

a glass from one of his pouches and examined one of the diamonds in the light. It was 

perfectly cut. The bets that he was going to place on the races seemed suddenly irrelevant. 

Cadras removed the diamonds delicately from the box, wrapped them in a piece of cloth, and 

put them in a pocket inside his cloak. He looked back to the box and something on one of the 

scraps of parchment caught his eye. There, written in a precise hand, was his own name.

The parchment had a dozen names on it. One of them was circled and a few were crossed 

out. Stanton's name was on the list, crossed out. The other names were guards, too-- goalers 

and gatekeepers. Cadras examined the other piece of parchment. It was a list of places 

around the city, taverns and public spaces, along with dates and times. One of the entries, 

dated with today's date, read "The Spotted Goose."
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"Your Holiness, there is an Adept here to see you," a knight 

announced, stepping into room and closing the door behind him. "Tyner 

Langste."

The Candle sighed, and turned slightly when one of the Matrons nudged 

him indelicately. She adjusted something and slid a pin into place. His 

arms were getting tired from holding them out while a trio of ancient 

women fussed over his regalia.

"What does he want?" The Candle asked. It had been another restless 

night, and his digestion had been particularly poor that morning. Now he 

was trapped, while the Matrons dressed him, and he suspected that this 

Adept knew as much.

"He did not say," the knight said, "but he appears quite distraught."

The Candle sighed again, and said, "Send him in."

He did not know Tyner Langste, but as a rule he disliked distraught 

Adepts. Most of the Adepts in Merendir were young men of good birth, born 

and raised in the city. There was always a moment when they were suddenly 

faced with the prospect of spending the next five years in some distant 

backwater, eating fermented mudfish, or some other similarly distasteful 

local staple. Every Adept hoped that they would get one of the choice 

appointments-- close to home in the civilized Highlands, or near a coastal 

town where the winds and waters were still warm and gentle, or even 

fifteen hundred miles away in the frenetic border metropolis of Valen. 

But, of course, there were only a handful of these assignments, and 
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hundreds of less desirable ones. Distraught Adepts had typically just been 

given their assignments in the barbaric Steppelands, or the stinking 

eastern marshes, or a hundred miles from anywhere in the middle of the 

prairie. They all assumed that they had run afoul of somebody powerful, 

and that they were being punished with their assignment. While it was true 

that Church leaders sometimes rewarded their favorites with choice posts 

and punished others with particularly awful ones, in the end every Adept 

had to do five years of service at some outpost, and there were far more 

undesirable outposts than good ones.

The Candle looked over his shoulder as Tyner Langste came into the 

room. The boy was trembling, with tear-stained cheeks and red eyes. The 

Candle turned away and rolled his eyes, muttering silently to himself. One 

of the Matrons saw his reaction and grinned toothlessly up at him. He had 

known the woman for years, and had secretly named her Bald Spot, but he 

did not know her real name, and they were forbidden from exchanging words.

"I thank you for your time, Your Holiness," Tyner Langste spoke as if 

he were reading woodenly from a script. "As you must know, a Tribunal was 

recently convened against... against..." Tyner broke down and started 

sobbing. Bald Spot glanced excitedly at the other two Matrons and then up 

at the Candle. She was blocked from Tyner's view by the Candle's 

considerable girth. Her colleagues showed no expression at all.

The Candle looked around at each of the Matrons, to make sure he 

would not be stuck by a pin if he moved, and then shooed them back a step 
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before turning to the weeping Adept.

"Tell me, son," he said, moving quickly to a chair.

The Adept sniffed and brushed away his tears. "I tried to do what was 

right..."

A circular skylight with a stone fin projected a sundial onto the 

floor, and the Candle glanced at the time and then nodded sympathetically 

to Tyner.

"Larie..." Tyner started, then sobbed again, then spent a minute 

composing himself before he continued. "Larie is a good girl. I've known 

her forever. It is Lucroy... Gian Lucroy... who is no good. He courted 

her, and she followed him to the meetings... to the Salon... but it was 

never in her heart."

The Candle knew both of those names. Gian Lucroy had been arrested 

for heresy and then released, according to the demands of a blackmailer 

who threatened to expose the vices of the Lord Commander. That blackmailer 

turned out to be Larie Cahn, and she was now a guest of the Lash.

"Please spare her," Tyner sobbed. "She does not deserve this. She 

would never practice dark rituals, or turn to... to... godlessness. I will 

take responsibility for her. I will take her punishments. I will show her 

the way."

Larie Cahn had threatened to dishonor the Church and interfered with 

a Tribunal, and the Candle had little inclination to release her, even if 

both of these Tribunals smelled of politics. The Candle thought back to 
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his conversation with the Lash, where he had learned of the Dark Council, 

and his subsequent correspondence with Mardis Dantley.

"What do you know of a man named Shervin?" The Candle asked. Tyner 

just shook his head, blankly. The Candle pursed his lips. Larie Cahn 

believed that Shervin had been responsible for her arrest. Shervin had 

then been taken and executed by the Hidden Guard, but it was not clear on 

whose orders, and Mardis Dantley was livid.

The Candle chewed his lip and Tyner, mistaking this for indecision, 

knelt before the Candle and clutched the hem of his robe to his lips. Bald 

Spot shuffled over quickly for a woman who must have seen eight decades, 

and pulled the weeping Adept off of the Candle's meticulously arranged 

robes.

It was nearly time for the Candle to address the congregation. He 

struggled to his feet and resumed his pose, arms raised, in the center of 

the room. The Matrons came over to finish dressing him, and Tyner watched 

him hopefully.

"Thank you for coming to me, son," the Candle smiled. "I promise you 

that Larie Cahn's punishment will be commensurate with her trangressions."

The Candle turned away abruptly and began mouthing some of the more 

emphatic parts of his upcoming sermon. His audience tonight would come 

from across the Empire. In addition to the faithful of Merendir, there 

would be dozens of lords and ladies, and even more of their servants and 

men-at-arms. Many would be faithful, but many more would just be curious. 
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Out in the provinces, even when people did worship Quelestel, they often 

honored their old gods as well.

The Candle heard a final small sob from Tyner, and then the door 

opened and closed again. The Matrons spun him around slowly, examining his 

elaborate finery. Bald Spot licked her thumb and straightened the Candle's 

eyebrows. The other Matrons left silently, but the Candle stopped Bald 

Spot with a touch and nodded to a tray of lemon honey cakes that somebody 

had sent him. Bald Spot blew him a kiss, took the tray of cakes, and 

hobbled out.

The Candle began to sweat as he took the short hallway to the door at 

the back of dais. He could hear the echoing murmurs of the assembled 

crowd. The dapper young choirmaster leaned against the doorframe, tapping 

his palm rhythmically and squinting at the floor, singing silently to 

himself. The Candle did not interrupt him.

The familiar blast of cool air hit the Candle as he stepped through 

the door and out onto the dais at the front of the cavernous basilica. The 

hall quieted as the Candle stepped forward and surveyed his followers. 

They were surprisingly few.

 

Long after his sermon, after the choir's performance, and after all 

of the blessings for the travellers, the Candle was dozing fitfully in his 

armchair at home when he was woken by a knock at the door.

He staggered, blinking and scratching his neck, to the door, and 
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asked, "Who's there?"

He was surprised to hear the voice of a young woman.

"I have a message from the Matriarch, Your Holiness."

He opened the door to a lanky, flushed, girl-- a child, really-- in 

damp travelling cloak. She shook the rain from her hands and reached into 

her cloak to hand him a sealed scroll.

"Wait here," the Candle mumbled, confused, and went to look for a 

silver piece to give the girl. He could not find coin, so he gave her five 

weight in scrip. She bowed and thanked him, but did not leave. He blinked 

at her, frowning.

"Would you like me to wait, sir?" She asked. "In case you have a 

response?"

The Candle nodded, wiped his eyes, and yawned. Like the rest of the 

Matrons, the Matriarch was forbidden to speak to men, but she alone was 

allowed to communicate important matters to the priests in writing, and to 

receive letters herself. The Candle cracked the seal, which showed a dying 

hearth, and opened the letter. The message within was written with an 

elegant hand. The Candle wondered, not for the first time, who the 

Matriarch had been in her previous life. He turned up his lamp and held 

the letter against its glow.

How far will an ambitious man go for honor? How 

far will a young man go for love? When a man 
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cannot bear to see his rival surpass him, how 

vulnerable is he to the dark council of wicked 

men?

The Candle had never met the Matriarch in person. It was not 

forbidden for them to meet, but she preferred not to leave the Matrons' 

cloisters, and he was not allowed inside. He knew only that she was very 

old, that she had a prodigious sweet tooth, and that she was far too well-

educated to confuse 'council' for 'counsel.'

He had nothing to give the Matriarch. She could not accept money, and 

he had no sweets in his apartment to send her. The Matriarch's courier 

stood in the doorway, studiously patient and still. The Candle went to his 

table and wrote out a quick note that said only:

Tell me more.
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Even in the shade of the ancient cypress in Berekker's garden, the afternoon was 

oppressively hot and still. Berekker reclined in his cushioned wicker chair, regarding the 

beads of sweat that worked their way down the outside of his wine glass. An observer would 

have reported that Berekker was relaxed, and enjoying his chilled wine in the hot afternoon, 

but the truth was that Berekker was just barely overcoming the temptation to hurl his wine 

glass against the paving stones and watch it shatter across the yard.

Berekker closed his eyes with a smile and listened to his lute player. When he was 

deeply, profoundly, angry, he would force himself to smile and remember that, in the end, he 

always won. The Assessor, who had undoubtedly been paid off by Lighthall, had vastly 

undervalued Berekker's property, reducing the number of men-at-arms that Berekker could 

legally employ by half. Berekker had only just been given the news that he would have to 

release half of his men, when a letter had arrived, locked in the ornate case that Paya Gandro 

used for their most secret communications. Even though it had been years since they had 

worked together closely, Berekker still wore the key on a chain around his neck. As he read 

the letter, in his old mentor's flowing and excessive handwriting, he had become more and 

more vexed, until he could not talk to Gahdania, or to Catyan, or do anything but retire to his 

chair, fold his hands in front of his face, and reflect on his position with a smile.

He unfolded the letter once more.

Dearest friend,

It is my heart's fondest wish that this letter should find you well. Please do 

not take my silence for anger. I confess that I was disappointed at your 

refusal of partnership in my most recent venture, but I understand that 

sometimes even an old friend can ask too much. It brings me great joy to 

know that, in you, I have such a friend as can be trusted with even the 

greatest secrets. I must ask you now for one small favor.
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My vessel, The Manatee, will arrive one day behind this letter and will 

anchor outside the Sea Wall for the night. I merely ask that you send a 

small boat-- large enough for ten crates-- to receive some cargo before the 

Assessors inspect my ship. I have arranged for the Sea Gate to be left 

open a crack, and I trust that by now you have assumed responsibility for 

security at the docks. My man who delivered this letter to you can be 

trusted absolutely. He will show you the cargo, and show you the 

warehouse on the docks where the cargo must be delivered.

By the time you hold this note, two weeks will be gone since it has passed 

my hand. I have arranged a table for you at The Spotted Goose tomorrow 

night. My man inside the palace will meet you there and tell you whether 

our secrecy has been compromised. If so, I implore you to have your men 

go to The Manatee and throw the cargo overboard.

If you will do this small thing for me, I will forgive you a thousand times 

over. Please give my fondest greetings to Gahdania, who is assuredly the 

most beautiful woman I have ever beheld, and to her brother Catyan, as 

well.

Entirely yours forever,

Paya Gandro

Berekker had not taken control of security at the docks, and he wanted nothing to do with 

Paya Gandro's treasonous plot. He wanted to burn the letter and never think of it again. Paya 
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Gandro had put Berekker in an extremely dangerous position-- a position far more dangerous 

than his own, and a position that he knew Berekker would not like. In Paya Gandro's 

calculations, Berekker would be furious, but would do as he was asked. Paya Gandro was 

confident that Berekker would not leave him at the mercy of the Assessors and the Empire, 

and the shrewd Southern merchant was right. Berekker would do as he was asked. He would 

get Paya Gandro's cargo into the city.

Doing this was the only option. He owed Paya Gandro too much. They had shared too 

many meals, partnered on too many expeditions, and helped one another through trying 

times. Paya Gandro knew all this. He must have also known that he asked too much, that 

what he was doing was unforgivable. Berekker would risk his life and his honor to protect 

Paya Gandro, and see that his cargo was smuggled into Merendir, but he would never forgive 

him.

Beside him, Janieu cleared his throat. Berekker was not sure how long the steward had 

been standing there, watching as he stared at his wine glass and smiled to himself.

"Will you take your supper inside or outside tonight, sir?" Janieu asked. The sadness in 

his voice, the resentment and the anger, were almost imperceptible. He was as careful and 

consistent in his dissimulation as he was in his work. Berekker studied the man's face. He 

was ugly. He was pallid and sagging, with bright red, puffy, lips, and deep black, thinning hair 

that no longer covered his spotted head. A winning smile might easily have erased that all, but 

Janieu's entire palette of expression was dark.

Berekker waved him off, saying "Wine will suffice tonight," and turned his thoughts back 

to Paya Gandro and his illicit shipment. Getting cargo through the Sea Wall and into the 

warehouses in the middle of the night would not be easy. It would require the blessing, if not 

the cooperation, of Grainger and the Poorman's Union. That would be expensive, and 

Berekker was loath to owe Grainger a favor. Even getting an audience with Grainger on short 

notice would not be easy. It would be no small task to  steer a small boat, heavy with cargo, 

close enough to the Sea Wall and the rocky cliffs of the bay to stay out of sight of the light 
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towers. The eddies would be fickle and fierce, and the boat unresponsive. Berekker 

considered who among his men might have the skill to bring the boat in, and the discretion to 

be given such a sensitive task. His most trustworthy men were not sailors, and his best sailors 

were loud-mouths. Berekker's smile widened an inch. He would have to do it himself.
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"Marta!"

A white cloud billowed around her as Marta shifted the weight of the sack of flour to her 

knee. She lifted her head above the edge of the sack and breathed deep to yell back, but 

choked on the dust that leaked from the badly spun cloth. She heaved the sack to the ground 

in another cloud of dust, and coughed until her eyes watered.

"Marta!"

Leward panicked easily. Boisterous sounds from the early dinner crowd filled the hallway. 

There were only a handful of rolls left from the morning, and probably everybody's mug was 

empty. Marta wiped her eyes and saw that a large trail of flour had poured from the bottom of 

the bag, back all the way to the store room.

"Marta." This voice was soft, directly behind her.

"Cadras!" She spun around. He still had not slept. His brown hair was greasy and stuck 

out in a few directions. A couple days worth of stubble bristled around his cheeks and chin 

and his eyes were red and sunken. He pulled a plug of something from his pocket and began 

to chew it.

"Your eye is twitching." She told him.

"Marta!" Leward called again.

"More ale!" Somebody cheered from the other room and the call was immediately echoed 

by a dozen other voices.

"Ale!" Came the particularly loud call of a particularly drunk patron.

Cadras eyed the door to the front room, and grabbed hold of her arm, more roughly than 

he intended.

"I want you to work for me." He was whispering, for no apparent reason. "I'll pay you five 

weight gold pieces a month."

"Gold?" Marta whispered back, thinking he must have misspoken. Cadras nodded, looking 

over her shoulder toward the main room. Marta had been working for Cadras for a long time, 

for a weight of silver every week. Cadras wanted to know everything, and Marta knew 
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everybody in the Valley. Children in the Valley-- the ones that survived, anyway-- had to find 

niches. Most boys were petty thieves until they grew old enough to sell their muscle to petty 

merchants. Most girls were petty thieves until they grew old enough to sell their bodies to 

petty merchants. Marta had done a bit of thieving here and there, but had found at an early 

age that some people would pay her for secrets. She had created an odd trade, bartering 

information. Even as good as she was at listening, getting people to confide in her, and 

deducing people's motivation, her occupation had been a rather poor and unpredictable one, 

until a couple years ago, when Cadras had put her on retainer.

"Five gold pieces?" She whispered again.

Cadras shook his head and corrected her, "Five weight. Scrip."

It was odd for anybody in the Valley to deal in the Empire's paper money, but Marta knew 

where to get a good deal on an exchange.

Cadras nodded again and pulled out a cigarette. He took out his strange vial, full of 

irradescent liquid, and pulled off the cork. A small, blue, flame shot out of the top of the glass 

vial and he held it up to light his cigarette.

"When?" Marta asked.

"Now."

A dozen men were yelling her name from the other room. She could picture Leward's 

exact expression, standing over the pots, muttering to himself with his brow furrowed, and 

scowling over his shoulder every few seconds to look for her. Even after thirty years of fairly 

successful cooking, Leward always seemed to be on the verge of crisis when he was in the 

kitchen.

"I can't just leave Leward like this." She said, but then said, with barely a pause, "My things 

are upstairs."

"Go get them, I'll be in back." Cadras was holding a gold coin that was at least a double 

weight. He set it down on the broken flour sack, saying, "This will make it up to Leward."

Marta bounded lightly up the stairs. The commotion in the main room died down as she 
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got farther away, until it was just a murmur. She wondered how Cadras could throw money 

around like this. He had always been extremely tight with his money.

It did not take her long to throw her belongings into a satchel. She shrugged out of her 

dress and fastened a thin leather belt around her that held a sheathed knife in place between 

her shoulder blades. With her hair down, it was invisible even if somebody was looking for it. 

She dressed again, threw her slippers into her satchel and pulled on her boots, lacing them 

quickly with sharp tugs. She stuck her other knife in her boot, heaved the satchel up to her 

shoulder, and felt better than she had in months.

A lazy breeze stirred her curtains and the pungent, smoky, smell of the Merendir streets 

filled the room. She heard Leward's lumbering footfalls on the stairs. She went to the window 

and tossed her satchel down to Cadras, then grabbed the ledge and vaulted over. She 

staggered a bit when she landed, cursed, and left Leward's tavern behind forever.

At the mouth of the alley, they were accosted by a filthy man leaning heavily on a crutch. 

Marta sneered at him. She had known him since childhood, and she had no love for him. His 

filth was carefully cultivated, his degenerative disease an invention, and his personality an 

impressive collection of undesirable traits.

He spat in her direction, and shrewd eyes regarded her from behind a mask of grime and 

scars. "Well, if it isn't Marta," he sneered, bowing as best his crutch allowed him, "the haughty 

darling of old tavern men and soldiers everywhere."

Marta gave him her most ferocious smile. "Hello, Derkses. Your insults would hurt so much 

more if you weren't covered in your own shit."

"How about a kiss?" Derxes leared at her.

Marta spat back at him and skirted him by several feet as they left the alley. Cadras 

followed, having attended the exchange with minimal interest.

"Beggar?" He asked her as he led them out onto the street and turned uphill. A team of 

Lamplighters walked downhill past them, joking among themselves, their long, hooked, torch 

poles over their shoulders. The Lamplighters were nearly to the Valley, so their work was 
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nearly done. A few working lamps still stood along the Street of Fools, but there were no 

lamps in the Valley. Some lamplighters would spend their evenings in the Street of Fools-- 

there was even a tavern named for them-- but most would retreat quickly to the parts of the 

city that were gentler, and better lit.

"Beggar, liar, layabout, lecher, jerk..." Marta told him.

"Cutpurse?"

"You'd have to be an idiot to get that close to him, but yeah."

"Is he a Union member?"

Marta shook her head. "Nah, but he's small time. It would have to be a pretty slow week 

for Grainger to bother with him."

Cadras nodded. He seemed not to be watching where he was going at all. He was staring 

at the ground and chewing his lip, muttering. It took her a minute to realize that he was 

muttering to her, and not to himself. "...picked me out, I'm not sure why, so Dantley decided 

that I should take his place." He looked up at her and said, "So that's why I need you to work 

for me exclusively. Help keep me informed. Maybe even get some people on a payroll. Well, 

maybe not a payroll, but you can make it worth their while. I can give you an extra gold weight 

a month for that."

"You want me to 'help' keep you informed? Without me, you wouldn't know which way to 

go to get to the docks," Marta smiled at Cadras, but he didn't seem to notice. He stopped to 

light a cigarette. It looked like his hands were shaking.

 Marta stopped, planted her feet, and crossed her arms. Cadras stopped also, and turned 

to her with a frown.

"Civil service doesn't pay this well," Marta said. "You must have scored something big."

"Lucky horses," he lied. She glared at him for a while, to let him know she knew he was 

lying, and then turned abruptly and started walking.

"So who should I spy on first?" Marta asked with a grin, but Cadras ignored her, turning 

suddenly down a side street. They had been approaching the Victors' Arch-- a ponderous 
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marble monument, installed after the Empire's conquest of the Southern Isles, and carved 

with elaborate scenes from the war. It had been intended to instill Imperial pride among the 

common people, but instead the common people made a game of guessing the expense and 

saying how they would have spent the gold instead. Marta had heard everything from 

extending the sewer system into the Valley, or recobbling every street on the south hill, to 

draining the bay and refilling it with wine. Eventually, "an arch" had entered the lexicon-- at 

least in the Valley-- as shorthand for a vast amount of money.

"Why are you hiding from Grainger?" Marta asked.

The top of the Victors' Arch held a small chamber with an eternal flame and a great view of 

one of the main thoroughfares into and out of the Valley. The custodians of the flame were 

supposed to be knights, or priests of Quelestel, but they were really all Grainger's men, 

watching who came and went.

Cadras said nothing, so Marta stopped trying to talk to him. Marta held the immodest 

opinion that she was just about the smartest person she knew, but still Cadras astounded her 

sometimes. Other times, like now, she wanted to slap sense into him. Marta had an affection 

for Cadras that she imagined must be similar to that of a mother for her most idiotic child. She 

assumed that he was in love with her. He had certainly been loyal to her. He even gave her 

something resembling trust, and Cadras did not trust anybody.

"Don't tell people you're working for me," Cadras said, abruptly.

"Okay."

"You'll have to be discrete with the money."

"Sure. Where are we going?"

"To the Palace. To my office."

"Your what?"

"Don't tell people I have an office."

He was a truly strange person.

They heard the resonant note from the ram's horn well before they saw the rare, brilliant, 
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blue of the Crier's tunics. Marta laughed as the two men came into view. Cadras cocked his 

head at her quizzically, but she shook her head with a smirk. The younger of the two Criers 

had just filled his lungs, when he noticed Marta and choked.

"Nice tunic," she smiled at the Crier as they passed. He flushed to the tops of his ears, and 

she looked like she might cry trying to restrain her laughter.

"Citizens of Merendir!" The Crier bellowed behind them, emphasized by a long, deep, note 

from the horn. "The Emperor invites his loyal subjects to three days of feasting, races, and 

contests of skill, beginning at the dawn after next..."

Marta threw an arm around Cadras' shoulder, and wiped her eyes.

"You remember how the grain scare last summer had people talking about rebellion?" 

Marta asked.

Cadras nodded. His shoulders were taut. He twisted out from underneath her arm and lit 

yet another cigarette.

"Well," Marta exhaled, "I had been spending some time at the Lucky Run-- down by the 

Longshore Rooms? So anyway, Buernev..." she gestured back toward the Crier, who was 

loudly repeating his message a short distance down the street, "...he was there a lot too, and 

he and the bar man-- Moran of Eastflats, with the grey beard and the different colored eyes?-- 

they were always talking about how to make the Empire look foolish, how to turn the people 

against them. He took himself very, very, seriously, and he really wanted me to take him 

seriously, too. But now there he is, in a blue tunic... I hear that dye costs five weight a brick, 

except you can't even buy it, because you have to observe the old rituals before it bubbles, so 

the Church hates it, so it's really just the Emperor who can use it. And now Buernev has a 

bright blue tunic, and he goes around blowing horns and yelling whatever the Emperor wants 

him to."

Cadras considered all of this solemnly.

"First Buernev, and now you..." Marta said, shaking her head and watching Cadras out of 

the corner of her eye. "I never imagined you'd become a stooge for the government."
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"I've been in the City Guard for three years," Cadras reminded her. Marta had been hoping 

for a better reaction.

They had climbed the steep west face of the north hill, where worn stone stairs flanked the 

cobbled streets and the whitewashed wood two-flats leaned and buckled with age. Near the 

palace, the north hill flattened out into broad avenues, and the fading sunlight cast the rows of 

well-kept houses and shops in a rosy warm light. The gold-capped central spire of the palace 

looked like a giant candle. Somewhere, a red band of light reflecting from the palace moved 

slowly down toward the bay, widening and fading until night finally fell.

Marta had never been inside the palace before. The third ring was unimpressive, 

especially in contrast to the grandeur that lay ahead of them. The outer wall was squat, made 

from ordinary brick, and tended by a very ordinary city guard, who was at least half-asleep 

when Cadras identified himself and hurried through the open portcullis. All Marta could see of 

the inner palace were the slender white spires of the the Imperial quarters, peeking out over 

the blocky red brick of the administration buildings.

 Cadras led her through a series of connected courtyards, all deserted. Marta surmised 

that there must be a feast somewhere occupying the travelling parties and the palace staff. A 

group of Islanders carrying large sets of pipes and drums hurried past. Cadras led her 

through a passageway, over the seal of the City Guard, carved into a moldy flagstone. Marta 

had a moment of anxiousness, thinking that that she might run into Monegray, but he had 

joined the priesthood, citing a broken heart, and shipped off to the Southern Isles, sparing her 

from further ballads composed in her honor and performed with excruciating care and lack of 

talent outside her window at inappropriate times of the night.

They stopped in front of an unmarked door, banded in metal, and fitted with a tumbler lock. 

Cadras produced an iron key, cut for six pins. Marta whistled in appreciation, and Cadras 

actually half-smiled at her. She followed Cadras into a sparsely furnished office. It was too tidy 

to have been Cadras' for long, but whoever had occupied the office before had a complete 

disregard for aesthetics that must have made Cadras feel immediately at home. Plain 
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shelves, stacked with papers and ledgers, were the only adornment for the plain walls, aside 

from a large and somehow unsettling portrait of plain-looking young woman.

Cadras tossed his tobacco pouch onto the table and slumped into the armchair. His 

eyelids drifted closed and then shot open again. He sat up straight, spat something into the 

dustbin, and pulled a fist-sized lump of resin from his cloak. He produced a knife so quickly 

that Marta was not even sure where it had been hidden, cut a chunk from the resin, and 

started to chew it. Marta could see her reflection in the amber, glassy, spot where the knife 

had cut away the opaque, off-white, surface.

"What is that stuff?" Marta reached for it, and Cadras looked at her with a ferocity that 

made her draw her hand back, quickly.

Cadras sighed and even looked a little embarrassed.

"It's gum from the casper trees on the Southern Isles," he said, with a thin smile. "It keeps 

me awake. You can try some if you want."

Marta picked up the gum, angular and scarred from being whittled away a piece at a time. 

The outside was rough and chalky. A film was already beginning to form over the clear spot 

where Cadras had cut the most recent plug. Cadras still looked ashamed for having reacted 

to her so strongly, so she figured this was a good chance to play with his stuff with impunity. 

She picked up his knife from off the table and started to spin it on her finger. It was brilliantly 

balanced. It was plain, but the edge was excellent. She stabbed the corner of his tobacco 

pouch and pulled it across the table to her.

Marta cut a small plug of the casper gum and put it in her mouth. The bitterness made her 

cheeks hurt, but it was a bizarrely pleasurable sensation. She grinned at Cadras.

"Good stuff," she said. She felt her heart quicken. The colors in the room seemed more 

vivid, and the shapes more distinct.

Cadras reclaimed his tobacco pouch and began rolling cigarettes. "The man who used to 

occupy this office was Althurre Barwell," he said, "former Captain of the Guard and a member 

of a secret guard."



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 155

Marta's mouth was terribly dry from the astringent gum. She swallowed, and bitter liquid 

flowed down her throat. Her vision was practically pulsating. She was meticulously casual as 

she leaned over to spit the gum into the wastebasket. She sat up straight, dug her nails into 

her thigh, and tried to take deep breaths without Cadras noticing.

Cadras lit a cigarette. Marta watched the plumes of smoke that wreathed around his head 

as he spoke. "Althurre Barwell died this morning, supposedly in an accident at the forge, 

although I have my doubts. He had at least one very profitable side project, and I want to 

know about it."

Although she was practically trembling, and her skin felt too sensitive, and she couldn't 

blink, and she was obsessed with visual minutiae, Marta had no trouble listening to Cadras. 

She heard everything he said and more. He had disliked Althurre Barwell, but he was alarmed 

by the man's death. He saw a puzzle, and so he had to solve it. He also believed that 

somebody was using him, but he could not tell who or to what purpose. She focused on 

listening, and gradually the ugly rush of sensation subsided to a mild hum throughout her 

body.

Cadras produced a panelled wooden box from beneath the desk. He set three coins on the 

table and then set the box on top of them. He contorted his fingers in a specific, awkward, grip 

and then pushed the box down onto the coins. The dark panels sank a little and he pulled the 

top up.

"Clever." Marta said, then added, "The box, not you." She reached out and took the 

burning cigarette from his hands. He lit a fresh one without comment. He was was excited. He 

removed two scraps of parchment from the box and set them on the table, with the writing 

facing her. He even grinned, so she blew a cloud of smoke in his face, but she got no 

reaction.

"One of those is a note requesting a meeting, tonight, at the Spotted Goose," Cadras said, 

sliding the parchments closer to her. Marta's entire body tingled. She laughed, for no good 

reason. Cadras cut himself another plug of gum and explained, "It would be entirely 
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innocuous, except that it was in an elaborately locked box hidden in a secret compartment 

under the desk. I'll need you to go find out why."

Cadras stood to pace, furiously smoking with one hand and unconsciously making a gold 

coin dance between the knuckles of his other hand.

"Who's he meeting?" Marta asked.

"It's signed 'Your Man In the South' and it says 'my man will meet you.'"

"South like the docks?" Marta wondered aloud.

Cadras shrugged and nodded at the papers. "This second one is a list of guards. You'll 

notice that I'm on there, with no mark, and that Stanton's name is crossed out..."

"I know Sidill," Marta interrupted, pointing to one of the circled names. Cadras snubbed out 

one cigarette and lit another. "He was kind of a prick," she said, "but he did a couple things 

well."

Marta gave Cadras a sly look, but he seemed not to notice.

"My theory," he said, pocketing his coin and pulling out a dagger, which he flipped around 

his fingers by the point while he spoke, "is that Barwell was feeling out these people to see if 

they could be bribed."

Watching Cadras made Marta feel restless, so she got up to pace, too.

"That place is really exclusive," Marta pointed out.

"What?"

"The Spotted Goose." Marta's heart was racing. She had not recognized how numb she 

had become at Leward's. She wanted to grab Cadras and embrace him, to thank him for 

relieving her tedium, but he was twitching and playing with a knife, so she thought better of it. 

Instead, she went to the desk and cut herself a tiny sliver of the casper gum. The bitterness 

was less shocking this time. "It's a classy place. I'll need some new clothes and some coin to 

throw around." She stopped near Cadras when their pacing brought them together, and held 

out her hand. His eyes narrowed a hair, but he dropped a scant weight gold into her palm. 

She wrinkled her nose and informed him, "You need a bath."
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Cadras sat at the desk, put his head in his hands, and closed his eyes. Although his eyes 

were only closed for a moment, his body went into a restful state and every muscle, from his 

cheeks, to his fingers, and all the way through his back, slackened a bit. Then, in a space of 

two heartbeats, he was up and out of the chair the again, lighting a cigarette, and looking at 

her with sunken eyes.

"You better get going if you want to clean up before the Spotted Goose," he said.

Marta turned to leave, then turned back and took Cadras' hand. She looked into his wide, 

tired, eyes, and saw yearning that made her think of death. "Thank you," she said. She kissed 

him lightly on the cheek and left. He closed the door behind her.

The sun had set. She did not have much time to get to the Spotted Goose, and she was 

covered in flour and ale. She headed toward the baths nearest the palace. She would have to 

find Sidill and coax, threaten, or trick him into telling her why his name had been circled on 

the list of guards. She had always gotten her way with him before, so she anticipated little 

difficulty there, even if seeing him again was not an idea that she relished. Marta wondered 

how she would ever find the author of the anonymous note. Your Man In the South. It seemed 

odd that Barwell should have saved the note at all, since it contained no important 

information. Whoever had sent it was rich enough to have men. The handwriting was male, 

but written with such a flourish that it could almost have belonged to a woman. Maybe it was 

in code. Maybe Barwell had left it purposefully to deceive them. Maybe Althurre Barwell had 

been murdered and the note had been planted by his killer to confuse the matter. Marta 

realized she was still chewing some of Cadras' gum. She was walking very quickly and her 

head was swimming. Maybe Althurre Barwell was just bad at being sneaky. She spat out the 

gum and leaned against the nearest building, focusing on the solidity of the brick against her 

palm. She felt bile rising in her throat. She fought the urge to vomit, or to kneel in slick muck 

of the street.

With a deep breath and a snarl, Marta focused her eyes and pushed off from the wall. The 

first steps were hard, but before long the sickness had passed. She was glad that Cadras had 
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not seen her get sick. She wondered how much of the stuff he chewed. By the time she got to 

the baths, she was not at all nauseous, but lights still flashed around the edge of her vision 

and her fingers still tingled.

The bathhouse was one of the new monuments of Merendir, grand in its scale and 

architectural detail, but built of brick and mortar and chiseled stone, and nothing compared to 

the old monuments-- the Sea Wall, or the palace. Even the unassuming aqueduct that 

supplied the baths had an effortless combination of grace and solidity that seemed to quiet 

the space around it. Marta stopped to listen. In the late summer, the aqueducts whispered low 

and steady, as cold water rushed through them, unseen, to fill the cavernous cisterns. Marta 

liked to close her eyes and listen to the aqueduct, and imagine purple wildflowers peeking 

through the melting snow on a bright green mountain, like in the song that Rhoudenian men 

would get weepy and sing when they had had too much to drink.

A dispirited man sat in the steaming entry to the baths, sagging in the heat. His black hair 

was sodden and water was dripping down his face. He mopped his face with a wet sleeve 

and sighed when Marta walked in. Marta gave him a cheery smile. She took a comb and a 

clean dress from her satchel with tingling hands. The attendant took her satchel and handed 

her a damp token of engraved stone. She winked at him and he brightened a bit, and even 

nearly smiled at her, but slumped again as she turned away from him.

Although Emperor Galant IV had so far been a mostly uninspired and uninspiring ruler, one 

good thing that he had done was open the baths to women. It was dinner time, so Marta had 

the women's bath to herself. The bath was a circle of five rooms. They were all lovely, tiled in 

calm blues and greens, in intricate geometric patterns. With the exception of the large portrait 

of the Emperor that gazed out over the first room, where the women undressed, it was all very 

tasteful and relaxing. When she leaned down to unlace her boots, she lost her balance and 

nearly fell. Cursing Cadras' gum, she lowered carefully herself onto one of the tiled benches 

and removed her boots shakily. Even though she was alone, she removed her concealed 

knife and its entire assembly quickly from beneath her dress and shoved it deep into her boot. 
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It was not forbidden, or even uncommon, for a girl to carry a concealed knife in the city, but 

nice girls did not carry knives. Also, there was little point in hiding the knife if people knew you 

had it.

Marta left her boots and her dress on the shelves and went into the next room, smiling at 

the smoothness of the floor against her toes. The first hot room had a central well of steaming 

water, surrounded by three rings of benches, stocked intermittently with clay pots and stiff-

bristled brushes. Marta dipped one of the pots into the well and poured the hot water over her, 

scrubbing and watching the red dust of Merendir pool at her feet and run into the drains. Once 

she had scrubbed herself clean, she moved quickly through the next two rooms-- the hot 

pools, where a group of women talked, the thick steam muffling their voices and obscuring 

them from sight, and the cold pools, where Marta briefly submerged herself and jumped out 

shivering-- and into the last room of the baths, where she climbed into the large pool of mild 

water, lay her head back against the tiles and closed her eyes.

Marta found that she could not keep her eyes closed very long. She sat up, her head 

suddenly clear. She waited a little while to see if her dizziness would return. When it did not, 

she rose, dried and dressed herself quickly, ran the comb through her hair a few times, then 

practically sprinted up the stairs. She tossed her towel into the huge wicker basket at the top 

of the stairs, and put a half copper in the hand of the old woman that sat beside it.

"Good evening to you, Marta." The woman smiled toothlessly.

"Good evening, Rena. How are the dogs?"

"Oh, fine. Just fine. Some brute layed into Motley with a walking stick, but I gave him a 

lashing with my tongue that he'll not soon forget." Rena lived alone in the Valley in a the last 

standing corner of the steadily collapsing building which, many years ago, had been her late 

husband's dye shop. She shamelessly fed the dogs that roamed the street and there were 

always half a dozen of them outside her door.

"Some people have no decency." Marta shook her head.

"No decency at all." Rena clicked her tongue. "And are you married yet, dear?"
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"No Rena, I didn't get married this week, either. Believe me, when I do you'll be the first to 

hear about it."

"That boy, the attendant. What's his name? He's handsome. Would you like me to 

introduce you?"

"Thanks, Rena. I'll introduce myself."

Rena raised her eyebrows and feigned a scandalized look. ""Girls, these days. Why, when 

I was your age..."

Marta leaned forward and kissed the old woman on the cheek.

"Take care of yourself, Rena. I'll see you soon."

Marta retreated up the stairs before Rena could expound on the strict rules of courtship in 

her youth. She retrieved her satchel from Rena's attendant, who was at least twenty years 

older than her. She gave him a coin as well, and rejoined the now noisy streets of Merendir.

She felt refreshed and energetic, and she started to think about what she would do when 

she reached the Spotted Goose. She decided to skirt the valley. This was precisely the hour 

when everybody would be emerging to look for amusement or trouble, and she did not want 

to get distracted by running into anybody that she knew. She walked instead through a quiet 

neighborhood of modest houses. She imagined that each of them contained a sewing mother, 

a daughter cleaning up after dinner, and a gruff but jovial father trying to coax a sleepy little 

boy to bed. The thought made her wistful, even though she was certain that such a lifestyle 

would drive her more or less immediately insane. She remembered neither her mother, nor 

her father, and her fond memories of her younger brother were tempered by the painful 

memories of his decline into sickness.

The Spotted Goose was open when Marta arrived. She tugged on her dress as she 

approached the door, hoping to pull some of the wrinkles out, but of course it did nothing. A 

doorman stood at attention by the door, with a stylized goose on the front of his richly dyed 

coat. Marta smiled at him, but he moved to block her from entering. He looked her up and 

down with no expression and then sniffed. With his chest puffed out, she imagined that she 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 161

might be able to literally deflate him. Tempting as it was, stabbing the doorman was probably 

not the best way to get inside, so she settled for deflating him figuratively.

"I work for Lighthall, asshole." She lied, and doubt flickered across the man's face. "If you 

don't let me in to deliver my message, Lighthall will have to come himself and I'll tell him to 

make sure that you never get to wear that stupid goose on your chest again."

The doorman scowled. "The side door is for servants."

Marta patted his face and smiled brightly. "Thanks, darling."

He was so taken aback that it took him a moment to recoil and scowl at her again. He 

clearly was not used to such treatment. It was good for him, Marta was sure. She practically 

skipped around into the alley to the side door. Right now the patrons at Leward's would be 

well on their way to getting sloppy, and she would be running back and forth with ale, tired 

and sticky and smiling all the damn time.

The side door led to the kitchen. She walked in and brushed past the cook without making 

eye contact. A serving man opened his mouth as if to stop her, so she walked a little faster 

and pretended not to see him. She emerged into the seating area and sat down at a corner 

table that afforded a good view of the whole place. The serving man was trailing after her 

uncertainly, mouth moving slightly as if he was running through things that he might say. She 

preempted him.

"I'd like a large glass of brandy and a pipe of your most bitter shag." She smiled warmly at 

the man, who was not much older than her and carried himself with precision, and pressed 

the scant weight of gold into his palm. She had no idea how much things cost here, but at 

Leward's that single coin would buy food and ale for a half a month. The man looked at the 

coin and then back at her with poorly concealed surprise, so she winked at him and told him, 

"Keep the change."

The waiter gaped at her for a moment, then disappeared back into the kitchen. Marta 

studied the room. Everything was dark-- dark wood tables and floors, dark tapestries of 

beautiful men and women reclining in shady groves, or bathing in crystalline pools. Marta ran 
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a hand over her dark table cloth. It was silk, and very clean. There were only a handful of 

other guests, all richly dressed, talking in polite tones, and sipping wine. Two men sat at a 

table set for three, in the corner opposite Marta. One of them was familiar. The other was an 

Islander, rigid in countenance and posture, dressed well, but still out of place. Marta was 

certain he would not have been allowed inside on his own.

The familiar man was Endrev Berekker, the newest of the merchant elite in Merendir. 

Berekker had noticed her-- she did stand out a little-- and he gave her a slight smile from 

across the room. She had only seen the man a couple times before, and never for very long. 

He looked nothing like the pudgy, pale, ill-tempered Lighthall. He was lean and well-muscled. 

There was a bit of grey in his hair, which he wore toussled with the careful disregard for 

propriety that the stupendously rich can flaunt over the merely fantastically rich. He was 

unshaven to match, and his posture was bad. His slouching made Marta realize that she was 

sitting straighter than she had in years. She slouched back at Berekker, and his smile 

widened. She suspected that he spent a lot of time with unbearably dull people. There were 

wrinkles near his eyes, but Marta thought they suited his face well. Berekker glanced around 

the room and then settled his gaze back on Marta. He was tense. He was waiting for 

somebody.

Now the waiter and the cook were standing in the doorway conferring urgently and 

occassionally glancing her direction. She was about to blow them a kiss, but it occurred to her 

that rich people probably did not do that, so instead she assumed her best haughty 

expression and continued to watch Berekker.

A glass of brandy and a pipe were set down in front of Marta. She looked up expecting to 

see the befuddled waiter, but a more distinguished looking, and therefore probably more 

important, man stood at her table. He sat down across from her and cleared his throat. 

Berekker was watching from across the room, so Marta drained the brandy in a single gulp. 

She nearly coughed. This was not cut with water like most of the stuff that she drank in the 

valley. The man who had just seated himself at her table looked alarmed. Proper girls, and 
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most other girls, did not drink brandy. Marta had done very little drinking recently, so she 

figured she would be drunk in about ten minutes when the brandy settled in.

"Madam," the man began comfortably, in a hushed tone, with a disarming smile that did 

not quite reach his eyes. "Please do not consider me rude, but... who are you?"

He was immaculately groomed, from his mustache to his finger nails, but he had none of 

the doorman's pompousness, nor the waiter's uncertainty. The ember that had been set in the 

top of the pipe was beginning to go grey. Marta picked it up and puffed it to life. She wanted to 

wait around to see if anybody showed up to meet Berekker. She also did not want to ruin her 

chance of getting back into the Spotted Goose.

"Marta," she said simply, with a cold enough expression to make it clear that the lack of 

patronymic was not merely casual. She looked the man full in the eyes and he did not flinch.

"Marta," he began, without looking away from her, "we have a dress code at the Spotted 

Goose."

Marta's eyes narrowed in spite of herself. It was true that she was shabbily dressed. No 

matter how much gold she threw around, it was obvious that she did not belong here. That did 

not mean that she would not get her way, though. She looked away.

"Oh, I'm sorry." She said, changing tactics, and looked back at him with wide eyes-- her 

sweet, dumb, girl look. His change in expression was almost imperceptible, but Marta saw 

what she needed. A hint of cynical amusement played across his face at the notion she 

thought he might be so easily manipulated. She mirrored his cynicism back at him, letting it 

creep in at the very edge of her wide-eyed dumb girl look, and he saw it. She was every bit as 

subtle as he was, and every bit as accustomed to getting her way. You see? She was saying 

to him. You and I are very similar. He would not let her stay, but now she thought he would do 

her a favor.

"Will you do me a favor before I leave?" She asked. She blinked her eyelashes at him 

blatantly, hoping that he would laugh, but he did not lose his poise.

"Anything for you, Marta," he said, his voice so dripping with sincerity that it made her skin 
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crawl.

"Will you bring me a pen and paper so that I can leave a written message for Berekker?"

If he was surprised that she knew her letters, he concealed it well. He spent longer than 

she expected considering her request. Meanwhile, Marta was nearly frantic considering what 

she would write. Finally, he nodded slightly and glided away, returning quickly with a quill and 

a piece of finely-made paper.

With the quill in her hand, she was suddenly certain that Berekker was here to meet a man 

who would never arrive. She wrote "Barwell is dead. The guards have been chosen. 

Proceed." She folded the paper twice and handed it to the man, letting her fingers brush 

against his.

"If I dress up nicely, can I come back?" She asked.

"Perhaps."

Marta rose, feeling a touch light-headed, and left the Spotted Goose through the front 

door, smiling at Berekker and sniffing at the self-important doorman as she passed. She 

walked a few yards to a deep doorway and waited in the shadows. Not two minutes later, 

Berekker and the Islander left the Spotted Goose, looking distinctly unpleased. They walked 

down the street with such force that people moved out of their way when they were still a 

block away. The Islander wore a sword and moved like a soldier, not like Lighthall's street 

thugs. Marta followed them at a distance, slipping from doorway to alley, fearless from brandy 

and casper gum.
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The Candle lay in bed sweating for two hours-- his thoughts tangled 

with nonsensical tasks, both urgent and mundane, that he was helpless to 

complete-- before he rose and splashed his face with tepid water from his 

basin. His stomach and his glands protested, but he knew he would not 

sleep that night. He dressed and went laboriously down the stairs to the 

landing, where he put all his strength into hurling the knocker against 

the door to his driver's sleeping quarters. His driver slept with his head 

mere inches from the door, but he was almost entirely deaf. Convinced that 

he had heard some mutter of protest from within, the Candle huffed and 

grunted the rest of the way down the stairs.

By the time the Candle reached his carriage, his driver had passed 

him, belying his frail appearance with awkward, scuttling, speed. While 

the driver readied the horses, the Candle went across the street to the 

tea shop, where the large space above the counter was boarded and barred. 

Still, a cup of tea sat on the counter for him, in case he rose before the 

shop owner. It was cold, but the Candle drank it gratefully and shoved a 

folded piece of scrip into the gap between the counter and the boards.

Before long, the horses were ready and the driver climbed onto the 

carriage, skipping the formality of asking for a destination. The Candle 

managed to doze a little as they rode, and when he woke they were bouncing 

across the threshold of the Library courtyard, shaded from the moon by the 

ponderous stone walls. The guards stood drowsily at attention as the 

Candle climbed down from the carriage and went into the Library.
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The silent stones of the grand entryway put the Candle at ease. If he 

had layed down on the cool rock and cradled his head in his arms, he might 

even have slept a full, sound, night. The tapestries hung heavy, unstirred 

by the breeze through the windows, with a stripe of moonlight across them, 

illuminating a portion of the masterful "Life and Works of Tyrus the 

Undying" that would have been meaningless to one who did not already know 

the work so well-- a single brown furrow of the battlefield, the silver of 

the breastplate of the fallen warrior, the hand that grasped the shaft of 

the spear that pierced the heart of the white stallion, and the brilliant 

golden radiance emitted by the god Quelestel.

There was lamplight ahead, diffuse and wavering in a way that was 

only seen, as far as the Candle knew, in the Library, where every lamp was 

mostly enclosed in a double-walled glass globe, and between the walls, a 

viscous liquid that could deaden flame in an instant. It was unusual for 

anybody to be working at this hour, particularly at the front desk. As the 

Candle drew nearer, he recognized the stature of Loche Mendlekker, broad 

in the shoulders and rigid in posture. Even as he read by lamplight, Loche 

did not hunch. The Candle noted, with some surprise, that Loche was 

studying the circulation logs and making notes on a wax tablet.

"Good morning, Candle," Loche whispered, looking up from his work and 

piercing the Candle with his blue eyes. The blue eyes of the northwest 

coast were famous for their sparkling, and Loche's sparkled wildly, but 

with none of the amusement one usually expected to find.
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"Good morning to you, Son," the Candle replied, whispering also, even 

though they were alone. "What work keeps you here so late?"

The Candle looked at the scratches on Loche's wax tablet. It seemed 

to be a short list of names. Loche followed his gaze.

"I am examining the records to see which texts have been requested, 

and by whom," Loche told him. Almost nothing of the rural Highlands 

remained in his accent, though he had lived no more than three years in 

the city. "There are a handful of individuals whose tastes run toward 

the... questionable."

The Candle gave the young man a tired smile.

"You are admirable in your devotion, Son. But every man seeks 

knowledge, and in these gentle times, I believe..."

"I know what you believe." Loche Mendlekker interrupted, coldly, his 

eyes still sparkling. "The Most Holy Confessor does not agree, and I am 

his servant."

"As am I," the Candle replied slowly, his eyes narrowing. It was true 

that the Most Holy Confessor was more strict in matters of heresy, but it 

was also true that the Most Holy Confessor had left Merendir, and the 

Library, entirely in the Candle's hands for many years.

"And, of course," The Candle continued, "you are mine. It would 

please me greatly if you would be so obedient as to compile a bibliography 

for me. I am interested in texts concerning the Order of Learned Men of 

Old Blood, the Cult of Stelmarren, and the Host of the Ever Young. I 
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believe that the histories on the fourth floor of the northeast tower will 

be the best starting point, but do be sure to look through the histories 

in the lower vault stacks, as well as Scribe Rebellion-era philosophies... 

I believe those are mostly located in the fourth room of the south tower, 

but there may be some in the central stacks as well."

The Candle watched with pleasure as his speech turned Loche 

Mendlekker's arrogant expression into a tight mask of barely-concealed 

anger.

"It would be my pleasure, Candle," Loche Mendlekker bowed slightly 

and rose, taking a fresh wax tablet from the desk.

"Son," the Candle stopped Loche as he began to walk away.

"Yes, Candle?"

"I read Imperial Standard, Old Plains, Siltian, a few of the more... 

cultured... of the Highlands dialects, Rhoudenian, and a bit of Fellnian."

The Candle could not help smiling to himself as he climbed the stairs 

to his favorite reading room. It had been petty, dealing with Loche in 

that way, but none the less very satisfying. The rhythmic crashing of 

metal began somewhere near the stairwell, as a knight began his hourly 

patrol. It had taken many years of aggravation, but the Candle had become 

accustomed to the sound and now found it almost soothing.

Only a bit of moonlight filtered down from the skylight to the lower 

floors of the stairwell, but the Candle could navigate this part of the 

Library in complete darkness. The reading room was similarly gloomy. The 
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smell of old vellum was stronger here than in any other room of the 

Library, and the tomes that filled the shelves to the ceiling were soft 

and plain, undyed, or dyed a simple red, labeled in thick ink strokes in 

the strong, angular, alphabet of Rhoudenian. He settled into his cushion 

on the bench at the lone table in the room and paused for a minute to 

collect his breath, before turning up the lamp and watching the shadows 

retreat to the corners of the room.

The pile of books and scrolls that had collected on the corner of his 

desk was growing precariously tall-- a wonderful jumble of old and new, 

simple and ornate, local and exotic, in a dozen different materials. A 

Rhoudenian text, most likely from the shelves in this very room, caught 

the Candle's eye. The title on its spine said merely "Old Blood," in the 

efficient hand of an old northern Song Singer-- a group which was now 

regrettably extinct. The Candle puzzled over the title as he worked the 

book delicately out from the middle of one of his stacks. "Oelt" would 

translate most directly as "Old," but the author had chosen instead to use 

"Tauler," with its connotations of depth, wisdom, and power. A faded 

garment might be "Oelt," but the mountains were "Tauler." Gods, and 

rivers, and the greatest Song Singers were "Tauler."

The Candle opened the book carefully and pulled the lamp closer to 

examine the title page.

Prepared for the Satisfaction of the King's Singer, the Examinations 

Distilled from the Southern Wanderings of His Most Humble Servant, the 
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Singer of Saalhelm.

The text was simple, unilluminated, and precisely written. Even in 

their poetry, the Rhoudenians had always avoided the flourishes and word 

play that made other languages-- Siltian, notably-- difficult for foreign 

readers, and so all but the oldest Rhoudenian texts was nearly as easy for 

the Candle to read as Imperial Standard.

The Singer of Saalhelm had a disposition that was familiar because it 

was shared by early so many early historians, prone to digression and 

embellishment, though of course he was a contemporary of the very last 

historians of the Empire. The great histories of Merendir had been written 

centuries earlier, and were mostly lost, or safely contained within the 

Library. The few remaining scholars at the time of the Singer's travels 

were cautious and literal in their writing, though not, the Candle noted 

with interest, in their private conversations with the Singer. If the 

Singer's account was to be believed, the late Imperial historians, with 

their legacy of dullness and lack of interpretation, were vitriolic in 

their private discussions of the Church and Empire. This text must 

certainly never leave these walls. The Candle wondered idly if the 

Singer's journey had been directly responsible for the Imperial pressure 

on the Rhoudenian King that led to the disbanding of the Singers, and 

eventually to war.

While the Singer recorded a broad variety of observations-- from 

bawdy tavern songs and recipes for preserved meats, to descriptions of 
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flora and detailed lineages of the lords who hosted him-- the central 

object of his scholarship was "Old Blood," to which he attributed a 

hereditary ability for sorcery.

The Candle was well-versed in the legends of the gifted few who 

manipulated the world around them with their thoughts and their words. He 

was certain that there was some kernel of truth in them, some body of lost 

knowledge that, coming from an earlier age, was necessarily steeped in 

superstition and mysticism. How else to explain the ancient works of 

engineering that so far surpassed modern abilities? And how else to 

explain the efficiency and totality of the destruction in the wars that 

had ripped apart the continent in the generations before Tyrus the Undying 

and the Church of Quelestel?

The Singer related a number of improbable anecdotes, some of which he 

claimed to have witnessed himself, of men and women with Old Blood 

manipulating the elements. He devoted an entire chapter to his own vain 

attempts to learn the art, and attributed his lack of success to a 

hereditary inability. The notion of Old Blood was, in the end, one more 

delusion of would-be sorcerers, legitimized by scholars grasping for 

importance as they were forced farther underground.

The Candle yawned and read on, only half-interested, until a 

particularly offensive section caught his attention.

The Library in Merendir, despite holding the greatest collection in 

the world, outside of Imiatt, is no Library. It is maintained by the 
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Church of Quelestel and its purpose is not to enlighten, but rather to 

withhold knowledge from the people. In order to promote the unnatural and 

inconsistent notions of monotheism and the divinity of the Emperor, the 

populace is discouraged from critical thought while all the previous 

progress of mankind is collected and hoarded in this citadel of ignorance.

The Candle winced at this characterization and thought about various 

dusty corners of the Library in which this book might be shelved and never 

seen again.

It is in this Library that the records of the Old Bloodlines are 

stored and maintained by the Imperial Seer, for the purposes of culling 

the gifted and arranging marriages to further concentrate mystical powers 

in the Imperial House.

The Candle chuckled. Even among the myriad conspiracies attributed to 

the Church and Empire by heretics, this was outlandish. The Candle was 

nearly ready to set the Singer's book aside, when an odd alphabet on the 

facing page caught his eye. He had seen it occasionally throughout the 

years, and he had encountered it quite recently in two books that had been 

among the things confiscated from the blackmailer Larie Cahn. He had 

always been puzzled by his inability to identify the language, and by its 

dissimilarity to any of the other alphabets of the world. He had always 

assumed, given that the texts he had encountered had all dated-- in his 

best estimation-- from around the time of the first incarnation of Tyrus, 

that these were the histories of some isolated tribe from the steppes or 
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the mountains, which had been discovered only to be promptly annihilated 

in the war.

The Singer of Saalhelm described something very different, and the 

Candle's disquiet grew as he read, because as much as he knew that he 

ought to dismiss the writing, he found himself wanting to believe it. The 

Singer described a type of manual that proscribed the procedures for 

changing the corporeal world with words and thought. That such manuals 

existed was little surprise, nor did it prove anything about the 

legitimacy of the fantasies of those who claimed old blood. What disturbed 

the Candle, more and more deeply the more he pondered his discomfort, was 

that he had not encountered more of these manuals, that their language was 

old and unique, and that, now that he considered it, he suspected that the 

books he had encountered in the past had been removed from circulation, 

with no command from himself.

The Candle pushed himself up from the table too fast and was overcome 

with lightheadedness. He tried to shake off the swoon, but combined with 

the broken reverie of reading, it was too much. His legs betrayed him and 

he fell. He heard an ominous crack as his knee hit the cold stone and he 

swore at the pain. He struggled to his feet and went as quickly as he 

could down the stairs. He knew that the pain should be more severe, that 

he was in shock, and that he was doing himself more injury by walking, but 

he pressed on toward the main desk, where new acquisitions waited to be 

classified, catalogued, and shelved. He knew what he would find, with 
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growing certainty, as he staggered down the hall, leaning against the 

bookshelves. Even in the half light, from across the room, the Candle 

could identify every spine of every book, at least enough to see they were 

all in Imperial Standard or Siltian. The two books that had been taken 

from the heretic, Larie Cahn, were gone. He kept moving until he could 

lean on the desk, where he examined the last page of the catalogue, and 

found no mention of the two missing books.

The Candle fought the urge to get down on his hands and knees and 

crawl out to his carriage. He would not risk Loche Mendlekker seeing him 

that way. The shock had faded and the pain was arriving, and by the time 

he reached the carriage, tears were streaming from his eyes. He pounded on 

the door, waking his driver.

"The Penitentiary!" He yelled, startling the nearby guards awake, and 

pulled himself into the carriage. His robe was stained with blood, and 

when he gingerly pulled it up to examine his knee, he saw shards of bone 

emerging from puffy blue flesh. His head was swimming, and he would have 

vomited had there been anything in his stomach.

When the Lash opened the door the penitentiary, the Candle took one 

step and collapsed. The Lash caught him easily.

"You are hurt," the Lash told him. The Lash took him up into his 

arms, as if he weighed no more than a boy, carried him down the hall, and 

layed him down on a cold stone table. The Candle cried out as the Lash's 

hand pressed his knee. Consciousness began to give way to pain, and he 
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cried out again when the Lash secured the manacles around his wrists and 

strapped him to the table. He felt the cold blade of a knife against his 

knee and gasped, "The girl. Larie Cahn. I need her alive," before the 

world slipped away.
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To keep the rituals of the god of waves, a sailor must take a handful 

of sea water and splash it onto his face, and to keep the the rituals of 

the god of winds, a sailor must empty his lungs entirely before boarding a 

ship and fill them anew once he has crossed the threshold. Berekker did 

both of these things without thinking as he climbed into his oarboat, but 

paid no attention when Catyan did not. As if there truly were gods 

watching over him, clouds moved across the moon and a gentle rain began. 

Berekker had never learned which god watched over smugglers, but 

apparently he was pleased.

The day was working itself out surprisingly well. When Grainger had 

demanded 500 weight in gold in exchange for an undisturbed night at the 

docks, Berekker had agreed with a smile. The old cutpurse had been visibly 

shocked, and then suspicious. The price was outrageous-- unconscionable-- 

and so Berekker owed Grainger nothing. Once the night was over, he would 

owe Paya Gandro nothing. After a half a lifetime in his mentor's debt, 

Berekker would be done with the man. He would be beholden to nobody. 

Whoever the unfortunate Barwell had been, his death meant only that there 

was one less person to implicate Berekker.

Berekker took his seat at the stern and jammed his oars into the sand 

to the steady the craft while Catyan climbed uncertainly in. One would 

expect the men of an island nation to be competent at sea, but this was 

apparently not the case, at least not for soldiers from the main island. 

But Catyan was the only man that Berekker trusted absolutely, and so, 
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after a brief tutorial, they boarded the small boat together and set out 

into the black ocean to look for Paya Gandro's ship.

The night was calm, in spite of the rain, and it did not take Catyan 

long to master the technique of quiet oarstrokes. His true test would come 

later, when they were being pressed up against the Sea Wall and the south 

cliffs of the bay, dodging rocks and shallows. Then it would be up to him 

to recognize hazards in the dark and communicate silently to Berekker 

which way to steer the vessel.

Shapes loomed in the distance, dark against the darkness-- cargo 

ships at anchor, waiting for dawn, when the Sea Wall would open, the 

Assessors would begin their inspections, and the long line of merchant 

ships would begin plodding into the bay.

Berekker picked out what he thought to be the familiar shape of The 

Manatee, some distance ahead of them yet, and turned the oarboat towards 

it. Catyan propelled them forward with strong, quiet, strokes. Berekker 

regretted that he had not thought to bring gloves. His callouses had been 

gone for years and he would end the night with blisters. Still, it was 

good to be back on the water.

A short while later, three flashes from a lantern on board the ship 

ahead of them confirmed that they were bound for The Manatee. Berekker 

wondered if Piryenda Hass was still captain. Once, when they were both 

young men, he nearly come to blows with the southerner in the streets of a 

small port village in Mahagenia, over whether to sail a ship full of 
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weapons bound for the resistance through a typhoon to the main island. 

Hass, a fiercely nationalistic sailor, who had never captained a boat, had 

rounded up a crew on the spot, storming into the local tavern and storming 

out again a moment later with eight men. Hass had thrown a pouch full of 

money at Berekker's feet and Berekker had snapped that if Haas wanted to 

kill himself and all of his men, he could go ahead and do it, and Paya 

Gandro would compensate Berekker for the boat. Three days later, when Haas 

returned, he and Berekker went on an epic drunk together, spending nearly 

a day in the tavern before  buying the rest of the cask of palm spirits, 

pouring it into water skins, smashing the cask, and carrying the shards 

ten miles through the jungle to throw them into the volcano.

Berekker found himself chuckling at the memory as they drew up beside 

The Manatee. The arms that reached down to pull him off the ladder and 

into the boat were pale and covered in patterns, tattooed in blue-- the 

arms of a northern seaman, chapped from wind and ice. Berekker was 

disappointed not to see his old island friend, but at the same time 

realized that the anonymity was for the best.

The northerner pulled Catyan onboard, and Catyan shook the beads of 

water from his oiled cloak vigourously, which at least showed off his 

sword before the rain beaded again on his cloak. Two more northerners 

stood back aways. One examined the deck intently, while the other could 

not seem to decide how to divide his glowering suspicion between Berekker, 

Catyan, and the cargo that had been brought up from the hold and set near 
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the winch. Following the sailor's gaze, Berekker saw four wooden crates, 

strangely banded with metal, and crouching next to them a young man, 

cowled in dirty grey wool, rocking slightly back and forth and mouthing 

something, as if he was singing to himself.

Under his breath, the sailor who had helped them on board said, 

"Queer one, that." Then he clasped Berekker's hand and shoulder and 

announced, in a hoarse gravelly accent, "Welcome to Manatee. I am 

Captain."

This was not a time for proper introductions, so Berekker merely 

nodded and thanked the man. Catyan watched the sailors, but positioned 

himself casually between Berekker and strange, mumbling, man, who seemed 

to be a part of the cargo. The Captain motioned the two sailors toward the 

cargo with a nod of the head, and they went to start loading the crates 

onto the winch to lower them into Berekker's rowboat, looking distinctly 

unpleased with their assignment.

The Captain passed Berekker a flask and said, "Good man, Paya Gandro. 

Bad business. I am sorry I don't invite you in cabin for proper drink. 

Best to end this quickly."

Berekker nodded and took the flask, taking as small a swig as would 

be polite. It was surprisingly good and-- not surprisingly-- very strong. 

The honey and lavender, and the deep burn in his chest, took him back to 

his first days at sea. It was said that drinking the stuff would melt the 

ice out of your beard, but Berekker had never found that to be true. If 
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consumed in sufficient quantity at night, however, it would make the 

following morning so wretched that the ice in your beard seemed trivial. 

Berekker wiped the water from his brow had remembered how idyllic it 

seemed the first time he sailed through the gentle, warm, rain along the 

south coast of the continent.

Catyan watched, expressionless, as the sailors hooked the first of 

the crates and lowered it over the side of the ship. The man in grey 

stood, turned gracefully to bow to each of the sailors in turn, and walked 

over to Catyan, Berekker, and the Captain. His wool cowl was entirely 

sodden, worn nearly through at the elbows and the knees, and quite dirty. 

Steady streams of water ran from the ends of his sleeves onto the deck. He 

was thin and gaunt, smiling, with long, dark hair stuck to his face and 

the shoulders of his robe. He came a little too close and said nothing, 

regarding Berekker and Catyan intently, his smile unchanging. The Captain 

muttered something and wandered off. Catyan frowned and fingered the hilt 

of his sword.

"Good evening," Berekker said, eventually.

"Ah!" The man said with apparent delight, looking first at Berekker, 

and then at Catyan. "Pride."

"Pardon me?" Berekker asked. 

"It has been my very great pleasure to meet you, but now I must see 

to the cargo," the man said. He bowed to Berekker and then to Catyan, and 

then climbed over the side of the ship and down toward the row boat. 
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Catyan looked to Berekker, and Berekker imagined that he raised an 

eyebrow, but Catyan was never that expressive. Berekker shrugged. The 

third crate was being lowered into the row boat. Berekker went to the side 

of the ship, but Catyan stopped him and went over the side himself, 

handling the rope ladder more competently than many sailors. Berekker 

followed him down, and when he arrived at the rowboat, the final crate was 

being lowered into place, and the strange man was crouched near it, 

quietly singing nonsensical syllables, his eyes closed, and his face 

turned up toward the rain.

Catyan stood with Berekker for a moment at the stern, frowning. He 

clearly did not like the idea of having his back to Berekker and the 

strange man. Berekker clapped Catyan on the shoulder and sat. After a 

moment, Catyan moved to the prow of the boat. The singing man moved aside 

for him, without seeming to open his eyes, and laughed with glee when 

Catyan climbed over the crates. Then he sat crosslegged in the pool of 

water that had acculumated in the bottom of the boat and continued singing 

to the cargo.

Berekker steered the boat back toward the rocky shore. The great 

beacons that topped the towers of the Sea Wall shone miles out to sea, but 

smaller lights shone downward, illuminating the waves in front of the gate 

in broad, slow, sweeps, looking for smugglers or other threats. They could 

not shine in the area closest to the wall, though. There was a strip of 

darkness along the wall, perhaps fifteen feet wide, through which to guide 
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their boat the half mile from the cliffs to the gate.

They took the boat back east, nearly to where they had put in, and 

then swung around to the north, rowing alongside the beach, eyeing the 

sweeping spotlights from the Sea Wall towers. Catyan was tense, pulling 

them forward steadily, staring intently into the gloom ahead of him, and 

signaling when Berekker should steer to one side or the other, to avoid 

rocks. Quickly, the rocky beach grew into dark cliffs, higher and higher 

above them. Berekker had never attempted this part of the outer bay, but 

he felt the currents, and the choppy waves that came at him from the sea 

and rebounded off the rocks, and reacted to it all as if he had never 

spent a day ashore.

When the Sea Wall loomed suddenly out of the rain ahead of them, 

Berekker swung the boat around to the west, Catyan fended off a rocky 

outcropping with his oar, and the boat floated up gently to rest beside 

the wall. Berekker looked up at fifty feet of flawless stone, dark in the 

cloudy night. On the other side of the wall was the placid inner bay of 

Merendir, and on this side, the infinite ocean, punctuated in the outer 

bay by the tiny shapes-- so large to men-- of ships carrying fortunes and 

ambitions from across the world.

The waves lapped against the wall, the rain drummed against the 

bottom of the boat, and the young man hummed incessantly. The great sea 

birds that nested in the cliffs glided slowly, silently, overhead, heads 

down, ever watchful for prey. The searchlight from the tower swept past 
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them, a good twenty feet out to sea, and Catyan began to row. The waves 

pressed them always closer to the wall and Berekker found himself 

constantly steering them slightly out to sea. The narrow beam of a hooded 

lantern glowed in the rain above them, as a sentinel approached atop the 

wall. Berekker hissed, as loudly as he dared, for the young man to cease 

his singing, but the sound was lost in the rain. Berekker swore silently, 

but there was no way for him to address the man without making an even 

greater noise.

Sensing the danger of the situation, Catyan pulled in his oars and 

hunched under his dark cloak. For a long, tense, minute, the sentinel drew 

closer, fifty feet above them on the wall. Then, at the closest point of 

his approach, the gulls circling ahead began a cacophony, and all the 

sounds of the night were obscured under their discordant cries. A minute 

later, the sentinel was safely past, and they continued their slow journey 

toward the gate at the center of the Sea Wall.

Flanked by the two massive watchtowers, the Sea Wall gate was thirty 

feet high and three feet thick, made of a reddish iron that had, for 

centuries, remained untouched by the salt and the elements, wide enough to 

allow the broadest warships to pass three abreast. Every morning it 

opened, smoothly and silently, pulled inside the walls by some unseen 

mechanism, and every night it closed. Except, Berekker hoped, tonight. 

According to Paya Gandro, it had been arranged for the gate to be left 

slightly open-- an insignificant amount, hardly noticeable, but wide 
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enough for a small oarboat to slip through.

They came upon the gate more quickly than Berekker expected. As they 

rowed the last few yards, Berekker felt suddenly certain that the gate 

would be closed tight,  that they would have to return to the coast in the 

outer bay, with illicit cargo that would have to be carried a mile over 

the rocks and tidepools to where the land was flat enough for a wagon. By 

the time they could get to Merendir and return with a wagon, it would be 

fully day, and the line for the Assessors at the gate would be long. An 

Assessor would have to be bribed, which was itself a dangerous 

proposition, and then they would have to get Grainger's blessing to 

deliver the cargo to the appointed warehouse. It would be better to throw 

the cargo overboard and be done with the whole business.

Berekker's fear was unfounded, however, and the mighty gate was 

indeed open. Their passage through the crack in the gate was so tight that 

the sides of the boat scraped against the iron, and Berekker had a new, 

terrible, image of the gates grinding closed with them inside, 

effortlessly crushing the boat, the cargo, and all of them with it. As the 

widest part of the boat came to the gate, it seemed like they might get 

stuck, and Berekker thought that both sides of the boat touched the gate 

at once, but then they were through, turning back the way they came, now 

inside the wall.

The rain stopped, and the moon even shone a little through the 

clouds, and Berekker's relief at having passed through the wall was short-
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lived, because now the sentinel with his lantern was heading back toward 

them, and still the cowled man was muttering. Berekker searched the bottom 

of the boat desperately for some small stone to throw at the man, to get 

his attention, to tell him to be quiet, but he found nothing. Then, in a 

long, terrible, moment, the bobbing beam above them slowed and stopped. 

The lantern appeared above them first, followed by an arm, and finally the 

indistinct face of one of the Assessor's men. The beam of the lantern 

swung down towards them, and Berekker imagined that he could see the man 

taking a deep breath, ready to sound the alarm.

Then the man in grey was on his feet, directing a forcible oath 

toward the man, and throwing out both lanky arms. Berekker never saw what 

weapon the man had, or where he had concealed it in his cowl, but the 

Assessor's man toppled from the top of the wall, and fell, flailing, 

toward them.

Berekker tried to move the boat, but he had no momentum and the boat 

only turned slightly in place. The man's lantern and head hit the rim of 

the boat at the same time. The boat began rocking crazily, and droplets of 

flame showered around them. Berekker reached first for the sides of the 

boat, fearing that he might be tossed over the side, and then brought his 

hands quickly to his face, where a spray of warmth made him fear that he 

was burning. It was not fire, however, but blood. Beside the boat, the 

Assessor's man floated, face down and motionless.

Catyan was looking back at floating mass. The moon now shone brightly 
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above them, and the shining waves contrasted with the billowing darkness 

of the man's cloak. The boat had steadied, and the last droplets of flame 

were flickering out on the damp wood of the crates. The strange, cowled, 

man had resumed his seat and was singing again, as if nothing had 

happened. Berekker prodded the Assessor's man with his oar. If there was 

any life in the man, it would soon be claimed by the sea. Berekker pointed 

ahead and Catyan began to row. Feeling that their stealth had been 

compromised, and increasingly desperate to be done with the night's 

enterprise, Berekker considered heading directly to the docks. They would 

almost certainly be seen crossing the moonlit bay, but surely they would 

be taken for Assessors. He rejected this notion as reckless, however, and 

they continued their slow progress alongside the Sea Wall.

A short while later, when the clouds rolled back across the sky and 

the rain began to fall, heavy, straight, and warm, Berekker turned the 

boat into bay they rowed hard toward the dock. They did not let up their 

pace, even when one of the massive deepwater quays materialized above 

them, and then the broad belly of a Siltian trading ship. They passed the 

smaller quays, where the whalers and the coast-hugging merchant ships of 

the south coast docked, and not long after that, they ran aground on the 

sandy beach.

The cowled man did not leave his seat when Berekker and Catyan jumped 

out to pull the boat up beyond the lapping waves. Only once the boat was 

securely ashore did the man climb from the boat. He bowed again to 
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Berekker, and then to Catyan, and commented, "A pleasant journey, in spite 

of the rain. I thank you." Then, standing beside the boat, he continued 

his strange song.

Two city guards approached. Catyan put a hand on his sword, but 

Berekker touched his arm and he relaxed. These guards did not have the 

imperious swagger of men on duty. They slunk through the rain, casting 

glances back over their shoulders. Some distance behind them, a third man 

pulled a thick-wheeled cart laboriously through the sand.

One of the guards frowned at Catyan, and then gave Berekker a wide-

eyed look of recognition. Berekker responded with a cold stare, and Catyan 

did not respond at all. The cowled man giggled and the guard, seeming to 

notice him for the first time, nearly took a step back, but instead 

grimaced.

"Let's get this over with," the guard said, gruffly. He spoke more 

loudly than necessary, as if to assure himself that he was unafraid. The 

third guard, apparently of lower rank and therefore consigned to the worst 

duties, even during criminal conspiracies, pulled the cart up alongside 

the boat, sweating and panting for breath. The cargo was transferred 

quickly to the cart and the cowled man climbed in behind it, drawing 

outraged looks from the guards, who chose to say nothing.

Even with all five men pulling the cart's ropes, progress was slow 

through the sand. The cowled man stopped his song periodically to offer 

advice, which angered the guards immensely, but which Berekker could not 
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help but find amusing. "Put your back into it," he said the first time, 

then "put your knees into it." These were offered not as commands, but as 

concerned suggestions. The entire night, as it neared its end, was 

beginning to seem absurd. The familiar docks, strange in their dark, 

deserted, state, felt more surreal than dangerous. Berekker actually 

chuckled when the cowled man, standing in the back of the wagon as they 

pulled him across the beach, yelled out for the guards to "Watch the 

sand!"

Dozens of brick warehouses stood at the back of the docks, built up 

against the wall. They were expansive, with low ceilings, all slightly 

pitched in the same direction, rain running off them in sheets. From 

outside, the warehouses looked like the teeth of an immense saw, but on 

the inside, Berekker knew, the gradual change in ceiling height played 

tricks with size and distance. The guards led them to one of these 

warehouses, identical to the rest, except that the wide double door was 

fitted with a sophisticated lock and a large, weathered, Imperial 

insignia.

One of the guards pushed the door with some trepidation, and it swung 

open. The warehouses were unlit-- there was no legitimate business done on 

the docks after dark-- but somebody had stashed a lantern inside the door. 

The flame was out, and the guard swore a few select oaths and struggled 

with a damp flint, while the rest of the conspirators weighed the rain 

against the darkness and opted to stay outside. When the lantern finally 
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caught, it caught with a huge blossom of flame that sent the guard falling 

backward, out into the wet sand, while the cowled man laughed 

uproariously. The guard swore again and picked up the lantern with 

overblown dignity.

With the doors opened wide, the cart went through them easily. Once 

the wheels hit the hard-packed earthen floor of the warehouse, they rolled 

with little effort. Ahead of them, the guard held the lantern above his 

head, illuminating empty space, floor to ceiling, and walked across the 

room until the back wall became apparent, and then a glimpse of some large 

piece of machinery. Then the guard stopped and made his way back toward 

the cart. They stopped pulling, waiting for the guard to rejoin them.

"We can take it from here," the man with the lantern said to 

Berekker, without looking at his face, when they had all assembled in the 

center of the empty warehouse. Something was not right. Catyan felt it to, 

and was at Berekker's side, one hand under his cloak. The cowled man 

jumped lightly down from the wagon and nodded goodbye to Berekker. Then he 

spoke a forceful word and threw his arms wide. Very briefly, Berekker 

heard a sound like the rushing wind and thought to reach for his knife, 

and then he knew no more.



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 190

Following the pace set by Berekker and the Islander soldier meant abandoning any 

notion of stealth, but Marta was drunk and the men were not looking back, anyway. Marta was 

practically jogging, and still they were far enough ahead of her that two quick turns would lose 

her. Marta was not concerned about them trying to lose her. Wherever they were headed, 

these two were taking the most direct path.

The men stopped at the narrow mouth of a side street, hardly visible between two 

whitewashed buildings with balconies nearly touching above the street. Marta slowed abruptly 

and turned, wandering across the street toward the bright lights of a tea shop. A white-haired 

man in a brilliantly red tunic looked up from his game of stones at an outdoor table to frown at 

her odd behavior. His partner, staring at the embossed board and fingering a stone, did not 

look up. From the corner of her eye, she saw Berekker wait for the Islander to enter the side 

street and then follow a moment later.

"Press him in the third octant," Marta told the man seriously, panting only slightly from her 

jog. "He's overcommitted in the fifth." Then she turned and ran off after Berekker, enjoying a 

brief glimpse of the players' confused expressions.

The side street wound steeply downward, and Berekker was out of view when Marta 

turned in behind him. Too small for city lamps, the street was illuminated in patchwork where 

light escaped the apartments. Marta ran down the hill until the street turned suddenly to stairs, 

and she nearly fell. She slowed, chewing her lip and trying to imagine where this street might 

lead. A few steps after the stairs ended, she stumbled again on an oddly shaped paving 

stone, concealed in a spot of darkness.

"Stop." Marta told herself aloud, and then, standing in the street, "Think."

This street was much steeper than the other side streets they had passed. That meant 

that it was probably the most direct path to the next of the boulevards that circled the hills-- a 

boulevard that was in no way preferable to the one they had been on, and was indeed a less 

efficient way to travel, being downhill and therefore longer. Their destination must be on the 

boulevard itself. Marta smiled. In this part of the city, carriages tended to run only on the 
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boulevards, being unable to easily traverse the steep connecting streets. If Berekker was 

looking to hire a carriage, he would go as quickly as possible on foot to the desired boulevard. 

The street they had taken, where she now stood, would deliver them close to Tyrus Square, 

where there were carriages for hire at any hour. From there... Marta turned and went as 

quickly as she dared back up the hill. When the street flattened out, she picked up her pace-- 

she did not have much time. She took the corner back onto the boulevard at a run, straight 

into the chest of a City Guard.

He was a broad fellow, but he was knocked back a step by the impact. All the breath left 

Marta at once and she doubled over. She looked up, hands on her knees, into the frowning 

face of the guard. He clearly had a good idea of why somebody dressed as poorly as Marta 

would be running full speed out of a dark street in a nice neighborhood.

"Sorry..." Marta gasped, trying to think, as her head spun and her chest burned. "I..."

The guard grabbed her by the arm. He looked fairly stupid, but she detected remarkably 

little authoritarian piggishness in his face. He, too, was trying to think, unsure what he was 

going to do with her. 

"Danny Cortone!" She gasped out the name of a newly famous musician-- long on looks 

and short on talent, in her opinion-- who held impromptu concerts around the city and held a 

good portion of the women of Merendir in his thrall. She smiled crazily, made a stupid 

squeaking sound, and shook off the guard's arm. The guard made no move to recapture her, 

but she thought she heard him sigh as she ran off.

Not far away, there was a park where the hill dropped off in a cliff overlooking Tyrus 

Square. Marta tore into the park, jumping over a pair of startled lovers who were fondling one 

another in the grass, and arrived at the edge of the cliff just in time to see two figures walk 

with authority into the square and hire a carriage. The massive bronze statue of Tyrus the 

Undying stood with his helmet under one arm and his sword raised in front of him, pointing 

east down the boulevard. Tyrus pointed directly at the east gate of the city, some two miles 

from the square. Marta thought she had a good idea now of where the men were headed. 
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Why hire a carriage to travel a short distance? And why enlist the collaboration of Endrev 

Berekker if your plans did not lie at sea?

Marta took a wide, well-lit, rambling, street down to the boulevard that ran to the east 

gate. If her assumptions were correct, then she was not in any hurry, and if they were wrong, 

then she had already lost Berekker for the night. Strong drink and running were a poor 

combination. Marta stopped for a long drink at one of the small stone fountains that were 

found at most of the city's major intersections. The mountain water was still clear and cold, 

even after it traveled hundreds of miles through marble and ceramic and stone. After she 

drank her fill, she rummaged in her bag for her water skin-- empty because it was 

unnecessary in a city full of fountains-- and filled it.

The north gate, on the other side of the city, within sight of the broad Merendir River and 

approached by a paved road three carriages wide that led all the way to the Addenines, was 

as much an event as a place. Banners in a hundred bright colors flew all around it, the mighty 

portcullis was raised and lowered with ceremony along with the sun, and swarms of 

Assessors, hawkers, and soldiers met every traveler. The east gate, used only by fishermen, 

and merchants heading to their summer beach houses, was small and quiet and brightly lit. It 

was attended by a single Assessor and a single soldier, and they cared little who was leaving 

the city.

Once, many years ago, Marta and her brother had spent most of a summer a few miles 

outside of Merendir, scavenging wild berries, sleeping in the sweet-smelling grasses, and 

living off of bread and cheese and watered wine that a rich benefactor-- apparently charmed 

by the two children-- brought twice a week. The memories from so long ago were vague. The 

man smiled, and smelled good, and when he visited them he would build a fire and roast 

meat and tell stories of gods and faeries and knights. When he invited them to come live with 

him, something made Marta balk, and she never decided whether it was something in his 

eyes or something inside herself. The man had become angry, and Marta and her brother had 

fled back to the Valley.
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Aside from that summer, Marta had only been outside the city walls a handful of times. 

She was not even out of the sight of the men stationed at the gate before it felt strange to her. 

The grasses near the gate were beaten down and trampled, and Marta could still hear sounds 

from the city, but ahead of her was nothing but moonlit prairie and, somewhere, ocean. She 

could smell the grasses and the ocean underneath the stronger smell of refuse. She thought 

maybe she heard crickets. She definitely saw a glow from one of the fire pits that lined the 

roads out of Merendir, and smelled roasting meat. Her stomach growled fiercely, reminding 

her that she had not eaten in a long time. Marta left the road. She knew that the only people 

who camped this close to the city were merchant caravans waiting for a morning inspection, 

or occasionally gypsies who were ill at ease in the city, but she mistrusted strangers in empty 

spaces.

Once she was well off the road, she sat, concealed by the tall grasses, and took a loaf of 

bread from her bag. She ate half of it hastily, tearing off large chunks, careful not to waste any 

crumbs, and returned the other half to her bag, still hungry. She could not say how long she 

would be outside the city. She took a modest swig from her water skin, shouldered her bag, 

and headed for the sea. The brittle grasses crowded in around her, tickling her bare arms. 

She kept expecting to trip over somebody asleep in the grass, a fear in stark contrast to her 

growing awareness of how very alone she was.

The ground grew rockier, the grasses more sparse, until there was only the occassional 

stubborn patch clinging to the rocks. Dark clouds rolled across the moon and a gentle rain 

began to fall. The rough rocks provided sure footing, even in the rain, but the ground was 

uneven, and Marta found herself moving slowly in the dark. She had been here once before, 

in daylight, a couple years ago, when a young soldier who had aspired to become her lover-- 

Illio was his name, she thought-- had brought her out for a picnic beside the sea. His romantic 

intentions had been thwarted by a rare east wind, which had carried the smell from the outlet 

of Merendir's sewer system across the entire coast, and by the somewhat unseemly intensity 

of his anger at the situation. Marta had laughingly dragged the fuming soldier for miles down 
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the coast until she stood, holding her nose and trying not to gag, atop the one of the three 

immense pipes-- as high as the city walls-- admiring the epic view of city's considerable waste 

befouling the South Sea. On their way out of the city, she had seen an outcropping 

overlooking the Sea Wall. She had wanted to climb it that day, but by the time they passed it 

on their way home, she and Illio were thoroughly sick of one another and could not return to 

city fast enough.

Now she picked her way in the dark, between tide pools and toward an incline that she 

hoped would lead to the same outcropping. Tiny crabs darted around her feet. She looked 

behind her often, but could not see far. Her path grew steeper and the rain grew heavier and 

before long she was sodden, scrambling up a tumble of rocks with scraped knuckles and 

squashing boots. She stopped on a flat boulder to tie back her hair and drink some more 

water. There was a flash of light, and Marta crouched down against the rocks, before realizing 

that she had just caught her first sight of the ocean, and searchlights of the Sea Wall.

Marta had come to the steepest point of her ascent. The rocks were smoother here, and 

slick with rain. The silent, ghostly, shapes of huge sea birds circled above her. Marta 

searched out every handhold and foothold, digging her fingers into slimy cracks, her body 

pressed against rocks covered in lichen and gull shit. Though steep and treacherous, the 

climb did not scare Marta. Somebody more fearful might have worried about a misstep, a 

bloody slide down the rocky face, possibly all the way to the cliff face that was beginning to 

rise over the rocky shore, but Marta was choosing her steps carefully.

Just before she reached the crest, Marta began to smell the smoke from Merendir. Then 

she stood on a thin finger of rock, just above the Sea Wall, with the haze and dim light of the 

city on one side, and the black ocean on the other. Rusty iron spikes, taller than Marta, were 

set into the edge of the cliff, discouraging, Marta assumed, invading armies from taking the 

Sea Wall. Marta walked out as far as she could, and was annoyed to find that large portions 

of the coast were still hidden from her view. She squinted hard against the rain, looking for 

light or movement, and saw nothing, aside from the lantern of a sentry atop the Sea Wall.
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It was steep, but if she slid down the side of the cliff to the iron spikes, Marta thought she 

would be able to see the entire coast. She was already halfway down, before she thought to 

worry about whether the spikes would stop her descent, or how she would climb back up. She 

slid more and more quickly, the rocks scraping her palms and her backside. She dug her 

heels in hard, trying to slow herself down. Rocks sprayed in front of her, sending a flock of 

gulls flapping and screaming from their nests. The spikes were set farther apart than Marta 

had supposed and she realized with a sudden panic that she might pass between them. She 

grabbed hold of a small, scrubby, plant that held on to the side of the cliff and yelled as a 

hundred small thorns bit into her hand, but her foot landed on one of the spikes and it did not 

so much as tremble at the impact. She settled her other foot on the adjacent spike, and 

allowed herself a moment with her eyes closed to breath deeply and slow her pounding heart 

before leaning out against the spikes which were, after all, placed too closely to allow her to 

fall through.

Suspended above the cliffs, above the circling sea birds, who were still vocally offended 

by her intrusion, Marta could see the entire coast and the waters beside the Sea Wall. The 

wet iron, rough as it was with rust, felt solid and cool against her burning palm. She forgot her 

cuts and bruises, at the sight of a boat, indistinct in the rain, moving slowly alongside the Sea 

Wall. She was not sure what she had expected-- a raid on a ship, or cargo smuggled to 

shore-- but this was not it. She was certain that, somehow, that boat would pass through the 

gate and into the harbor, and that she needed to be there to see what it was carrying.

Scrambling back up the rocks to the top of the ridge proved to be easy, and moon came 

out to speed her descent back down toward the prairie. She jumped and skidded among the 

rocks, sometimes on her feet and sometimes backwards on all fours, until the ground 

flattened out and she was back among the tall grasses. She was so preoccupied with the 

possibilities of what Berekker might be smuggling into the city, and the scope of a conspiracy 

that might allow him to get through the Sea Wall at night, that she did not stop to consider 

how she would get to the docks until she was passing through the gate, smiling at the drowsy 
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guard and squinting in the light of the lamps.

Tar Bottom was just downhill from the east gate, and the docks were just downhill of Tar 

Bottom. People argued sometimes about whether Tar Bottom was named for the black pitch 

that seamen use, the flow of black mud from the river that pressed inexorably against its 

hovels, or the black skin of its inhabitants, but everybody knew that continentals were 

unwelcome there. To take city streets to the docks would take her well over an hour, maybe a 

little less if she gambled on the winding side streets and did not get lost. She had little 

concept of how long it would take Berekker to traverse the inner bay, or how long it might take 

her to find a way into the docks, but she wanted to be sure she was got there before his 

business was finished. She turned into the weedy, empty space between two of the 

unimpressive shops that catered to the unimpressive people who came and went through the 

east gate, and went along the tree-lined ridge until she found the path down to Tar Bottom.

The path alternated between short flights of steep stairs, and paving stones which had 

been carved precisely a long time ago and were now chipped and worn, with grasses growing 

up among them. The trees and shrubs along the path had not been cut back for some time, 

and the path was dark. At points, Marta had to duck beneath intrepid tree limbs, or push aside 

bushes that threatened to crowd out the path entirely. She did not know what to expect from 

Tar Bottom. It had an evil reputation, but the Valley had an evil reputation, too, and the Valley 

was home. She also supposed there were parts of the Valley that she knew to avoid-- the 

Midlands, for example-- and which she would absolutely forbid any Islander she cared about 

a whit from visiting. She checked the knife in her boot, and the knife between her shoulders. 

She was carrying more money than she liked, but she supposed she could convince Cadras 

to pay her back if she got robbed.

The farther the path descended, the more sparse the paving stones became, and by the 

time Marta emerged into Tar Bottom, she was walking in a narrow stripe of mud. The first 

dwellings she saw seemed to be patched together from paving stones, pieces of old boats, 

tree limbs, and any other solid material that might be scavenged, and they did not adhere to 
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any obvious organization, so that Marta stood for a moment, wondering where to walk.

"Lost, mama?" A man whispered, behind her.

Marta jumped and turned quickly. The man behind her was tall, and so close that the first 

thing she saw was the thick spiral branded into the black skin of a lean, muscular, chest. He 

was smiling down at her, a predatory smile, made more so by teeth that had been filed to 

points, and long, curving, claws stuck through the ears. His eyes were not entirely cold, 

though, and Marta thought she recognized his manner-- the manner of one who both resents 

being feared and embraces it.

She did not back away, nor did she smile. She was angry at having been surprised, and 

she let this show, staring back at him for a moment before answering.

"A little." She saw, from the corner of her eye, a braided lash coiled at his belt, as well as 

a wicked-looking barbed knife. The man widened his smile and licked his sharp teeth 

suggestively. Now Marta smiled, and looked appreciately at the man's weapons. "Can you 

show me the way to the docks?"

She reached out to touch the end of the lash, which was a tiny, double-edged blade. The 

man swatted her hand away and said, "Do not touch." Then he smiled a different smile. It was 

still not friendly, but neither was it designed to scare her. He touched his bare chest and told 

her, "Mashume is an excellent guide, if you can afford him."

"I believe I can," Marta smiled.

"I would like to see the money."

Marta thought briefly about how she might end up paying Mashume less than the entirety 

of her purse, and cursed her stupidity at bringing a full purse into Tar Bottom. She tried to 

remember exactly how much she was carrying. She was carrying more than she ever had 

before, that much was certain-- seven weight of silver, plus some change, plus the half weight 

of silver in the heel of her boot.

"If Mashume is as good a guide as he claims," Marta said, shrugging off her pack, and 

searching near the bottom for her coin purse, "then I can pay him three weight of silver." She 
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knew this price would be adequate for a night of mild extortion. She opened up the purse and 

stacked three silver on a flat stone. Mashume looked pointedly at the still weighty purse. 

Marta set another stack of three silver beside the first and said, "These three will be to bribe 

the guard at the dock." Finally, she shook the last silver piece and the few small coins into her 

palm and held the empty purse upside down. "The rest is Berekker's payment to me to do this 

job for him."

Mashume's eyes narrowed. It was clear that he had intended to take whatever she was 

carrying, but that knew he Berekker's name and knew that it would be unwise to interfere in 

his affairs. It took only the slightest flick of his wrist to free the lash from his side and send it 

flying. Marta cried out as the slender blade streaked past her head, so close that she could 

feel the disturbance in the air. She jumped up angrily and looked behind her, to where a rat, 

cut neatly in half, lay in a spreading pool of blood.

"You..." Marta said through gritted teeth, jabbing Mashume's bare chest hard with her 

finger, "are a worthless shit."

Mashume bowed, grinning, and spread his arms. "I apologize, mama," he said, and 

chuckled. Marta repacked her bag hastily, fighting the urge to throw Mashume's silver at him, 

and stomped off into Tar Bottom, trailed by the still chuckling man.

No lamps lit the windows here, and though no fires burned in the mild night, a faint 

smoky haze still hung in the air, oily and full of unfamiliar aromas. Mashume walked in front of 

Marta, humming softly to himself. He did not seem overly concerned with their surroundings. 

He never looked behind him and rarely looked to his side. He led her confidently between the 

hovels, which crowded closer and closer together until they were built up against one another, 

sharing walls and scavenged roofing materials. Marta thought she saw the occassional face 

in the open doorways, or the occassional figure watching them from a dark passageway, but 

nobody approached them, except for once, when a child appeared from the space between 

two lean-tos, holding out his hand and silently imploring Marta with wide, sad, eyes. Mashume 

made a sharp sound and said something in Mahagenian, and the child backed away into the 
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darkness.

They emerged onto a square, or at least a wide, flat, patch of dirt, clear of dwellings and 

mostly clear of weeds, centered around a small terraced pyramid, built from brown clay. There 

was a faint smell of death around the place, and Marta went curiously to the pyramid, which 

turned out be more of an enclosure, with few feet of empty space in the center. Marta stood 

on her toes to look down at the floor of the structure and Mashume came to stand beside her, 

scowling slightly. She looked at him puzzled. She could have sworn that his expression was 

one of embarrassment.

The ground inside the pyramid was covered in a tangle of small bones, picked entirely 

clean, aside from the ragged body of a squirrel. Marta recoiled a little when she saw that what 

she had taken to be the animal's fur was moving.

"Ants." Mashume said, derisively. "For the old people. For the..." he paused, trying to pick 

the right word, "country people." Marta saw that it was a blanket of ants that covered the 

squirrel, and that every one of the hundred or more lines that ran around the perimeter of the 

clay pyramid was composed of hundreds or thousands of carved ants, all marching the same 

direction. Mashume glanced dismissively down into the pyramid and added, "The ants here 

are not even powerful. It takes them hours to kill such vermin. They could never kill an ox."

Mashume walked away with long strides, so that Marta had to jog to keep up with him. 

The buildings in this part of Tar Bottom were larger, and more solid, built out of the 

foundations of older, ruined, houses. Sometimes an old wall stood intact, or a doorway. 

Wicker shields were displayed beside many of the doorways, painted with screaming faces. 

Candle light came from a building ahead, and voices. Marta heard the clatter of dice being 

shaken in a cup, then laughter, and curses-- the only Mahagenian she spoke.

A man came out of the building and stood in the street, swaying with drink. He was bald 

and thickly built. White showed in the stubble on his face, and muscles that must have once 

been impressive had lost their definition. He hurled some oath back into the building and then 

turned to stagger toward Marta and Mashume. He did not notice them until he nearly collided 
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with Marta, who had tried to move out of his way, but failed when he weaved suddenly in her 

direction.

Drunken confusion erased the dull anger on the man's face for a moment, before the 

anger returned, now amplified and focused. He said something, slurred and foreign, but Marta 

recognized at least a couple rude words. The palm spirits were thick on his breath. The man 

reached out for her, but his hand came to rest instead on Mashume's chest, as he interposed 

himself between them. Inside the building, the laughter and dice had stopped, and Marta saw 

that they now had an audience of three, standing in the doorway.

"Mashume!" The old drunk spat, and tried to move around him toward Marta, muttering 

something. When Mashume moved with him, the old man swung at Mashume's face. His 

swing was hard and fast, but inaccurate. Mashume moved his head and the man's knuckles 

merely brushed his cheek as he staggered with his own momentum.

Mashume yelled something at the men watching from the doorway and pushed the old 

man, just hard enough to keep him off balance. The man stumbled backward, cursing and 

spitting, his eyes alight with rage. As he regained his footing and started to tense for another 

swing at Mashume, one of the three spectators-- a younger man, unsmiling and perfectly 

steady on his feet-- came forward and took the old man by the shoulders, turning him and 

guiding him, still spitting and muttering, back toward the doorway. The old man tried to take 

the jug from the hands of one of the men in the doorway, but the man switched the jug to his 

other hand ahead of the old man's grasping, and pushed him into the house. He said 

something short and cold to Mashume, and then retired with his companions into the house.

Mashume's face was studiously empty as he watched them leave the street. He did not 

look back at Marta or say a word. He kept walking, and she followed behind him, and soon he 

brought her out into the broad strip of land that the city kept cleared, beside the walls to the 

docks. He stopped and faced her, frowning and silent, and it took Marta, slightly shaken by 

the confrontation, a moment to realize that he was waiting for payment. She took off her pack 

and fumbled through her coin purse for three silver, which she pressed into Mashume's palm, 
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saying "Thank you." Mashume inclined his head slightly, still frowning, and then disappeared 

back into the tangled streets of Tar Bottom.

The rain began anew, harder this time, and Marta made for the nearest gate.

"The dock's closed," came an imperious voice as Marta drew close. Grainger's men 

patrolled the docks, but the City Guard manned the gates. Marta smiled to herself and 

approached the small gatehouse. The somewhat short and pudgy guard moved to stand in 

front of the door that stood beside the locked gate.

"Come on, Oxxly, it's just me." Marta walked a little closer and the guard squinted at her, 

rain streaming in front of his eyes. This was not the first time Marta been to the docks at night, 

though it had been a while. Certain merchant vessels were notorious for the all-night galas 

they held, far out at the end of the deep water quays.

"Oh, hi, Marta," Oxxly wiped his brow with his sleeve. "I'm sorry, but I mean it this time. 

There's something serious going on in there. Grainger's men all disappeared an hour ago. I 

have strict orders not to let anybody in."

"You always have strict orders not to let anybody in. That's your job." Marta pointed out.

"Well, yeah, but..."

"Come on, Oxxly. I know that something serious is going on in there. That's exactly why I 

need to get in. You'd feel really bad if I fell to my death trying to scale the wall in the rain, 

wouldn't you?"

Oxxly looked over his shoulder. "I could be put in prison..."

Marta felt a twinge of guilt, but ignored it. "This will be the last time, then I'll find another 

guard to bother." Oxxly looked truly pained. Marta pressed her attack. "Remember when you 

lost half your wages on horses, and I gave you my bracelet to give to Ari, so you could 

pretend you'd spent the money on her?"

Oxxly made an anxious sound, whispered "Hurry," and went back into the gate house.

Marta slipped through the doorway. During the day, the area was filled with wagons, 

crates, longshoremen, and merchants, but in the middle of the night, it was a featureless 
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expanse of grass that gradually gave way to a featureless expanse of sand. Marta took a few 

steps inside the gate, and then stood motionless against the wall, peering through the rain for 

a long time. She saw no light, no movement, and no human form, just a line of warehouses 

that disappeared into the rain, the choppy bay, and the rain-battered sand that separated 

them. Not knowing what to expect, but thinking it unlikely that anything would happen by the 

remote eastern gate, Marta cautiously followed the wall toward the warehouses, stopping 

every few steps to watch for movement.

The sound of wood scraping on hard-packed sand made Marta freeze. She hardly dared 

to turn her head, afraid that the movement would draw attention to her. When she looked 

toward the bay, she saw a rowboat being pulled ashore. They were so far away that she could 

only barely make out their forms, but still, they were so obvious to her that it was hard to 

believe that they had not noticed her. She backed up slowly, an inch at a time, until her back 

was pressed against the wall. New movement drew her attention, as two figures moved 

across the sand toward the boat. Marta held very still. Somebody else trailed behind the two, 

heading for the shore, straining to pull a cart behind him. None of them noticed her. As they all 

convened around the boat, Marta walked slowly toward the warehouses. A voice carried 

across the sand, but the words were indistinct behind the patter of rain. Crates were moved 

from the boat to the cart, and then everybody took up ropes and began to pull the laden cart 

through the wet sand toward the warehouses. Marta crept along the wall, far behind them, 

until the wagon passed from sight.

Once she knew they could no longer see her, Marta ran. She ran clumsily in the sand. 

Grit found its way into her sodden boots, scraping against her ankles and the tearing at the 

tender parts of her feet. It did not take her long to reach the first warehouse. It was a long 

building, extending out from the dock walls toward the bay-- salt-stained, with crumbling 

mortar and climbing weeds. Looking carefully around the corner down the long line of 

warehouses, Marta saw lamplight flooding out of a doorway not far from her, with long 

shadows moving in its light. Marta drew back out of sight and waited.
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When she moved out into the open, the lamplight had retreated far into the building, with 

only a faint glow left in the doorway. Thinking that they might have left a sentry in the 

shadows, Marta approached on light feet, looking around her at the slightest sound or 

movement. Clay casts of the Imperial insignia, ponderous and chipped, adorned the 

warehouse doors. Marta looked inside. The lantern was nearly at the opposite end of the 

warehouse, but silhouetted in its light was the wagon and the figures of several men. Marta 

ducked quickly inside, pressing herself into the shadows against the wall.

The warehouse smelled like mildew and spilled wine. The muted drumming of the rain 

against the roof, the heavy footfalls of the man with the lantern, and a soft, musical, humming 

were the only sounds inside. Everybody's attention was on the lantern. Marta dashed through 

the darkness to crouch behind the wagon. She realized with a start that the humming came 

from a man standing on the wagon, concealed by the crates, not three feet from her. She held 

her breath. He seemed not to have noticed her. He did not stop his singing.

Marta hoped that her feet would not be spotted behind the wagon wheels as the 

lamplight grew closer. A line of coin-sized holes ran around the side of the crate a few inches 

from her head. Marta pressed her eye against one of the holes, trying to make out the 

contents. There was a pungent, unpleasant, smell. She could see clear through the crate to 

the line of holes on the other side, and the lamplight coming through these holes was 

beginning to reveal the form in the crate when a familiar voice said, "We'll take it from here," 

and then everything happened at once.

 She could see only pieces of the action, through the holes on the opposite side of the 

crate, and Marta strained to make sense of it all. There was a man in a grey cloak, who yelled 

something she did not understand and delivered a tremendous blow that sent one of the other 

men flying. A blade flashed and there was a cry of ecstatic pain. Then the shape inside the 

crate moved, and an eye opened an inch from Marta's. She yelled and fell backwards and the 

crate tilted toward her, as something threw itself furiously against the inside. As she 

scrambled away from the box on her hands and feet, a terrible cry came from inside-- feral, 
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high-pitched, and human. Marta was frozen with revulsion for just a moment, before she 

realized she was crouching in the open. Berekker lay beside her, unmoving, and his 

bodyguard was coming toward her quickly, holding a bloody sword. Three city guards stood in 

shock. One looked at the crates, which were now all being shaken back and forth as they 

were assaulted from within. One looked at the man that lay at his feet in a tangle of bloody 

grey cloth. One looked at her.

"Marta?" He asked.

As she turned to run, Marta wished for once that she did not know everybody in 

Merendir.
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Dawn broke on the hazy bay and in the tangled streets of Merendir, and the entire city 

seemed exhausted with anticipation. It was not yet hot, but the pale sun was already intense 

in the damp morning. Tomorrow the finest horses in the Empire would run themselves to glory 

or ruin. Tomorrow knights and nobles would cross lances and swords, trophies would be won, 

vast sums of money would change hands, feasts would be held both large and small, and the 

Imperial Seer would make the assuredly unpopular announcement to the entire amphitheater 

that the Emperor would be married to his sister.

The rituals that the Council had performed were strenuous, requiring hours of attention 

and interpretations of texts so old that the language was barely intelligible. The Rider told 

them that the only name in the Geneologies of the Library of Imiatt was Celani. The 

Astrologies had been as ambiguous as the Geneologies had been absolute. In every element, 

there was a star was falling for every star that rose. Galant had been born at a weak 

confluence of Earth and Wind, and his stars drifted lazily in nearly every sector. Celani had 

been born at an almost unfathomably rare strong confluence of Fire, Water, Plant, and Spirit, 

and her stars burned brightly in these same regions. Their union fell in a section of the sky 

which had been charted, but had no association with any element, and even Crowley-- the 

most accomplished astronomer among them-- had checked the charts again and again, 

having been unaware that such a region could exist.

All of this had left Corvyne uneasy. He knew that Galant and his sister loved each other, 

but there was so much longing in both of them that he was reluctant to end their great 

uncertain futures. Many of the lords and ladies would object to union, seeing it as shameless 

hoarding of political power. In fact, far more political capital might be gained by marrying each 

of them to another family, and this lost opportunity also weighed on Corvyne's mind.

Now he walked the Street of Fools, with Tarkan still following beside him, trying not to grind 

his teeth, as he was wont to do when he had not slept. He had not spoken to anybody as he 

left, not even Aimry. He had barely even looked at her. Whatever she had taught him, 

whatever they had shared, had no part in a night that had felt like a belabored farce. Corvyne 
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had walked past her with the same lack of attention that every other citizen of Merendir paid 

the shy, squat, woman with squinting eyes, dry hair, and a limp that was not pronounced 

enough to be remarkable.

Corvyne looked over at the boy. Tarkan seemed to be trying to soak in the world, with a 

restrained spring in his step and wide roving eyes. Corvyne sighed. Maybe the dullness of 

age was taking its toll, or maybe he had not been ready for a such an important portion of his 

life's work to have been resolved.

"Are you hungry?" Corvyne asked.

Tarkan looked at Corvyne, slightly surprised. Corvyne wondered how long it had been 

since he had spoken to the boy.

Corvyne said, "The Swan Feather Inn is no more than half a mile up the hill from here, and 

they have the best breakfast in the city. You can tell me about your travels."

Corvyne's mood had broken, but he was still quiet until they reached the inn, where the 

common room had been scrubbed clean of the previous night and they were the first to 

disturb the meticulous arrangement of the chairs. The Swan Feather Inn's breakfast was a 

platter overflowing with freshly baked rolls, cheeses both soft and hard, cured meats and 

head cheese, tomatoes and peaches, Siltian olives, Rhoudenian mustard, and fiery black 

peppers from the Southern Isles, preserved in sea brine.  When it was set between them, 

Corvyne discovered that he was ravenous. They ate in silence for several minutes before 

Corvyne leaned back, ordered a pipe of Blue Forest shag and a bottle of blackberry mead, 

and listened to the story of Tarkan's ride.

"I could not have hoped for better weather heading into the plains. It was cool and dry, and 

the Shepherd gave me a fierce stallion to begin my ride-- so strong that we passed the first 

outpost well before sunset and did not even stop for provisions."

The Shepherd's outposts were found throughout the Empire, spaced in such a way that a 

strong rider on a strong horse could ride from one to the next in a day. Each outpost consisted 

of a small keep centered around a stable, where horses were bred and trained for speed and 
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endurance. They had light garrisons to discourage bandits, and were well-provisioned, so that 

the Riders who bore urgent messages to all edges of the Empire could travel light. Riders 

could run their horses near exhaustion, and count on a fresh horse, new provisions, and a 

restful night of rest they reached an outpost.

"It was near dawn the next day when I stopped, well into Ikan Province, at the keep of a 

landless lord named Tirite. It was nice enough, but I fear that it must be a dismal place in the 

winter. There was little but bare stone and a small garrison of soldiers, who had been drinking 

in the courtyard all night, along with their women, when I arrived. Lord Tirite received me 

himself, and was quite hospitable, but insisted that I join him for a mug of rather sour ale and 

would not relent in questioning me on the politics in Merendir. I confessed to know little of the 

politics of Merendir, but he refused to believe me."

Corvyne had only a passing aquantaince with the Tirite family. Like most of the landless 

nobles, their ancestral wealth was long gone and their incomes small, leaving them hungry to 

advance themselves. In times of war, the landless lords could be the staunchest fighters, 

seeking to distinguish themselves with their small bands of warriors. In peace, there was little 

for them to do but play at court intrigue from their remote keeps, and hope for a daughter 

charming enough to attract the attention of a lord of higher station.

From Lord Tirite's keep, Tarkan had ridden day and night to Petryn, without stopping longer 

than it took to change horses, replenish his provisions, and stretch. Naively assuming that the 

provincial capital of the Steppelands would be a civilized place, he rode boldy into town in the 

middle of the night, realizing too late that the entire city was something between a frontier 

camp and a gigantic slum. Finding no public place to stay where he felt he could entrust his 

horse, or his own neck, he made for the lavish palace at the center of town, incongruous 

among the hide tents, crumbling tenements, and streetside cooking fires.

"I was greeted at the gate by a man who wore an odd cross between the Imperial uniform 

and a foreign style, with a coat of joined bands of metals of alternating types, and a helmet 

sporting rams horns that had been filed razor sharp."
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Corvyne nodded, "That is the style of the Dengalis, the tribes of the Steppes."

"Yes, I made the aquaintance of one of the Dengali tribes," Tarkan told him, "but that was 

the following night."

The young rider had threatened and bluffed his way into the palace, invoking the name of 

the Emperor and showing the ignorant and slightly belligerent guard his letters, sealed with 

the emblem of the Shepherd. The Lord Galdhar, likely preoccupied with one of his numerous 

vices, had not made an appearance. Tarkan had been fed generously by a squat matronly 

woman with whom he shared no language, but the oils and unfamiliar meats and spices 

played a poor trick on his stomach. He tossed for hours under thickly woven horsehair 

blankets, the night surprisingly cold, to odd sounds of revelry and destruction, embellished by 

his dreams.

Tarkan abandoned his bed while it was still dark, taking a breakfast of plain bread and a 

mouth full of strong liquor that was forced on him by a sympathetic centurion who also spoke 

very little Imperial Standard, but gestured at Tarkan's stomach and pressed the flask on him, 

saying "good, good" until Tarkan relented. The fiery liquor did have a settling effect on his 

stomach, and soon Tarkan was saddling his horse and preparing to ride again. As the sky 

lightened, spiral after spiral of oily smoke issued from the grey sprawl of buildings that made 

up city, until a black cloud hung low above him and he felt the soot in his hair and on his teeth.

An experienced Rider, or anyone native to the land, would have skirted the steppes no 

matter how direct a path they seemed to provide. Corvyne knew this, but Tarkan had not, and 

by the time dawn broke, he was riding hard into the sun across the steppes, toward an 

unnamed outpost at the edge of the Addenine Mountains and the wild unclaimed regions 

between the Empire, Silt, and Southern Fellnia.

The gentle swells of golden grassland seemed no different from the prarie in the drought. 

The morning was clear and mild, and the vast blue sky seemed close to the earth. The heat of 

the day was becoming evident, with the sun still low in the sky, when Tarkan reined in his 

horse at the edge of the salt flat.
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He had come to the top of a small rise, no different from the dozens of others he had 

crossed that day, except that the grasslands stopped abruptly below him, giving way to an 

utterly flat cracked grey landscape as far as the horizon. A hot wind blew around him as he 

walked his horse down to the edge of the barren expanse. Unsure of what he had found, he 

stepped cautiously forward, and found that the crusty surface gave way beneath his feet to 

solid ground just below. Scanning his surroundings once more, he picked out what he thought 

was a caravan, indistinct in the distance, and took this as evidence that he could cross the 

wasteland.

The further he pressed onto the flats, the more he regretted his decision. By the time the 

sun was midway through the sky, Tarkan could feel it singeing his skin and sucking the 

moisture from him. Still he pressed on, until his head began to swim and he felt blisters 

forming on his bare arms. He gave his horse a meager ration of hot water, took a few 

unsatisfying sips himself, and took shelter beneath his blanket. The ground burned beneath 

him. The air was stifling beneath the blanket, and he feared for his horse. He tried to sleep, 

but could not, and wasted precious hours waiting out the sun. He was forced from under his 

blanket when an acrid vapor began to rise from the earth, stinging his eyes and throat.

All around him, steam rose from the cracks in the earth, gathering into a great fog that 

smelled of salt and sulfur, but which diffused the brutal sunlight. He prayed to Quelestel, gave 

his horse more of his small store of water, and set off slowly across the awful land, leading his 

horse on foot, for fear that riding would kill the beast. The mists parched his throat with every 

breath, until he removed his shirt and tied it around his face. He wrapped his blanket around 

his shoulders to block the sun, which was still strong through the fog. His horse stepped 

gingerly on the scorching earth, and tossed his head and rolled his eyes when the fumes 

became thick. Tarkan whispered to the beast as they walked, and sang muffled songs that 

tore his throat, and they moved slowly forward as the sun sank mercifully toward the horizon.

Gradually the ground cooled, and the abrasive vapors dissipated, and the horse and Rider 

breathed easily and exhaustion began to edge in on them. Tarkan rested again briefly, shared 
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the last of his water with his horse and began to ride hard. Neither he nor the horse was in 

any condition for such riding, but they were strong, and they would not survive another day on 

the salt flats.

No sooner had the sun subsided than a cool wind began to blow, and Tarkan rode in a 

feverish dream. Every step took him nowhere. The land did not change, but gradually it grew 

dimmer as the night came upon them. Then, for a few glorious minutes, everything around 

him burned red, and Tarkan saw the end of the world and laughed. Then it was dark and 

thousands of constellations, unknown even to the clearest prairie night, cast their light on the 

Rider and his horse. He rode like a madman in the new chill of the night, and his horse shared 

whatever it was that had possessed him, and the night became nothing but an endless 

rhythm, a rhythm that would either deliver them from the land or kill them.

The night was moonless, the ground beneath them was black and barren, and the stars 

were indifferent. Tarkan had stopped believing that he was moving at all when a star fell, and 

then another, and Tarkan yelled to the night sky, standing in the stirrups and urging his mount 

faster. His throat tasted of blood, and he thought of his father the Rider, and all the stories he 

had never heard, and then he felt his father riding beside him. Another star fell, and a freezing 

wind ripped across the desert, and Tarkan called out again triumphantly, because he knew 

then that the desert would not kill him that night.

Whether it was minutes or hours before Tarkan saw the torches, he would never know. He 

thought at first that he was looking on a town, and that he had reached the edge of the flats. 

He realized that he was on a long decline, imperceptible without the visual reference of lights 

below him. As he rode forward, he saw that he was approaching a circle of torches. He did 

not rein his horse in until he was upon them. There were shouted words that meant nothing, 

flashes of steel, gleaming horns and distorted faces in torchlight. Tarkan slid, shaking, from 

the saddle and collapsed.

Only vaguely aware of what was happening, he was hauled to his feet, bound roughly, and 

tossed into the back of a wagon. A bit of water was poured into his mouth, but he choked and 
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spit it up, and was given no more. Men were hewing the earth with axes and a dozen muted 

rhythms punctuated the silence of the desert. He was lying on rough rubble with sharp edges. 

He tried to turn himself to a comfortable position, but he could not find one. He gave up and 

was asleep a moment later.

Tarkan woke to a grey dawn, stiff and freezing and cut by the jagged rocks. More had been 

piled around him, and even on top of him. Men with axes dug up large chunks of the ground 

and loaded them into wagons, while armored soldiers in horned helmets watched. They were 

stocky, to a man, with flat faces and golden skin. The workers wore immense beards, bushy 

and black, while the soldiers were clean shaven. None of them paid him a bit of attention.

He could not see his horse. He turned his head as much as possible and the effort caused 

him considerable pain. There was a shout from one of the soldiers, and he worried that he 

had attracted their attention and that he would suffer for it. Instead, the workers stopped all at 

once, and piled into the back of another of the wagons. As the sun broke over the horizon, all 

of the wagons began to move. The wooden wheels bounced on the cracked terrain, and the 

rocks piled around Tarkan pierced and tore his flesh until he felt hot blood on his back. The 

rocks burned in his wounds and Tarkan closed his eyes and willed himself into 

unconsciousness.

The rocks around him were beginning to grow warm, though the sun was still low in the 

sky, when Tarkan opened his eyes again. They travelled now through hilly grassland, over 

which the wagon rattled and jostled even more, and Tarkan gritted his teeth hard to keep from 

calling out in pain. He saw mountains on the horizon-- craggy, brooding, peaks whose snowy 

caps vanished in dark clouds. It seemed impossible to Tarkan that he might make it that far, 

as wretched as his condition was.

Eventually, the wagons slowed and stopped and men began to unload the rocks from 

around Tarkan and toss them onto a great pile, and he was pressed less and less against the 

sharp edges beneath him, until he could sit up and look around. They had come into an 

encampment of round hide tents and strange hairy oxen and piles upon piles of grey rocks 
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from the desert. Even as they uncovered him, his captors did not acknowledge him, aside 

from quick curious glances.

When most of the wagon's cargo had been unloaded, he was hauled to his feet by two of 

the horned soldiers and thrown off the wagon onto the ground. He was pulled to his feet once 

again, and marched between them through the encampment. A group of children watched 

with wide eyes and yelled at him as he passed. His mouth filled with blood and his throat was 

too dry to swallow. They stopped outside a large tent and one of the soldiers went inside. 

After a moment, he was shoved into the tent and thrown to his knees.

They pressed Tarkan's face to the ground, piled thick with carpets. There was a fragrant 

smoke in the air, and Tarkan choked on it. There was a man seated in front of him, and 

colorful designs on the floor and ceiling, but otherwise Tarkan had seen nothing. Now he 

heard a calm, strong voice, and the soldiers took him by the arms and pulled him into a 

kneeling position.

He was in the company of a Dengali man of indeterminate age, sitting crosslegged on 

faded carpets embroidered with elaborate geometric designs. Hanging above the man's head 

was a grinning iron mask with immense blades for horns and dozens of wild braids of hair. 

The ceiling of the tent was covered in beads, deep blue and ivory, depicting the night sky and 

the constellations. All of Tarkan's belongings were arrayed before the man, who scrutinized 

Tarkan with a frown.

The man spoke more words that Tarkan could not understand, and one of the soldiers left. 

A brazier between them let off a smoke that was nearly invisible, except for the distortions that 

it caused in the air. The man wore a simple yellow tunic and dozens of bracelets and 

necklaces in diverse styles, but mostly done in beads. He picked up the scroll case that the 

Shepherd had given to Tarkan, and Tarkan feared that he would break the seal, but instead 

he merely studied it.

The second soldier returned and placed an earthen bowl filled with water in front of Tarkan, 

along with an empty bowl and a coarse cloth. Tarkan looked at him, and he took a mouth full 
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of water and spit it into the empty bowl, and then pressed the water into Tarkan's hands. 

Tarkan rinsed his mouth gratefully and spit out bloody water. The soldier damped the cloth 

and handed it to Tarkan, and he wiped his face and the cloth came away streaked in blood 

and dust. Then he drank. The first sip was agonizing and he nearly choked again, but the 

second was easier, and soon he had drained the bowl. The soldier daubed a cool ointment on 

his blistering arms and face, and after it seared for a moment, the hot throbbing pain receded. 

He closed his eyes and trembled.

"You are not welcome here," said the man in the yellow tunic. The words in Imperial 

Standard were awkward on the man's tongue. Tarkan said nothing, but lowered his eyes to 

the carpet. Then the man said, "You are not a warrior."

It was a statement, not a question, and Tarkan was unsure of how to address the man, so 

he remained silent.

"You are a messenger," the man continued.

Here Tarkan raised his eyes, and the man narrowed his, but it was in scrutiny, not 

displeasure.

Tarkan said merely, "Yes," and lowered his eyes again.

"You are a fool to ride across the salt in the sun."

Tarkan said, "Yes," again, and thought that the man nearly smiled.

"You will live, and you will bear my message."

Tarkan nodded solemnly.

"Denegal will walk again among us..." When he uttered this name, the soldiers on either 

side of Tarkan pressed their foreheads to the ground and murmered reverent words. "...and 

his people will leave this land of salt and evil, and we will cast your people down. You will bear 

my message to your Emperor."

Tarkan looked at the burnished iron mask and its great horns and at the man who sat 

beneath it, addressing him with smoldering eyes. 

"I will bear your message," Tarkan told him.
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More words were spoken that Tarkan could not understand, and one of the soldiers 

gathered his belongings and brought them to him, all except a bag full of coins and scrip.

"Your horse belongs to the warrior who took you," the man in told him, "I will buy him back 

with your gold."

Tarkan was full of questions, but a tumult arose outside, and the soldiers raised him to his 

feet and took him out into the glaring sun. Mounted figures moved all around them, indistinct 

in the brilliant light, and he heard shouts that he understood, in his own language.

"Unhand that man!"

As Tarkan's eyes adjusted, a cavalier in the uniform of an Imperial Captain approached, 

helmetless in the heat, skin brown and weathered with sun. His captors could not have 

understood the words, but they released him nonetheless. There was a full regiment of 

Imperial soldiers in the middle of the settlement, and bearded Dengali workers shoveled 

mounds of salt into wagons bearing an unfamiliar Imperial coat of arms.

The cavalier kicked the nearest Dengali soldier casually in the chest and dismounted. He 

looked Tarkan over and grew angry.

"Have they beaten you?"

The Dengalis shrank back slightly, and made no move for their axes.

"Sir, most of this harm came to me in the desert," Tarkan told him.

The captain shouted two words in a hoarse approximation of the Dengali language, and 

the two Dengali soldiers went back inside the tent.

"We have your horse, Rider, but he is yet unfit to ride. You may take my own. He is the 

best for miles around. I ask only that you commend Captain Staridge to the Shepherd and the 

Elder Generals."

"I thank you, Sir." Tarkan said, bewildered.

"He is well laden with water and provisions. Ride, and we will mete out the appropriate 

punishments to these dogs."

Tarkan mounted the captain's horse and looked around him. He saw his horse, freshly 
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groomed but still haggard from the desert, a short way off. The Shepherd's emblem, in dye on 

the horse's hindquarters, marked him as belonging to a Rider. Beside his horse, a Dengali 

soldier was on the ground. Two Imperial soldiers traded fierce kicks at the soft points in his 

armor, while others shouted encouragement from nearby. All around, workers and women and 

soldiers and children watched with unmasked hatred.

Captain Staridge pointed with his sword.

"You will come to a river after half a day's ride. Turn toward the mountains, and you will 

come to the last keep of the Empire. Be alert in the hinterlands. The beasts there are 

fearsome, and the men are worse."

Tarkan rode from the settlement without a backward glance. Battered and exhausted as he 

was, in the heat of the afternoon, he rode so hard that the sun was not yet near the horizon 

when he reached the river. He stripped and immersed himself in the cold, shallow, water. He 

drank his fill and then lay against the smooth pebbles and let the swift current keep his head 

afloat. He closed his eyes and thought of nothing. After a while, he emerged, shivering, from 

the stream. He lay naked in the sweet smelling grass, and it shielded him from the sun, and 

he slept.

Tarkan did not wake until dawn. Every movement was agony. He found that he could 

barely move his neck, or raise his arms. He was bruised all over his body. Wherever his arms 

and face were not scraped or cut, they were hot and red and peeling. He stretched gingerly. 

The morning was silent, aside from the running brook, and absolutely clear. Tarkan's mind 

was clear as well. As sore as he was, he felt refreshed after his first full night of sleep since 

leaving Merendir. 

He would reach the hinterlands sometime this day, the sixth of his ride. Although he had 

far fewer miles ahead of him than he had already traversed, the remaining portion of his ride 

would be slower and more difficult. He would not be able to change horses after today, and he 

would have to find his own provisions. He would spend two nights in the mountains, if all went 

well. He had been taught that the ascent through the pass should be taken slowly, with plenty 
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of stops for rest and water, or else the Rider and horse could become sick from the 

precipitous climb into thin air.

Tarkan's tale stopped here, at the edge of the Empire, when Corvyne layed a hand on his 

arm. A man had come into the Swan Feather Inn shortly after they had been seated. He had a 

cup of tea, and then left. Corvyne had been trying to place him ever since, and now he had. 

The man belonged to Mardis Dantley, and Corvyne had seen him on Lower Market, near 

Crowley's shop, before they had convened the Congress. If the man had been following them, 

if he had followed them to Crowley's, followed them to the place of the ritual, then every 

person who had attended the Congress would be revealed to the Hidden Gaurd. Corvyne set 

scrip worth a five weight worth in silver under his tea cup and rose, and the Rider rose with 

him, and they set out into the city.
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It was well past noon when the sun broke between the sycamores through the windows of 

a cottage low on the seaward side of the western hill of Merendir. Marta kicked off the sheets 

and buried her face back into the pillow, but the room grew warm quickly, and so she 

stretched and sat up. In the daylight, the room was plain and clean and comfortable. Her head 

throbbed lightly and her mouth was very dry. She found her dress on the floor and pulled it 

back on. She ran her fingers through her hair until there were no more snags, and tied it back.

She sat on the edge of the bed for a while, waiting for Laird to return, before leaving the 

bedroom with some trepidation. She did not know who lived here, if anybody, aside from 

Laird. A short hall took her to a sitting room, and that was the end of the house. There were 

two couches in the sitting room, and a small table, all simple, but made well. There was a tea 

pot on the table, and two cups, and one of them was clean. She felt the tea pot, and it was 

still warm.

Marta sat and poured herself a cup of tea. The cups were made of delicate glass with 

gleaming copper handles, and there was a bowl of sugar on the table. The cottage was airy 

and light, the couches were comfortable. There was even art on the walls. It was a far cry 

from the dark and drafty flat above his store, and even that had been a far cry from anything 

in the Valley. Laird's store must have been doing well. She put a few liberal pinches of sugar 

in her tea, and then put a pinch in her mouth and let it sit there until in turned into water and 

went away. She reclined on one of the couches and looked out into the sycamore grove. The 

next property was close, but the trees provided an illusion of isolation. A squirrel chased a 

potential mate around a tree trunk, and then away. The tea was more fragrant and flowery 

than the black tea familiar to Marta, but it helped to clear her head a little.

It made her uneasy that Laird had gone out without waking her. He had told her that he 

would not be opening the store again until after the races. Things had ended badly enough 

between them that she doubted anybody would think to look for her here, but surely they had 

not ended badly enough that he would betray her to Berekker. Laird had seemed happy 

enough to see her last night, though she had let him misread her motives a bit. They had 
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talked and gotten drunk and gone to bed together, and it had all felt more like it had when 

they were in love than when they hated each other. He worked all the time at his store and 

seemed immensely pleased with himself for being an almost-completely upright citizen. 

Laird had said something about meeting with Grainger today, about the festival that the 

Poorman's Union was throwing to coincide with the Emperor's. That explained his absence, 

but she still could not shake her ill ease, imagining absurdly that Berekker himself might 

appear at Laird's door at any moment-- if Berekker even still lived. Marta had been fairly 

successful at putting the events in the warehouse out of her mind. She had even slept 

soundly, through a combination of exhaustion and drink.

Now she remembered Berekker's motionless form, the Islander's sword, dripping with 

blood. The image of the eye, and sound of the scream from inside the crate had come to her 

every so often when she and Laird were talking, and had certainly been one of the reasons 

she had thrown herself at the bottle. Whenever she saw the eye, it was human. She knew she 

was misremembering, but she could not shake the image.

Shaking off the memory once again, Marta focused on her actual predicament. Idle worry 

did her no good. Marta chewed her lip and stared at the table in front of her. She could not 

stay here forever. She probably could not stay with Laird very long at all, even if last night had 

been surprisingly pleasant. There was no doubt that Berekker was a dangerous man, and 

little doubt that his men would be looking for her. With Sidill recognizing her in the warehouse, 

Berekker's men would have plenty of information to begin to track her. She had antagonized 

Berekker, but she was reasonably certain that if she could talk to him, she could put the 

pieces together, figure out his game, and convince him that she could be useful.

Marta knew a couple people who worked for Berekker, people who liked her well enough. 

When she had spent a few months wasting her nights at the Red Clam, a young Southerner 

named Ayalud had been one of her best drinking companions. He was new to the continent 

and owed a good portion of his knowledge of Imperial Standard to her, especially the dirty 

words. He was very young, and seemed shy, though he had a quiet confidence that she 
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began to see once he opened up to her. She was the only mainlander he talked to, and she 

thought he had developed a small obsession with her. Unfortunately, so had the proprietor of 

the Red Clam-- a big-shouldered, small-minded drunk who had inherited the place from a 

greatly beloved uncle and immediately set about alienating anybody who crossed the 

threshhold. This alienation had come for Marta when he had followed her into the outhouse, 

pinned her against the wall, and stuck a huge dirty hand inside her blouse. She had gouged 

him in the eyes, kneed him in the groin, and left quickly. She had assumed she was not 

welcome back after that night. Ayalud would take a message to Berekker, she just needed to 

lay low until she could find him.

The lock rattled on the front door, and Marta held her breath until the door opened and 

Laird came in and closed the door behind him. He looked tired, and a little old. He was not 

quite ten years older than Marta, so he was still reasonably young, but there were wrinkles in 

the corners of his eyes, and his hair was beginning to dull. It was not unappealing, just odd. 

She stood and he looked mildly surprised to see her. She leaned in without touching him and 

gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and he cleared his throat and smiled reluctantly and 

looked around the room, as if to check whether anything was missing.

"How was your day?" He asked as he stepped around her and went into his small pantry.

"Ok." Marta sat on the couch and smoothed her dress. "The tea was nice. Thank you."

Glass hit glass in the pantry, and Laird stood with his back to her.

"I like that tea. I get it from a Siltian with a shop on Upper Market," he said eventually, 

turning back toward the couch with two tumblers of dark liquor. She could tell he was 

preoccupied.

Marta smiled, and the anticipation of the smell took her back to summer nights not too long 

ago, under patches of clouds and constellations, watching the cast of the Street of Fools act 

out their parts from the roof of Laird's shop. He handed her a glass and she smelled herbs 

from places that she could hardly even imagine. This was the cheap stuff from the Blue 

Forest, where the priests rode wolves, and never washed, and worshipped the trees. She 
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took a sip and it burned her mouth and all the way down her throat. Her stomach was empty 

and she was almost immediately light headed, though her headache was suddenly gone.

"Have you eaten?" Laird asked, and she shook her head.

He went back to the pantry. Marta smiled at the familiarity of his movements. He came 

back with an apple and a crusty roll slathered with lard. She tore into the roll enthusiastically.

"What's Grainger planning?" Marta asked, around a mouthful of food.

"He's going to try to give the commoners an even better time that the Emperor gives the 

nobles, but the money's going to come from giving the nobles all the things they can't get 

inside the palace."

Laird sat next to Marta and knocked back his drink.

"One example... he's going to have a joust on the Street of Fools, and all the knights are 

going to be people that everybody in the Valley knows, but everybody's kept quiet about 

who's competing. You know Lighthall's patrolman, Chasky? He came by to show off his 

armor... Marta, it's great. He's taken hundreds of pottery shards and laced them together like 

scales and then painted them with an emblem of a screaming rat. They'll all be riding 

donkeys, so everything's going to happen really slowly, and their lances are all going to be 

crooked, and every time somebody wins, they'll have to drink a glass of liquor."

Marta laughed, more at Laird's excitement than at the image of the joust.

"Who's going to be competing?"

Laird looked at her for a second and then stood and went back to the pantry.

"This has to be a secret, you understand?"

Laird headed back to the couch with the bottle of Blue Forest liquor. Marta curled her feet 

up underneath her and held out her glass. She smiled mostly to herself as Laird poured them 

each a shot and drank his in a gulp.

"Falson, the doorman at the Lady's Cup; Hedekker, Grainger's chief watchman at the arch; 

Houthhall, the card player; Brastan, the cripple... all sorts of people that you see everywhere. 

Grainger's bookkeepers will be everywhere in the crowds, and he'll have plenty of other 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 221

people there to make sure all the bets go through him. He's got a real Knight of Merendir 

who's going to compete in the joust, plus Rayley, who's going to be Grainger's champion..."

Laird poured himself another drink. Marta finished her drink and moved closer to Laird on 

the couch. He filled her glass obligingly.

"...and there will be whores dressed like ladies, and they'll give locks of their hair to the 

knights who they choose as their champions, and then the biggest bettor on a knight  will get 

to take away the knight's lady after he's defeated."

Marta laughed, and offered a toast to the ladies of the Empire. They both finished their 

glasses and Marta pressed her shoulder up against Laird's. Laird poured more from the bottle 

and put an arm around Marta.

"Grainger needs to find more ladies before the joust. It pays really well..." Laird said, and 

Marta rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes  and felt the warmth of the liquor 

flow through her. "...I told him that you might be interested."

Marta sat up straight and looked at Laird in disbelief, but he looked back at her earnestly.

"You want me to sell myself to the highest bettor in some farsical joust on the Street of 

Fools?" She asked, incredulous. Some kind of regret crept into Laird's face, and he opened 

his mouth, but said nothing.

Marta went to the bedroom and shouldered her pack. Laird was standing when she went 

back into the sitting room, and he looked at her with a hint of pleading in his eyes, but he said 

nothing.  She stopped in front of him, and he still said nothing, so she stepped around him 

and left the cottage. She was on the street before she realized she was still holding his glass. 

She poured out the rest of the liquor, dashed the glass against the paving stones, and went to 

find Ayalud.

The street looked wrong. The stone fences and shade trees seemed silent and insincere, 

and there was not a single person or animal, or even a breeze to stir leaves and the shadows. 

Marta felt tears forming in her eyes, and she blinked them away and sneered at herself. She 

walked quickly and she could smell the Street of Fools before she saw it, dominated by slow 
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roasting mutton, bubbling Island stew, and refuse heaps baking in the sun. She heard notes 

from a clavichord, the only one on the Street of Fools, and then an earnest and melodious 

voice, high-pitched and singing in a language that Marta did not understand.

Marta stepped out on the street and stopped to watch Duxe play for the uninterested 

throng, attended by a pair of rapt, equally serious and unpopular, musicians. Duxe sang with 

his head turned and his eyes closed, his face so contorted by emotion that when he had an 

audience they were always a little embarrassed. He wore colorful skin tight cloth under a 

black satin tunic with a bandolier of tiny daggers across his chest. His voice was too high, his 

chords too intricate, and his lyrics too lofty, but he showed such skill and passion, that the 

people of Merendir supported him even though he baffled them and they snickered as they 

passed.

The people were out this afternoon, but the whole street had a preoccupied air, strangely 

quiet, like everybody was on some last important errand before the holiday. Duxe finished a 

song with a piercingly sustained note, and his audience of two applauded him loudly for a 

while. Only then did he open his eyes to look at her, cocking his head.

"Well, Marta."

In speech, his voice was always a little cool and his pronounciation immaculate.  

"Hiya, Duxe. I'm looking for the kid Southerner that works for Berekker. The shy one. You 

seen him?"

"I'm wonderful, thank you so much for asking," Duxe said, inspecting his knuckles one by 

one.

"Well, I'm not. I'm in trouble, Duxe. We'll catch up later. I'll even buy us a bottle of wine. 

Right now, though, I really need to find that kid."

"Ayalud? As a matter of fact, I saw him going into Food and Ale no more than a half an 

hour ago."

Leward's tavern was called "Food and Ale" because that was all there was on his simple 

sign. Marta did not relish the idea of showing up there, because Leward was surely angry at 
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her for running off, especially during dinner. Nevertheless, she patted Duxe on the cheek and 

set off down the street toward the tavern. She thought she was in great luck when, just as she 

was nearing the place, Ayalud stepped out into the street. He noticed her coming toward him 

and she grinned and waved at him. He grinned too, but something was wrong. His eyes 

darted away from her for an instant, across the street, to where two other Southerners stood 

at the mouth of an alley. Ayalud had never patronized Food and Ale. She turned to run and 

the three men came after her, and she wondered whether Ayalud had betrayed his 

companions to her on purpose.
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Emperor Galant heard the merrymaking before he reached the palace walls. The sunlight 

had not yet faded from the golden spire, so Galant was not yet late for the feast. The 

afternoon had been exhausting, and Galant looked forward to a roasted bird and a goblet of 

wine. Court had begun just after sunrise and now it was dusk. He had wanted to take a ride to 

clear his head, but the streets were already filling with revellers, and by the time he and his 

riding party had navigated the crowd to the city gates, there was hardly time left to reach a full 

gallop before he had to turn back. At least the crowds had greeted him with cheers. As lean 

as the times might be, in Merendir the people were in good spirits.

At court, the mood was entirely different. He enjoyed the company of many of his lords and 

ladies, but these were not typically the ones who lingered at court. He sat for hours in the 

slightly dreary audience hall, accepting obsequious words of homage and a multitude of gifts, 

sorting out ridiculous squabbles, and staring at the details of faded, dusty, tapestries that he 

had memorized years ago. Maybe other Emperors, or the Vaultkeeper, would see the pile of 

gifts-- old gold and gemstones-- and find satisfaction in the growing treasury. Maybe the 

Mouse would look at a Siltian urn and see newly cobbled streets, maybe the Shepherd would 

see a a freshly walled keep in the trio of jeweled scabbards, and maybe the Hawk would look 

eagerly at a platinum ring and imagine a new man in the shadowy corners of some 

mysterious foreign court, but Galant did not. The Emperor merely tried to sound sincere as he 

expressed his gratitude again and again for heirlooms that all had remarkably similar stories.

 Galant's tedium had been relieved only twice. The first was when Lord and Lady Weylann 

had appeared to pay their respects with their stunning daughter. Derra had look directly into 

his eyes several times, and he had not been shy about looking back. He had been 

embarrassed briefly when it became clear that he had not listened to a single word that Lord 

Weylann had spoken, but the lord and lady had seemed pleased by Galant's interest in their 

daughter. Somebody had sniffed at the back of the room, and there had been scattered 

laughter, but Derra had not seemed to care. When it came time to bid the Weylanns farewell, 

Galant had descended from his throne to kiss Derra's hand. He thought he had been very, 
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well, gallant.

The only other redeeming moment in the day had been when Lord Horast Mainer had 

arrived. Horast was Galant's favorite uncle. He ruled the strategically and economically vital 

area where the Addenines meet the sea on the Siltian border. He ruled from a fortress that 

was by all accounts impenetrable, and had the best trained, richest, and most loyal military in 

the Empire aside from the Emperor himself. He was a war hero, and he still put in good 

showings in tournaments in spite of his advanced age. As Lord Horast Mainer had aged, he 

had become so ornery that some questioned whether his mind was still sound.

Galant knew Lord Mainer's mind to be very sound. Horast had come for no reason other 

than to give Galant a few minutes of amusement, and he provided this by dealing savage 

insults to the most tiresome lords and ladies in the form of backhanded compliments, or 

apparently innocent commentary. Galant heard the murmuring in the court after each affront, 

and eventually he suggested frostily that his uncle choose his words more carefully. His uncle 

did precisely that, and his witticisms become all the more pointed. When it became too much 

to bear, and Galant feared that he might break into laughter, alienating some dozen lords and 

ladies, Galant sent his uncle away and apologized to the assembly.

"Emperor!"

Galant was pulled from his thoughts by a man in the street ahead of them, not far from the 

palace gates. Stennan, looking more regal than the Emperor in his immaculately polished 

armor, crested helm, and blue cloak, moved his horse forward to clear the man out of the way. 

Galant raised his hand. The knight stopped and his mount stepped forward and back 

impatiently a few times. Therazes, helmetless, with long black tresses spilling over his blue 

cloak, danced his stallion sideways until his hip nearly touched Galant's.

The man walked forward a few steps to stand before Galant. He wore a grey cowl, 

weathered and patched. From above, Galant could not see his face at all, but then the man 

threw off his hood and looked up at him, his blue eyes wild and captivating. His voice was rich 

and deep, with an urgent tone and a northern manner of speech.



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 226

"Behold! The moon sheds tears of blood. The Lord Wolf howls to foretell the Age of Tenfold 

Sorrows. That Which Is Not grows restless in The Place Between. The Disciples of the Ever 

Young reveal themselves. Hunger, pestilence, and strife must surely follow. But first, the 

Emperor must die."

The man leapt at Galant. There was a flash of steel and billowing blue cloth, and the man 

crumpled to the ground without so much as a cry. A dagger skidded across the cobblestones. 

Therazes reached over from his horse, grabbed Galant's reins, and lashed both horses 

forward hard, yelling to close the gates. In an instant, they were inside the palace and the 

gates were grinding closed. Stennan had vaulted from his horse and stood facing the city just 

beyond the gate, his sword ready and his helmet burning in the last of the sunlight. Galant's 

view narrowed to a gleam of copper and a stripe of brilliant blue, and then the palace was 

sealed from the outside world. Low in the sky above the palace walls, the full moon loomed 

pale and indistinct, streaked with red in a way that Galant had never seen.

Everything had happened too fast for Galant to be shaken. Now, looking up at the moon, 

Galant felt uneasy. He sat in the saddle looking at the sky for just a moment until Arman, the 

most senior of his knights, was there and Therazes was recounting the incident.

"The man was from Rhouden, I'd say, dressed like a beggar." Therazes reported. Galant 

loved to hear him talk, with his slight, lilting, southeastern accent. "Mad or drunk or both. 

Spoke heresy and prophesied a dark age-- then said 'first the Emperor must die,' and 

attacked with a knife. Stennan got him before he'd taken a step. Probably an isolated event, 

but we should send for Mardis Dantley."

Arman nodded, running a hand over the grey stubble that covered his head, and said, 

"Let's not make too much of this until we hear more from Mardis. If the man acted alone, then 

we have nothing to fear. If there is a conspiracy, we need not let rumor-mongers aid our 

enemies."

Galant heard the gates open slightly and close and then Stennan was at his side again.

"I believe he was alone," the young knight said, addressing Arman. The Emperor might as 
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well not have been there, for all the attention his knights paid him, and that was comforting.

Stennan was the newest, and the most talented, of Galant's knights. Five years ago, at the 

age of twenty, he had been the youngest ever to have full knighthood conferred on him by the 

Church of Quelestel. The following year he had been raised to the Imperial Guard, making 

him ineligible for tournaments, which was a great relief to anybody aspiring to win the joust, 

duel, foot race, or wrestling competition. Like most knights, Stennan spurned archery, 

otherwise he might have swept every tournament for five years. Great lords fought to have 

their sons squire for Stennan.

Stennan dropped to one knee. At first, Galant thought it was a gesture of respect, but then 

the knight swayed and looked as if he might fall over. Arman knelt beside Stennan, raising the 

man's visor and loosening his chin strap. Stennan's face was pale and moist.

"Are you hurt?" Galant asked, climbing from his horse to kneel beside the knight as well. 

He began to unbuckle Stennan's gauntlets as Arman took the helmet from his head.

"No, My Lord." Stennan answered slowly. "I took no injury. I have been suffering from... a 

fever."

Stennan struggled to his feet and replaced his helmet

"It is nothing, my lord." The glimpse of Stennan's face before he pulled his visor closed 

made Galant think otherwise.

"Rest, good Knight. Arman will send for Gresser and he will relieve you. Have you seen a 

healer?"

"The Church..." Stennan stopped, and Therazes reached out to steady him.

By now, a small group of palace guards stood at attention around the Emperor and his 

knights, waiting to see if they could be of service. Arman called three of them over. He 

directed one to wake Gresser and relay orders to him to report to the feast as quickly as 

possible. He directed two more to escort Stennan to his chambers.

Galant went directly to the feast and felt no fear for his safety, with Arman walking beside 

him, even if Arman wore only a tunic and carried only a long knife. Galant was even more 
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exhausted than before, and would have skipped the feast if it had been possible to do so 

gracefully. Some hundred of his lords and ladies were in attendance, seated at long tables 

that ran down the length of the feasting hall. Galant sat at an elevated table at the front of the 

hall, with his back to the hearth. His sister sat at his left hand, his uncle Horast at his right. His 

mother only appeared at social gatherings where she could be seen from a great distance 

and could not speak to anybody, so she was served her dinner in her chambers. Lord 

Corvyne and Lord Dilluther sat at the ends of the table. Galant fantasized for a while about 

finding Derra Weylann and inviting her to join them at the head table, but he did not see her in 

the crowd.

Wine and food were distributed liberally, but Galant ate and drank little. Celani picked at 

her food and drank no wine, and Corvyne seemed lost in thought. Their uncle Horast Mainer 

tried several times to talk to Galant and Celani, and his stories were entertaining, but he got 

little response and eventually turned to Dilluther and spent the rest of the evening in 

conversation with him. Singers came and went, and the Emperor's mood did not seem to 

diminish the enjoyment of his subjects. Lord Brinehall was notably absent, and Lord 

Frenlekker was notably present, deep in drink and offending the singers by adding his own 

massive voice to theirs whenever he thought he knew a line or two of the song. Ordinarily, 

Galant would have enjoyed this. He liked Lord Frenlekker, whose obnoxious behavior 

frequently offended the stuffier lords and ladies and mortified Lady Frenlekker. Galant would 

usually try to subtly encourage Frenlekker to misbehave, but not tonight.

Eventually, the feast began to wind down and the guests headed to their chambers to rest 

before the celebration began in earnest the next day. Galant returned gratefully with Celani 

and his guards to the inner ring of the palace, nodding to the city guard who opened and 

closed the gates to let them through. Galant did not want to be alone yet. Arman and 

Therazes, both now in their full armor, took their places on either side of the door to the 

imperial chambers.

Galant's mother stood just inside the door, looking around her and wringing her hands. 
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She directed her unfocused stare toward her children and worked her mouth silently for a 

moment before she spoke.

"Is tonight the night?" She clutched her threadbare robe around her and began to shuffle 

away down the hall, her ragged slippers scuffing against the stones.

"Is tonight the night?" She repeated, to nobody, and then she turned a corner and was 

gone.

Galant turned to his sister, who stared after their mother, face blank.

"Will you join me for a glass of sherry before bed?"

Celani nodded silently, and clutched her shawl around her, unconsciously mimicking her 

mother in a way that Galant found unnerving. She followed him to his chambers, where the 

knights Gresser and Ersaphis took up their positions on either side of his door.

Galant threw another log on the fire. The evening was not cold, but he felt chilled and it 

seemed that his sister did as well. The moonlight that spilled across the floor was pink. Galant 

drew his curtain quickly, without looking at the strange moon, and went to his dresser, where 

a fine crystal decanter held the last of his favorite vintage of Rhoudenian sherry, aged for 

thirty years in oak barrels in the depths of a cave in the Addenines, then hauled laboriously 

over the mountains for the pleasure of the Emperors of Merendir.

"You are upset." Celani said. She perched on the edge of his bed, back straight and hands 

folded. Galant poured two glasses of sherry, a red so dark that it was nearly black. He handed 

one to Celani and she sipped it. He warmed his in his hand and walked over to stare into the 

fire.

"Somebody tried to kill me today. Don't tell anybody," Galant doubted his sister even had 

anybody to tell, "until Mardis Dantley can investigate. It's nothing important, just a madman, 

but it got to me. He ranted for a while-- strange things-- about the moon shedding tears of 

blood, about an age of terrible hardship... wolves, disciples, 'that which is not.' Then he said 

that I must die, and he tried to stab me." He turned to his sister and smiled thinly. "I guess I 

won't make much of a warrior if I can't handle people trying to stab me." Celani did not smile 
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back, but stared into her glass. Galant went on. "It all happened so fast, it was over before I 

had time to react. Stennan killed the man before I even saw the knife."

"You are lucky to have warriors such as Stennan. No harm will come to you among your 

guards. They are the best in all the world." Celani sipped her sherry with unconsciously 

precise manners, born from years of desperately trying not to offend anybody. Sometimes 

Galant teased Celani about Stennan. He noticed how her eyes followed the young knight and 

how quick she was to praise his skill. Now he did not feel like joking.

There was a knock at his door-- a rare occurrence ever, but especially at this hour. Galant 

opened the door to find Lord Dilluther and Mardis Dantley. Dilluther was one of maybe two 

dozen living men and women who had seen the inner chambers of the imperial palace. So far 

as Galant knew, Mardis Dantley had never been to the inner chambers. He averted his eyes 

uncomfortably, and Galant wondered if they too had encountered his mother in the corridor. 

Dilluther cleared his throat.

"Please excuse us, my lord. I'm afraid we must trouble you for a moment of your time."

"Yes, of course." Galant stepped aside and the men entered the room. Dilluther looked 

over to his niece.

"I'm sorry, dear, but we must speak to your brother alone," he said to her, with a strained 

smile.

Celani nodded, set down her glass, and left silently. Galant faced the men. Dilluther spoke 

first.

"What we have come to tell you is not easy..."

Galant set down his glass.

"We thought you should be aware..." Dilluther began again, picking up Celani's glass and 

swirling the sherry around inside.

Mardis spoke quickly, precisely. "As you are probably aware, there are various 

underground groups in Merendir that dabble in dark rituals-- heretical, to be sure, but fairly 

harmless, or so we thought."
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Dilluther mumbled something uncomfortably into his great, black, mustache.

"Pardon me?" Mardis asked, but Dilluther shook his head. Mardis continued.

"We are beginning to understand their structure, and the extent of their influence, and it 

is... troubling."

Dilluther scowled and started, "The man who tried to kill you..." before stopping and 

looking back to Mardis Dantley.

"We have been collaborating with the Candle in our investigation. He has found very 

troubling historical accounts of the grey priests, followers of a dead rebel, Stelmarren..."

"...Also known as 'The Ever Young,'" Dilluther interjected.

"...A name cited by the man who tried to kill you today," Mardis pointed out, unnecessarily, 

then added, "who was, incidentally, dressed as one might expect a grey priest to dress."

The two men waited for Galant's response, but he had none. He was tired, and wanted 

them to get to point. When it became clear that Galant had nothing to say, Mardis Dantley 

continued.

"These groups of heretics, to which the grey priests belong, are bound together into a 

larger society known as The Order of Learned Men of Old Blood. It is loosely organized, but 

its influence is far greater than we expected."

"They used the Hidden Guard to arrest and execute a man, without Mardis knowing. It 

made no sense until..." Dilluther trailed off and stared at the floor.

"The Order has a ruling council of sorts-- the 'Dark Council'..." Now Mardis trailed off. 

Whatever the two men were getting at, neither one of them wanted to be the one to tell him.

"Mardis' men saw a meeting last night..."

"A ritual..."

"My Lord," Dilluther finally blurted out, "we believe that Lord Corvyne is a member of this 

Dark Council."

"We've come to request permission to arrest him."

Galant was stunned. He stared first at Mardis Dantley and then at Dilluther.
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"Impossible," the Emperor snapped.

"We believe it to be true," Dantley said.

"I will not let you arrest Lord Corvyne," Galant said angrily. "I suggest you both leave now 

and I will try to forget that you ever came." He glared at Dilluther, who turned red. "Why could 

this not wait until the morning?"

Dilluther spoke coldly. He was not accustomed to being lectured by Galant.

"The attempt on your life was made today by a man who very likely belongs to a very 

dangerous organization. We have been investigating this organization, and we have good 

evidence that the Seer is a member of its ruling council."

Mardis added, "I assure you that we will treat Lord Corvyne with utmost respect. I'm 

certain that Lord Corvyne, if he's innocent of these intrigues, will understand that we acted as 

we had to in order to protect you."

Galant cut Mardis off.

"I will hear no more of this. Tell my guards to let no one further into the inner chambers. I 

will rest and, out of respect for your stations, I will reconsider this matter in the morning. For 

now, Lord Corvyne will not be disturbed, nor shall the accusations be repeated outside of this 

room. That is all, you may go."

Galant opened the door, and his uncle and Mardis Dantley walked out. His uncle appeared 

chagrined, but Dantley was angry. Galant sat on his bed and massaged his temple. Ashir 

Corvyne and the elder Lord Corvyne had been indispensable members of the Imperial court 

under five emperors. Galant's father had given him his first sword, but Ashir Corvyne had 

showed him how to handle it. Galant's father had financed lavish parties when Galant and 

Celani had come of age, but Corvyne had tried to make sure that they enjoyed them. When 

Galant's father, the Emperor, had flown into rages and beaten Galant, nearly killing him on at 

least one occasion, it had been Corvyne that had calmed the Emperor, treated Galant's 

wounds, and explained to Galant that his father no longer understood what he was doing, that 

his mind was gone and that his body would soon follow.
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Lord Dilluther did not have friends to speak of, aside from Lord Blackwell, but Ashir 

Corvyne must have been as near to one as anybody. The two had served together as soldiers 

and then as advisors for nearly three decades. Dilluther was not prone to rash decisions. 

Galant wondered for the first time if there might be something to what the man said, but he 

banished the thought. He was well guarded. He could not be safer than he was in his 

chambers. The matter would wait until the morning.
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Cadras met Halvered in one of the private rooms at the Wayfarer's Beacon. Grainger often 

had a man there, but Halvered had a thing for one of the bar maids and he had insisted. 

Cadras let himself in the back way and kept his hood on until he got to the room. Halvered 

was there already. Cadras had slept for an hour an a half. He felt no less tired than before, 

but his hands had stopped shaking. Halvered looked calm and smug, despite the ugly purple 

bruises across his forehead and cheeks. He sat with his feet on the table, picking his teeth 

with the tip of his knife.

"Did you kill him?" Cadras asked after his lieutentant in the guard, who had been 

responsible for Halvered's beating. Cadras cared nothing for the man, but thought he should 

know his fate after having given Halvered directions to his apartment.

"Nah." Halvered grinned. "Just his family."

Cadras nodded and sat.

"Gimme a smoke." Halvered said, putting his feet on the floor and leaning across the table. 

Cadras smelled alcohol on his breath.

"Are you drunk?"

"Nah." The old thief narrowed his eyes. He was drunk. "Besides, drunk or sober, Halvered 

of Tyletos is the best at his trade. That's one thing that you will have to remember, because 

when we do this, you have to do exactly what I tell you. Got that?"

Cadras nodded and pushed a cigarette across the table.

"Are you ready?" Cadras asked. The older man coughed.

"First you better pay for my dinner."

Cadras set a silver coin on the table. Halvered grunted as he stood. Cadras cut a chunk of 

casper gum and put it in his mouth.

"You like that stuff?" Halvered chuckled.

"It has its purpose."

Halvered reached out and took the gum. He held it just above the table and scraped it 

quickly with the edge of his knife. The oxidized part fell to the table in a fine powder. Halvered 
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tossed the lump, now shiny, back to Cadras, and scraped the powder into a pile. He picked up 

half the pile with the tip of his knife and snorted it into his nose.

"That's how you do it."

Cadras spat his gum into a handkerchief and put it back in his pocket. He imitated 

Halvered. For an instant, lights burst in front of his eyes, and then every trace of fatigue left 

him. There was none of the stomach wrenching bile that he got when he chewed the stuff. His 

head was clearer than it had been in days.

Halvered was grinning at him. Cadras grinned back.

"Let's go." Halvered said, reaching for the door. Cadras held him back.

"Did you figure out who Grainger's man is?"

"Dark haired, funny looking, kind of short."

"Hmm... Feder, maybe? See if it's clear out there."

Halvered opened the door and stepped out into the hall. He looked around and then 

nodded and went toward the back of the tavern. Cadras followed, hood up, hoping his face 

could not be seen from the dining room. He slid through the back door into the alley. As the 

door closed, something struck him hard in the small of the back and sent him sprawling.

Cadras rolled aside as he hit the ground, pulling a dagger from his belt, and leapt to his 

feet. Two hooded men with cudgels had been waiting beside the door and now they came 

toward him. Cadras feinted forward, letting his dagger flash in the dim light that escaped the 

sooty window, then fell back. The men moved toward him more cautiously. Cadras feinted 

forward again. The men were not any larger than him.  One of them took a step backward, but 

the other kept after him. Cadras moved back again quickly, and Halvered was beside him.

"They've got swords." Halvered muttered. Cadras saw that it was true, each man carried a 

short sword-- more of a long dagger, really, exactly the length that was allowed in the city 

without special papers. They could have killed him with the first blow if that was what they 

meant to do. Cadras fell back another step, and grasped his dagger by the blade, ready to 

throw. The two men stopped. One of them spoke.
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"Grainger wants to talk to you, but first he wants you to bleed a little." Cadras knew the 

voice.

"That's good, Marke, but I don't want to bleed, and you don't want to bleed, so why don't 

you take him a message for me instead."

Marke was younger than Cadras, and far newer to the Union. Cadras tried to see who the 

other man was, but could not penetrate the shadows of the hood. He was too tall to be Feder. 

Marke's hood moved slightly, as if he was glancing toward the other man uncertainly. No 

doubt this was a test for Marke, and the other man was a senior Union member sent along to 

observe him.

"I'm sorry, Cadras, but I can't do that," Marke said, with unconvincing authority.

Marke came at him, swinging his cudgel, and Cadras let the dagger fly. It caught the ample 

peak of Marke's hood, pulling it from his head and exposing the startled face of a boy who 

could not yet grow whiskers. Marke stopped short, gaping, as the dagger sparked against the 

wall behind him. Cadras pulled another dagger from his sleeve. Halvered laughed, and Marke 

flushed and snarled an undiscernable oath. He moved forward again, but the other man 

caught him by the arm.

"Alright, Cadras." Now Cadras recognized the voice of Rayley, one of Grainger's 

lieutenants. "What's your message?" Rayley was loyal and ruthless. His hand was on his 

sword and he was moving toward Cadras.

"I have a gift for Grainger-- two gifts, actually. I also have information about the Emperor's 

Hidden Guard."

Rayley snorted and Marke laughed too loudly. Though Rayley scoffed, Cadras could see 

he had piqued his interest.

Cadras continued, nearly truthfully. "Tell Grainger that I've been recruited for the Hidden 

Guard by a man called Mardis Dantley. That is why I have been avoiding association with the 

Union. Tell him that I'll come see him as soon as I possibly can, and that I sincerely hope that 

my gifts will make up for my deliquence."
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Rayley stepped forward again. Cadras was now within reach of his blade. Cadras was 

certain that he could have a dagger in Rayley's neck before he could draw his sword.

"And what do you have for me and the boy?"

"A bottle of Fellnian spirits?" Cadras offered.

"Made from the Tillet root? I don't drink the cheap stuff." Rayley slid his sword halfway out 

of the sheath.

"Of course, made from Tillet root. It can't be called Fellnian, otherwise."

Rayley jammed his sword back in its sheath and stepped back, clapping Marke on the 

back and asked, "You ever been drunk on Fellnian spirits, boy?"

Marke shook his head. Cadras sheathed his dagger and walked as calmly as he could 

between the two men to retrieve the blade that he had thrown. He turned and lit a cigarette 

with his alchemist's vial. Marke watched with wide eyes.

"The Tillet root effects the mind in profound ways." Cadras told Marke. "Many in the east 

believe ingesting the Tillet root is the only way to perceive truth in the universe, but don't 

worry, I sincerely doubt you will experience anything of the sort. The Siltian scholar 

Ramanedes went so far as to propose that the gods of the north were created by energies 

that stemmed from a social madness attributable to massive habitual intake of spirits brewed 

from the Tillet root."

Rayley spat.

"What he's trying to tell you, kid, is that it's a good drunk."

Cadras turned and walked away, Halvered at his side. He half expected a blow to land at 

any moment, but none did. When they had walked some distance, Halvered spoke.

"You've got some talent, kid. Why'd you join the Poorman's Union?" The older thief asked. 

Cadras shrugged. Halvered went on. "The Union leeches off people with talent, or else it tries 

to kill them. You don't need them."

"They use me, and I use them." Cadras told him.

"I knew Grainger when he was a whelp like you, scraping by in the Valley with nothing to 
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his name. He wasn't that skillful, just mean and ambitious."

"The Poorman's Union offers ambitious people who are scraping by in the Valley the 

chance to get out. What happened between you and Grainger anyway?"

Halvered snarled and spat, and Cadras did not press him. They climbed a steep side 

street toward the library, passing through a small square where the flower market had closed 

for the day, but petals still littered the ground. They walked quickly, in silence. Cadras drank in 

every detail around him. He saw small variations in the shades of colors that he had never 

noticed before, saw every wrinkle and every pore on the faces of the men and women they 

passed.

The rudimentary plan was clear to both of them, but it was shorter on details than Cadras 

would have liked. He had long since given up on the notion that Halvared was some kind of 

expert on the library's security. It mattered little. Halvared of Tyletos would serve his purpose.

The old thief led Cadras down an alley near the library, flanked by the backsides of brick 

and mortar buildings, mostly shops with living quarters on top. Most were built shoulder-to-

shoulder, but Halvered led Cadras to a place where two buildings stood nearly a yard apart. 

The space between them served as a trash heap.

"Climb," Halvered hissed at Cadras, and then leapt with spryness that defied his years 

above the refuse, pressed his hands and feet against the walls, and scrambled quickly to the 

roof. The mortar of these buildings had not been touched up in a long time. Cadras dug his 

fingertips into the spaces between the bricks and pulled himself up above the filth. He did not 

rotting things, and he could feel the heat rising from the trash heap. Nevertheless, he went 

into the space between the buildings and climbed, imitating Halvered somewhat less 

gracefully, being unpracticed in this particular feat of acrobatics. The smell subsided as he 

climbed. He hauled himself onto the roof and looked out over the library compound.

The broad walls of the library rose nearly as high as the roof of the building where they 

stood. They faced the gardens. The main courtyard was obscured, being separated from the 

gardens by another high wall, but torchlight wavered from within. The gardens were dark. The 
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citadel that housed the library stacks loomed above the cypress and sycamores, a silent, 

dark, mass, with only a few points of lamplight in the windows. The street below them was 

quiet, infused with the strange red light of the moon. A lone sentry paced half-heartedly near 

the gate, far to the north.

"Let's have some more of the gum before we go in." Halvered suggested. Cadras pulled 

out what he had left, a chunk no larger than his thumb. They knelt down behind the parapet, 

where the wind did not touch them. Cadras shaved a pile of powder into Halvered's palm. 

Halvered pressed his hand to his face, snorted noisily, and licked his palm, chasing it with a 

long swig of something foul from his flask.

"Yeah!" Halvered exclaimed, too loudly. Halvered shaved a large pile of the powder into 

Cadras' hand and Cadras took it all at once, wiping his hand on his cloak. He was ready for 

anything.

Halvered shrugged his knapsack from his back an pulled out a padded hook and a length 

of rope. He swung the hook around a few times, and let go. The rope ran through his hands 

as the hook sailed in a low arc toward the library walls. As the hook passed the wall, Halvered 

closed his hand around the rope and jerked it back expertly. The hook bit into top of the wall 

with a faint thud. He walked to the chimney, topped with a hood supported by iron bars. 

Cadras watched closely as Halvered whipped through a complicated knot to secure the rope 

to one of these bars.

"Walk lightly," Halvered whispered to Cadras, and then he stepped out onto the rope. It 

took him only a moment to cross the street and step onto the library wall. Cadras had 

practiced walking on ropes before, but had never had occassion to walk a rope more than an 

inch or two above the ground, nor had he ever walked a rope at an incline. He stepped out 

onto the rope without hesitation, and let his momentum carry him forward. He was slightly 

surprised a moment later when he stepped safely from the rope to join Halvered on the library 

walls.

Halvered dislodged the hook from the stones, and handed it to Cadras.
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"You do it." He said.

Cadras tugged sharply on the hook, but the rope stayed firmly tied to the post on the 

opposite roof. He could feel Halvered looking over his shoulder, appraising him. Cadras 

imagined the coils of the knot, and how the rope ran through them. He tugged again, down 

and to the left across his body. The knot unraveled and fell quietly to the street below. 

Halvered coiled it around his forearm, and shoved it back into his knapsack.

The two men crouched atop the walls.

"You see the cats?" Halvered whispered.

Cadras peered out into the darkness beneath the trees, but saw nothing. Halvered was 

rummaging through his bag again. He pulled a large hemp parcel from his bag and handed it 

to Cadras. Cadras unwrapped it and found that it was filled with bloody chunks of meat.

"Spread those around," Halvered instructed. "Try to get them five or ten feet from the 

walls."

Cadras moved close to the battlements. His feet did not make a sound in his padded 

slippers. At each opening, he tossed a few fist sized chunks of meat to the grass below. When 

he had distributed the whole package in this way, he headed back toward Halvered, wiping 

his hands on the cloth. Below, he saw dark, graceful shapes emerging from the trees. Cadras 

sneered. A dog would have already alerted the guards. The great cats were silent, entirely for 

show. Cadras supposed that a common burglar might find them terrifying.

"We are not common burglars," Cadras said aloud, grinning over at Halvered.

The old thief held a long tube in both hands. Beside him, arrayed on a cloth, were an 

variety of darts and vials. Halvered blew into the tube and there was a slight whistling sound. 

Cadras could not tell where the dart had gone. Halvered dipped another dart into one of the 

vials, slipped it into the back of the blow tube and took aim again. Three dark cats the size of 

wolves stalked at the base of the walls, silently devouring the meat. One turned its head 

suddenly and hissed, and Halvered loaded another dart. On top of the wall near the gate, 

maybe two hundred yards from them, the light of a lantern turned their way.
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"Sentry." Cadras whispered. Halvered loosed another dart. Cadras counted five cats now. 

One lay on its side, the end of its tail twitching. Two more lay down as a sixth cat emerged 

from the trees. Halvered blew once more into the tube, reloaded, and then wrapped the darts 

again and stuck them into the pocket of his cloak. The sentry was moving slowly, but was 

drawing closer. Halvered clicked his tongue in irritation.

"The hook will make too much noise. Can you jump?"

Cadras looked down over the edge of the wall. It looked to be at least a thirty foot fall. The 

sentry was closing in on them. In no more than a minute or two, they would be visible in the 

light of his lantern. If Halvered could jump, Cadras could jump. Halvered looked back and 

forth a few times between the approaching sentry and the cats, still active, below. Then he 

drew his sword, blackened with oil and soot, and jumped.

Cadras gabbed the top of the battlement, swung himself over and pushed off from the wall. 

He landed quietly, but hard. Pain shot up through his leg and hip. He pitched forward into the 

grass and scraped his palms. When he raised himself again, he was being regarded by a pair 

of gleaming eyes, not an arm's length away. Cadras let a dagger slide from his sleeve into his 

hand and waited, agonizingly conscious of the light that was creeping up behind him. The cat 

went into a crouch and padded forward a step. Cadras tensed, watching for any ripple in the 

cat's muscles that would betray the attack. Instead, the cat lay down and rested its head on 

the grass. The next moment, Halvered had it by its hind legs, dragging it into the trees.

Cadras went quickly to the tree line to join Halvered. The two men watched tensely to see 

if the sentry would pause, if he had seen or heard anything, but the light of the lantern 

brightened and then dimmed as the sentry passed them. Cadras looked around at the 

panther laying on the ground all around them, their sides rising and falling gently. It was 

unnerving.

"How long will they sleep?" He asked.

"Just a few minutes." Halvered had withdrawn a vial and a cloth and was dabbing 

something on the nose of each of the sleeping cats. "That's why we have this stuff, too."
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"What is that stuff?"

Halvered shrugged.

"The first one knocks large animals out quickly. This one takes longer to set in, but keeps 

them out longer. They'll both kill smaller animals, and the second one has a strange effect on 

humans."

"What's that?"

"It makes them crazy, like the world is coming to an end."

As they walked through the gardens toward the library, Cadras scoffed again at the 

library's defenses. The wide walls, the panthers, and the sentries with lanterns all made an 

excellent show of security, but they were self-defeating in practice. It would be better to have 

walls that could not be walked on, dogs that would bark, and sentries who were not night 

blind. Without gardens, the thieves would be crossing bare ground right now, visible from any 

point on the walls. Knights, while no doubt good in a fight, could be heard from far away and 

were easily avoided. The library was much more suited to withstand a siege than it was to 

keep out a pair of thieves. Cadras supposed that was what you got when you put a knight in 

charge.

They were nearing the walls of the citadel when Cadras heard a thud and a muted cry 

from Halvered. A massive cat, larger than the others, had vaulted from the trees onto his 

back. Halvered groaned weakly as the panther wheeled around with a hiss to meet Cadras. 

Cadras had planned for this before he ever entered the trees. He jumped back and unclasped 

his cloak. The panther leapt. Cadras brought his arm in a wide circle, wrapping the thick cloth 

around the cat's head as they collided, and then he was flying backwards, with claws dug 

deep into his chest.

Cadras' head slammed into the earth and all of the air left his lungs. Through the ringing in 

his ears, he heard a snarl, and the cat was off of him, trying to shake the cloak from its head. 

Cadras scrambled to his feet and leapt on the cat, driving his dagger with both hands into its 

back. The blade glanced off the spine, instead of severing it, and the cat began to scream. 
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Every guard in the library would surely be there in a minute. Cadras straddled the sinewy 

beast and pulled it back into his lap, one arm wrapped around its neck, the other pressing the 

hilt of his dagger, keeping it buried the cat's body. The cat flailed and writhed against Cadras, 

but could not turn itself against the knife blade. Using strength he had not known that he 

possessed, Cadras held the cat by the neck, yanked his dagger from its back, and drew the 

blade sharply across its throat. The cat tried to drag itself away into the trees as its scream 

turned to a gurgle.

Cadras rose shakily, and plunged his dagger into the base of the cat's skull. He retrieved 

his cloak, but it had been shredded. He fastened it around his neck anyway, so as not to 

leave any more evidence of his passage. Halvered was struggling to rise. Cadras helped him 

to his feet. They listened for a moment, but did not hear anybody approaching.

Halvered's shirt and cloak had been torn down the back, but the gashes in his skin were 

not deep. Cadras examined his own wounds. Three deep gashes ran down his chest, starting 

just below his collar bone. He was covered in blood, but it was difficult to say how much of it 

belonged to him. He could tell that the pain should be intense, but it was distant.

"Give me the gum," Halvered demanded and Cadras complied. "Hold out your hands."

Halvered shaved a large pile of powder into Cadras' hands, leaving only a tiny plug of the 

gum. He licked his finger and stuck it into the pile of powder. His finger came up white and he 

jammed it into one of Cadras' wounds. Cadras gasped at the pain and his vision blurred. 

Before Cadras could object, Halvered had rubbed the stuff in each of Cadras's wounds. Then 

he turned and raised his shirt. Cadras rubbed the remainder of the powder into Halvered's 

wounds and by the time he finished, the pain of his injuries had subsided to a dull ache.

"Somebody must have heard the cat screaming." Cadras said.

Halvered nodded, "It could have been two cats fighting."

Cadras was skeptical, but nobody seemed to be coming to check the noise out.

"I guess none of the guards want to come in here, either. That doesn't mean they won't be 

waiting for us when we go into the library." Cadras did not care what was waiting for them 
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when they got into the library. He wanted the book, and he was prepared to do whatever he 

had to to get it. He had already wrestled and killed a panther. Woe to the knight who tried to 

stop him now.

"You feel anything?" Halvered asked. For a moment, Cadras did not know what he was 

talking about, then he realized that he was not in the least bit of pain.

"Not a thing. Let's go in."

They had reached the citadel. Ivy climbed far above their heads, clinging to the broad, 

seamless masonry of the walls. The first openings were many yards up, and even then the 

windows were hardly more than arrow slits, with no sill or handhold. The stones were smooth 

and would provide no purchase. Cadras scanned the treetops for more panthers.

"How do we get in?" Halvered asked, after pondering the walls for a minute.

"When these moods came upon me..." Cadras whispered.

"What?"

"'When these moods came upon me, I could slip from my chambers and travel not three 

yards, with scant chance of happening upon a single soul, and spend my afternoon among 

the trees and warm breezes from the sea.' That was written in Balearin's Treatise, more of a 

memoir really, on stewardship of the library. He had long reclusive periods where he could not 

bear the company of people. The antechamber runs for some fifty yards from the main 

entrance, across the whole breadth of the library, so his chambers must have been past this 

point. If he could slip three yards from his chamber into the gardens, there must be another 

door between here and the garden fence."

"Brilliant!" Halvered hissed, loudly. Every muscle in his face was tense, his eyes wide. 

They began to work their way along the wall. The garden became wilder as they walked, with 

vines hanging from a thick canopy and undergrowth that snagged Cadras' soft slippers and 

threatened to tear them.

"Watch for panthers," Halvered whispered, unnecessarily. They moved slowly, watching 

the trees. There was no chance of being seen from the walls from here, but that gave the men 
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little reassurance. The further they went, the more certain Cadras became that they would be 

attacked.

Finally, buried in a tangle of ivy, Cadras saw a seam in the wall. He grabbed two fistfuls of 

the creeping vines and tore them aside, revealing a corner of a small door, slightly recessed, 

and almost indistiguishable from the stones around it. Cadras pulled the ivy away until he 

found a small keyhole.

"Nobody has gone in or out this way for years." Cadras whispered.

"We're being stalked." Halvered whispered back. He and Cadras stood back to back, with 

the older man watching the trees. Cadras removed his tools and knelt before the door. He 

took a deep breath. This would take patience. He raked the inside of the lock.

"Four pins." Cadras chose another tool. He fought his urge to look back into the woods 

and tried to concentrate on his task. He heard Halvered's blade slide from its sheath. The lock 

had succumbed to the years of disuse and rust had made it rigid. Cadras put a few drops of 

oil inside the lock and then used his ruined cloak to oil the outside liberally. The lock would 

need to give at least a little before he could begin to coax the pins into alignment.

"Three cats." Halvered whispered.

Cadras jammed a broad flat bar into the lock and tried to move the mechanism back and 

forth, so the oil could work its way between the pieces. It did not give at all.

"Everything's rusted together." Cadras snarled. His hands were beginning to sweat.

Halvered spat.

"Switch with me."

"I can get it." Cadras strained against the bar.

"Switch with me!" Halvered commanded. Cadras left the bar in the door and spun around 

to stand beside Halvered. For a moment, he saw nothing but darkness among the trees. Then 

he saw a pair of eyes, watching from only a few paces away.

"Where are they?"

"They're all on the ground. One straight ahead and two five yards to the right. I just need 
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one minute. This is going to be a little loud."

Cadras smelled a sweet chemical odor from behind him. Ahead of him, he saw the three 

panthers. One of them, bolder than the others, was creeping forward. Cadras guessed that he 

was within range of the panther's leap. He unstopped his alchemist's vial with one hand and 

poured a stream onto the blade of his dagger. As the liquid met the air, it burst into flame, 

coating the weapon, and dripping down to pool at his feet. He leapt at the most inquisitive of 

the panthers and swung his dagger in a broad fiery arc. As he landed, he swung the vial and 

sent drops of flame spraying around him. The panthers withdrew, but did not retreat. The 

closest one began to move forward again almost immediately. The alchemist had warned 

Cadras that the vial would explode if it was left open too long. Cadras wondered how long that 

would take. The vial was getting very hot. He waved it once more in front of him, splashing 

flame toward the encroaching cats, and then stoppered it again.

A small arc of flame burned along the ground. Cadras charged forward, waving his dagger 

wildly. The trail of flame was growing thin. Cadras was certain that he could not hold the 

panthers back much longer with mere bravado. He retreated slowly toward the door, slashing 

every so often with his dagger to make increasingly pathetic trails of fire in the air.

There was a sharp cracking noise.

"Come on!" Halvered whispered. Cadras jumped forward with one more swing. As soon as 

he landed, he turned and ran for the door. Halvered was inside. The opening was small, and 

mostly covered with ivy. Cadras could not tell if he was being pursued. He was three strides 

from the door when he began to consider how to make it through the door quickly and quietly 

without becoming entangled in the net of ivy that still covered most of the door.

Halvered stood in the doorway, looking past Cadras.

Cadras jumped head first through the small opening. His foot caught the ivy, and the ivy 

tore away. He tucked his head down and landed with a roll, but his back still hit the flagstones 

hard. The door slammed shut.

Cadras stood gingerly and rubbed his neck, blinking in the dark for a moment. The hall 
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was completely silent, and thick with dust. There was a scratching sound at the door. 

Halvered leaned against the door with his shoulder and Cadras hurried to add his weight to 

Halvered's. The entire lock and latch had been broken from the door.

"That was pretty crazy, kid," Halvered grinned. Cadras could hardly make out the old thief's 

face in the darkness. Cadras wondered whether he meant the leap through the door, or the 

reckless spraying of fire.

After a minute, the scratching stopped. The two thieves released the door hesitantly and 

waited.

"I'm rescinding my scorn for common burglars who are scared of panthers." Cadras 

whispered.

"What did the guy in your book do about the panthers?" Halvered whispered back. They 

were still watching the door, ready to throw themselves against it at the slightest sign of 

movement.

"It's been ninety years since Balearin was the Candle. The panthers have only been there 

for twenty years."

Finally, Cadras and Halvered were satisfied that they were not going to be followed. Only 

then did they turn and begin to assess their surroundings. Cadras' eyes had adjusted some, 

but it was still difficult to see. They stood in a corridor that ran some length before it turned, 

with a half dozen doors on either side. The corridor was thick with dust and cobwebs, and 

empty sconces adorned the walls.

"What did you use on the lock?" Cadras asked Halvered.

"Aether of Ice. Your alchemist should have it. We were lucky this place is abandoned. That 

was a dramatic entry."

"The library is not nearly so well tended as it was in the past. I guess these windowless 

chambers were the first to be abandoned as there were fewer and fewer librarians. Let's not 

assume that nobody has noticed us, though. There have been several dramatic aspects of 

our entry."
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They moved through the darkness to the door at the end of the hall. Cadras pressed his 

ear to the door and heard nothing. He eased the handle downward, wincing as it creaked 

loudly. He opened the door slightly and peered through before he pushed the door open the 

rest of the way. A spiral staircase curved up toward light and downward into darkness.

Cadras began to climb the stairs slowly. They spiralled tightly, with no more than a few 

stairs visible at once. Cadras went slowly, listening. They reached a landing where light 

issued from beneath a door. Faintly from beyond the door came a rhythmic sound of metal on 

metal, the steady march of knight patrolling the halls.

"Do you know where we're going?" Halvered whispered.

Cadras nodded and whispered, "I don't know how to get there, though."

The most important books in the library's collection, including the book he sought, were 

kept in the only locked room in the library. It was a place of complete silence, in which the 

master scribe of each generation performed his most important and delicate tasks. Balearin 

wrote of one instance in which the sudden emergence of the sun had cast the shadows of 

windblown leaves across his page, causing an error that forced him to throw out a page that 

had consumed his every waking moment for several weeks. This implied that the sanctuary 

was on the second floor, since the first floor was windowless and the third was above the 

treeline. Balearin also wrote that in his old age he could no longer manage the 'flights upon 

flights' of stairs required to climb to the sanctuary, which was an odd comment in a four story 

building.

Cadras continued his ascent. He guessed that the on the top floor of the library they would 

find stairs that would take them back down to the sanctuary. They had just passed the third 

floor landing when an opening door resounded through the stairwell. The echoes made it 

difficult to tell whether it came from above or from below. Cadras turned back to Halvered, 

who frowned and cocked his head. The sounds of armor and heavy boots on stone seemed 

to be all around. Cadras pointed up and looked questioningly at Halvered. Halvered hesitated, 

then nodded and vanished down the stairs.
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Cadras caught up to him on the third floor landing, where it was clear that the noises were 

coming from above. The light from beneath the door was dim. Halvered had one ear against 

the door and the other plugged. He shrugged and pointed down again. Cadras shook his 

head. The second floor had been well lit, and the dust on the first floor was thick enough to 

betray their passage even to a knight. He pointed at the door. Halvered frowned, then nodded 

and drew his sword.

They were through the door in an instant. The room that they entered was long, full of 

tables and benches. The walls were lined from floor to ceiling with shelves. Everywhere, there 

were books. Books filled every inch of the shelves, jammed in sideways on top of other 

books. Precarious stacks of books sat on the end of the tables, and more moderate piles 

were strewn throughout. A lone, abandoned, lamp burned low at the end of a table nearby. 

Cadras ran over and extinguished it.

The sounds of boots and armor grew louder, and then more quiet, and then they were 

gone. They resumed their climb, with Cadras leading the way as quickly as he dared in the 

blind passage. When they reached the fourth floor landing, Cadras was surprised that the 

stairs continued up. He gestured for Halvered to wait, and sprinted up the stairs until he 

reached a plain trap door set in the ceiling. He tried to ease it up with his fingertips, but it 

proved too heavy, so he knelt beneath it and pushed it up with his legs and back, slowly 

easing it from its frame. When fresh air and red moonlight came into the stairwell, Cadras 

eased the door closed again.

"Trap door to the the roof." Cadras reported to Halvered when he rejoined him on the 

landing. Halvered had an ear against the door. He gestured for Cadras to follow and slipped 

quietly out of the stairway.

They found themselves in a room about fifteen paces in each direction. This room was 

also filled with shelves of books, but they were meticulously arranged, in contrast to 

haphazardly loaded shelves downstairs. In a few places, where volumes had been removed, 

wooden blocks kept their place, inscribed with names in charcoal. The room was lit by an 
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ingenious device-- a lantern suspended in water with valved tubes to provide air and oil in a 

separate iron chamber afixed to the wall. There would be no accidental fires here. The light 

through the water that cast undulating streams across the rows of books.

Cadras turned to the nearest shelf and began to read the titles of the books, all of which 

were new to him. He saw Aethers, Vapors, and the Elements, bound in red leather, with 

letters in gold, mostly flaked away, leaving dark discolored impressions. A Treatise on the 

Little Known Curative Properties of Jasper was a squat, thick tome in soft brown hide with 

letters drawn in fading ink. Cadras pulled a book called On the Dews of the Addenines and 

their Distillation into Aethers from the shelf. It was bound between thin sheets of pure white 

wood, with silver script inlaid on its spine. The pages were so thin that they were nearly 

transparent, yellowing around the edges.

Cadras flipped to a page near the end and began to read.

"Prepare thee with great care this glass, for any instrument which shall be placed upon the 

censer must be thrice washed; first in the blood of a calf born to life no more than one moon 

hence, and yet no less than a fortnight, such that any spirits in the glass might be driven forth; 

second in the chemical solvent..."

Halvered hissed. Cadras started, then closed the book and restored it to its place on the 

shelf. Halvered pointed back and forth between the two doorways that led from the room. 

Cadras shrugged. He went to the closest doorway and walked a few paces down a narrow 

hall, lined with shelves. Faintly, he heard the clatter of mail. He rejoined Halvered, and they 

set out in the other direction.

This doorway led to an identical hall that brought them to a room nearly indistiguishable 

from the previous one. Cadras held up a finger to signal that he wanted a moment to think. 

While he was thinking, Halvered moved from doorway to doorway, listening for approaching 

guards. Shadows of leaves in the morning would put the sanctuary along the eastern wall of 

the library, or possibly the north wall near the eastern corner. On the north side, however, all 

the windows led to the antechamber. If the sanctuary was on the second floor, then it shared 
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the space with both living quarters and stacks, so it could not be extremely large. The room 

that they had entered on the third floor must have run nearly the length of the library, and 

there were no stairs running through it.

Halvered tapped him on the shoulder. Cadras tasted blood and realized that he had been 

chewing his lip. Halvered pointed down the hall that they had just traversed and motioned the 

other way. Cadras heard armor. Cadras pointed in the third direction and Halvered followed 

him down another hall, leading to another room similar to the others. Cadras wished that he 

had time to look at all of the books that they were passing, wondering what wisdom was 

recorded on their pages. He led them east, through more identical rooms, until they reached 

the eastern wall of the citadel. The sounds of armor remained far away.

Cadras guessed that the stairs would be in this room, or else one room to the north or to 

the south, and he was correct. The room to the north, identical to the other rooms in all other 

respects, contained a spiral staircase leading down.

"It's a lucky spirit that guides you." Halvered chuckled, looking at the stairs.

Cadras' heart was pounding, at such a speed that he felt for a moment like he might faint. 

He knelt, opened his knapsack, and withdrew a brown robe, thinner than those worn by the 

scribes, but close enough-- he hoped-- to defy passing inspection.  He pulled it on over his 

clothes. The cowl obscured his vision, and the long folds of the robe felt awkard around his 

legs. Cadras felt certain that the sanctuary would be guarded.

Cadras signaled for Halvered to wait, pulled the hood so that it hung as low as possible 

over his face, and started down the stairs on trembling legs. The light from above faded, as 

the stairs turned around and around, and after what seemed ages, the light began to grow 

again. Cadras was not sure what to expect below. When he could finally see the end of the 

stairs, Cadras resisted the urge to push back his hood to see what lay ahead, and instead 

walked forward mostly blind. There was nothing but stillness, and then Cadras saw movement 

out of the corner of his eye, and spun around. A housecat, silky and grey, was slinking along 

the wall. It stopped and regarded him for a moment, and then darted past him, and up the 
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stairs.

Cadras removed his hood and looked around him. The hallway was empty aside from a 

single door.  It was made of stone, the same as the walls, bordered with inscriptions in a 

strange alphabet. There was no handle or keyhole of any manner that Cadras recognized. 

Aside from the inscription, the only feature of the door was a circle, carved directly in the 

center, with five indentations arranged around it in irregular intervals.

A strange dread came upon Cadras. As if compelled to do so, he reached out his hand and 

placed the tips his fingers in the indentations. Coldness washed over him, and he felt as if a 

space, dark and endless, had opened in his mind. He tried to pull his fingers from the door, 

but found that he could not. The door seemed to shudder, and this was echoed by a vibration 

deep inside him. It was as if the door was struggling against some force that moved through 

him. His feet and palms and eyes tingled and then burned, as all the formless things in the 

world rushed through him, coming together ever increasing intensity, until he felt as if he 

would be ripped apart. He tried to wrench free, but could not move a muscle. His eyes rolled 

back and great bursts of light filled his mind. He heard a voice speaking a strange tongue and 

realized that the voice was his own. His mind went black with a nausea so profound it was 

almost pleasurable. His body was in agony. He was burning. He was certain that he could 

endure no more.

Then it was gone. Cadras' sight returned. The door released him and slid open. Beside 

him, Halvered did not seem to have noticed anything amiss. The two thieves entered the 

Sacred Heart of the library of the Church of Quelestel, one considerably more shaken than 

the other.
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The girl averted her face, shying away from the Candle. The hunch of 

her shoulders and back was unnatural. The Lash had done his best to fix 

her up for her interview, but some things could not be covered or 

repaired. She trembled, and her eyes-- the only piece of her face visible 

behind her bandages-- flashed wildly between the Candle and the Lash. The 

Lash stood, his huge shoulders hunched, with a bland look on his broad, 

stupid, face. To say that he was unaware of the girl's terror would not be 

accurate, he was merely untroubled by it. He took no pleasure in it 

either. The Lash could conceive of cruelty no more than he could conceive 

of compassion. He knew loyalty and obedience, and the tools of his trade.

The Candle examined his knee, eager to look away from the girl's 

bandaged face. His own bandages were precisely applied, clean and tight. 

He had no doubt that the stitches beneath them were similarly careful. The 

Lash would have made a good physician, had he not landed in his current 

profession. The girl found him disquieting, though, and so the Candle 

dismissed him. The Candle had nothing to fear from this broken, quivering 

girl. The Lash nodded once, gathered up an armful of bloody towels from 

the floor, and left the room.

Though she was an ugly sight, she did make the Candle's own pain seem 

less consequential. The Candle gestured toward the Lash's stool and the 

girl sat immediately, taking his gesture as a command. Sitting on the 

great stone table, the Candle towered above her.

The girl's torments had nearly been over-- until the Candle requested 
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her alive. The Candle thought back to the briefing the Lash had given him, 

making sure he had all the details in order before he questioned her.

"Larie Cahn," The Candle said, and the girl jumped at her own name. 

"If you tell me everything I want to know, and answer me truthfully, I am 

prepared to pardon you. Do you understand what I mean?"

The girl just sobbed, the sound muffled by the bandages on her face, 

which were beginning to soak through with gore. The Candle forced himself 

to look at her.

"Larie..." he said, softly. Even in pain, pallid and tired and always 

out of breath, the Candle could speak to people. When he tried, and he 

rarely tried anymore, he could make people hear him, make them feel him, 

even if they did not love him. The girl turned her face toward him. Her 

eyes were a beautiful grey, flecked with green and gold.

"One of my priests came to me as a supplicant," the Candle told her. 

"He begged for your life, and offered his own."

Her eyes clouded. He could see no other expression behind the 

bandages.

"He told me," the Candle persisted, "that you would never have turned 

to heresy on your own. He told me..." the Candle stopped to massage his 

temples. "He told me that you were led astray by Gian Lucroy."

A brief, strangled, sound escaped Larie Cahn's throat, her eyes 

alight. It occurred to the Candle that the Lash might not have left her 

with the faculties of speech.
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"Can you speak, girl?" He said, with just a touch of impatience, and 

she recoiled.

"Yes," she croaked.

"Good. Now then, you must know that in your case, heresy is the least 

of my concerns. Blackmailing the Church is a heinous crime, even if it is 

done for love. Next, understand that my position of coercion is quite 

superior to your own. If I release you, and you misbehave, I will see that 

every member of your Salon experiences the same torments that you have 

just lived through, except that they will not live. Teela Weaver, Piers 

Holden, Landry Falword..." the Candle waved his hand, dismissing all three 

lives.

"The man who tried to save you..." the Candle paused and frowned at 

Larie Cahn, then raised an eyebrow expectantly.

"Tori." Larie supplied the name quickly, once she realized the Candle 

was asking her for it. The Candle found his eyes drawn to the array of 

tools and simple machines hanging from the rough stone walls. How 

unyielding that stone and metal appeared, next to the trembling mortal 

flesh of the frightened girl.

"Yes. Tori. It is quite remarkable that he got as close to you as he 

did. I should like to know how it was done." The Candle waited a moment 

and then added, suggestively, "It is possible that he might still live, 

though his injuries are... grievous." As talented a speaker as he was, 

lying had never come easily to the Candle, and so he looked away from 
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Larie Cahn and looked instead to where the Lash's implements were arrayed, 

focusing on a small, jointed, metal contraption fitted with a crank. He 

wondered if he would find it less horrifying, or more so, if he knew its 

purpose.

"I don't know!" The girl's voice was hoarse and desperate. He 

believed her, but decided to push her anyway. If she was unable to help 

him here, it would make her more eager to please him later in their 

interview.

"Is Tori a sorcerer?" He asked. Her eyes were expressive. She feared 

the word. The Candle nearly sighed. The girl was completely and profoundly 

missing the point. Fear and hope played urgently in her eyes for half 

second before she answered.

"Yes," she said, and the Candle nodded gravely. He was surprised when 

she added "...But not a very good one. It wouldn't have helped him."

The Candle smiled at her gently. She was trying to be helpful. If 

Tori had not already died, the Candle might have actually considered 

sparing him.

"Is Tori a burglar, then?" He asked.

Larie shook her head and the Candle frowned.

"Speak," he said, just a bit sharply.

"No!" Larie exclaimed. "Not a burglar. He's..." The Candle let her 

search for the word. "A messenger, I guess. And an adventurer. An 

explorer."
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The Candle wondered what Tori could have explored in his short life. 

He had barely been old enough to grow whiskers. He narrowed his eyes, and 

looked into hers, trying not to see the deepening spots of blood soaking 

through the otherwise fresh bandages on her face. "A messenger for the 

Dark Council?"

Larie Cahn looked pained at the question, guilty.

"Yes."

"And you know this Council?"

"Only my uncle." Larie Cahn answered quietly, looking at the floor. 

Then, to the Candle's irritation, she began to shake all over, choking 

back sobs.

"Oh, hush, girl," the Candle said, almost as gently as he intended, 

"Nobody can resist the Lash's questioning."

She nodded obediently, but not convincingly.

"The more cooperative you are," the Candle told her, "the more 

lenient we will be with your associates."

Larie nodded more eagerly, still shaking a bit. The Candle had one 

more hope to give her, the most important one, before pursuing his true 

line of questioning.

"Who was Shervin?" He asked, and Larie's demeanor changed with 

startling speed. Caught off guard, the Candle drew back reflexively, as he 

might from a snarling dog. She started to speak twice, choking on her 

fury, before the Candle interrupted.



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 258

"Let me see if I've put this all together properly," he said. He 

furrowed his brow and pursed his lips briefly, for dramatic effect. The 

details were all rather opaque, but with the help of a long and 

circumspect letter from the Matriarch, he was fairly certain he had 

puzzled out the story. "You were Gian Lucroy's lover. Tyner Langste was... 

is... in love with you." He glanced up and saw her nodding. "Tyner, good 

priest that he is..."

Here Larie made a noise to interrupt, but the Candle held up his hand 

to silence her.

"...Concerned that you were becoming enmeshed in dangerous heretical 

circles, and unable to convince you to take a more righteous path, took 

his knowledge of the Salon, and specifically Gian Lucroy, to Hadron 

Cortail."

Larie remained dutifully silent, but her eyes smoldered.

"Brother Cortail," the Candle continued, "being an ambitious twit, 

who has nevertheless managed to insinuate himself into the good graces of 

the Most Holy Confessor..." The Candle looked up at Larie, and smiled at 

her shock, before continuing his interpretation of the story, "...decided 

to ignore the rather more benign precedent that I have set recently, and 

convene a Tribunal against Gian Lucroy, knowing that the Most Holy 

Confessor would give Cortail the immense honor of serving on said 

Tribunal.

"Panicked by the thought of your lover's pain, you cast about wildly 
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for a solution and hit upon the extraordinarily inadvisable notion of 

blackmailing the Church for his release. The Lord Commander, disgusting 

reptile though he may be, is typically at least discreet. Tell me, how did 

you discover that he is wont to purchase little boys for his pleasure?"

He imagined that Larie Cahn was gaping beneath her mask of bandages.

"Never mind." He waved off his own question. "The important part, for 

the purposes of our sordid and tragic tale, is that the Knighthood cannot 

take another scandal at this time, nor is there a particularly expedient 

way to remove a Lord Commander from duty. We are stuck with him until he 

retires or dies.

"Now Shervin..." the Candle pursed his lips and frowned at the floor, 

perfectly clean, aside from the spot where the bloody towels had been. The 

Candle wondered how many times the last of a man's lifeblood had been 

scrubbed fastidiously from the floor by the Lash and his predecessors. 

"Was Shervin a member of the Salon?"

"Yes."

"But he had other sympathies."

"Yes." This single word was heavy with bitterness.

"His group worships the spirit of the sorcerer Stelmarren and aims to 

destroy the Order of Learned Men of Old Blood, of which the Salon is 

faction."

"Yes."

"I confess that the tangled rivalries indulged in by heretics of 
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subtly different stripes are somewhat unclear to me, but that is beside 

the point. Shervin, seeking to destroy the Salon, and knowing that Loche 

Mendlekker could never stand to be outdone by Hadron Cortail, went to 

Brother Medlekker with the information necessary for Mendlekker to convene 

his very own Tribunal-- against you. You were arrested. Your allies in the 

Salon deduced Shervin's betrayal. Shervin must either have been quite 

dangerous, or gone to ground, because you found it necessary to appeal to 

the Dark Council for help in achieving retaliation. The Dark Council 

brought its political power to bear and the Hidden Guard tracked Shervin 

down and killed him. Do I have that all right?"

"Yes." Larie Cahn said, her voice edged with disbelief.

"Did you know," the Candle asked earnestly, "that Gian Lucroy still 

lives?"

Larie Cahn's breath caught. Her eyes shone wildly for an instant and 

then misted over. Her hands went to the bandages on her face. The poor 

girl had probably been pretty before.

"It's true," the Candle told her. "He fled to the country estate of 

his sister-in-law. We have not yet bothered to apprehend him."

"Not yet?" Larie asked meekly. He smiled at her, confident know that 

she would do whatever he asked.

"There were two books among your possessions," the Candle changed the 

subject pointedly. "What language were they written in?"

Larie blinked at the sudden turn in their conversation.
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"The Silver Tongue?" She answered.

The Candle laughed, startling the girl further. The etymological 

implications of this were delightful.

"Surely it has an older name?"

"Quaranthan." She answered.

"Can you read it?"

She did not answer immediately, but the Candle saw that she hesitated 

from confusion, not reluctance. That was odd, for a simple question, but 

he gave her time.

"Yes?" She said. "It isn't a matter of translation, not like Siltian 

or Rhoudenian. You don't read it, so much as you... see it."

"But most people cannot see it."

"Most cannot."

"Are there more of these books, at the Salon?" The Candle spoke too 

quickly, too eagerly. He could not disguise his greed, not entirely, and 

Larie Cahn balked. The Candle nearly snapped at her, but caught himself 

and sighed instead. When he spoke again, he was surprised at the weariness 

in his voice. "Understanding... That has been my life's work. I know it 

may be difficult for you to believe that, but it is true." Larie Cahn's 

eyes darkened. "It makes no difference whether you believe me. I am 

offering to trade your life, the life of your lover, and the life of every 

member of your Salon, for the chance to examine one of these books. They 

are manuals of sorts, yes?" Larie Cahn nodded, started to speak, and 
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thought better of it. "Speak your mind," the Candle said, a bit peevishly. 

It was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the throbbing in his knee 

and his patience for sympathy and gentleness was nearly depleted.

"They can be dangerous."

The Candle gave a short, bitter, laugh, and the girl cocked her head 

quizzically. He wondered how she could, with a straight face, withhold 

knowledge from the Church-- more specifically, from him, the Candle-- 

because she deemed it dangerous. The irony was exquisite. The Candle shook 

his head with a smile, wondering how she could fail to see it.

"Explain," he said.

Larie Cahn spoke haltingly, trying to distill complex ideas into 

simpler ones. "The words resonate. They are chosen carefully, to resonate 

with a certain action-- a certain manipulation of the elements. That 

action must be understood perfectly. The resonance amplifies the action. 

If you were able to read the words, without understanding the action..."

"I might unleash a mass of uncontrolled energy and burn down the 

Library?" The Candle did not actually speak these words mockingly, but 

realized when Larie Cahn bristled that they must have sounded that way.

"If you're lucky," she snapped. Realizing the tone she had taken with 

him, her eyes rolled in fear and then she spoke meekly. "Worse things can 

happen-- have happened. Madness, but not the drooling, gibbering, kind-- 

at least, not always. Cold madness. Cruel madness. Precise, destructive, 

inhuman madness."
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The Candle thought of all he had read of Stelmarren the Ever Young, 

and shivered. He smiled at her coldly. "I will be careful," he said. "But 

that is irrelevant, because you have no choice. You may go now. I will 

instruct the Lash to do his best to save Tori's life, but he will die if 

you do not deliver one of these books to me within two days, and he will 

be the first to die of many. Lash!"

The door opened immediately, and the Lash stood in the doorway, open-

mouthed, looking at the Candle expectantly with his watery, stupid, eyes.

"See Miss Cahn out," the Candle instructed. "We are finished with 

her." It was an unusual request, but the Lash merely nodded. He took her 

by the arm gently, almost tenderly. She recoiled at his touch, but she 

needed his help to get up. "Have my carriage take her wherever she likes."

The Lash escorted Larie Cahn out, lending her his arm like a shy 

suitor. The Candle grimaced as he hauled his injured leg up onto the 

table. He lay back against the cool, smooth, stone and fell immediately 

asleep.
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Soft light spilled out from the Sacred Heart of the library. Cadras felt as if he was floating 

outside of himself as he stepped through the doorway. The light came from a luminous orb 

atop a slender pedestal in the center of the room, as steady as moonlight, so constant that 

Cadras had to stop and stare at the beauty of it. He felt a hand on his shoulder, and looked 

uncomprehending at the ugly, scarred, face of Halvered.

"What are we looking for?" The old thief whispered, through cracked and yellow teeth, his 

breath sour behind the stink of cheap liquor. Cadras marvelled for a moment at how useless 

the man's life had been-- a void of cruelty and ignorance, lust and pain and self-indulgence. 

Soon it will end, Cadras thought, and the world will be unchanged.

Without answering, Cadras turned his attention slowly from Halvered and looked around 

the room. Two empty scribes' desks flanked the luminescent orb, and an oaken table and 

chairs were set against the wall below the windows. The walls were lined in shades of brown, 

splashed here and there with color-- spines of books, all oddly indistinct, except for one. 

Cadras walked across the room without hesitation to the volume that had brought him here. 

He did not wonder how he found it. It was immense, its binding plain soft leather. Cadras 

caressed it, but did not pull it from the shelf.

A shadow fell across him, and Cadras looked up in irritation at a man standing behind him. 

An ugly man, with an ugly smile. Halvered. Cadras sat and pulled the book into his lap and 

opened it to the first page. The Lives and Lineages of the Emperors of Merendir was written in 

old ink, in an elegant hand, and above it there was another title, half-faded, the shape of its 

letters old almost beyond recognition, A Geneological Registry of the Quaranthan People, 

Laethan Branch, Volume 2:6ii.

Cadras turned the page and was about to start reading, when Halvered hissed. There 

were sounds, rhythmic and jarring, above them. Cadras tried to focus on the meaning of the 

sounds. They were footsteps, armored footsteps, the footsteps of a knight, moving quickly. 

Cadras emptied his knapsack onto the floor without ceremony and slowly, carefully, put away 

his prize. There was still space, and so Cadras took a thin volume from a nearby shelf. At first, 
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he did not recognize the language, but then he remembered the engaving on the door to the 

Sacred Heart. The book's binding was lined with wrought gold and gemstones. Cadras 

thought that this should be important to him. He tried to laugh, but the sound came out wrong, 

so he breathed instead. Once, twice, three times.

Halvered cuffed him on the side of the head, scowling. Cadras gave Halvered an evil look 

and stood. He went to inspect the windows. They were thick glass, shimmering in the steady 

glow of the orb the way other glass might shimmer in candlelight. There was no way to open 

them. They were very narrow, but so was Cadras. He ran his hand over the glass, and around 

the edges. Outside, a sentry moved with a swinging lantern along the wall. It was not so far 

away. Cadras picked up a heavy, oaken, chair and slammed it against the window, which did 

not break.

"Sssh!" Halvered admonished. He was facing the door, holding a long knife. "You'll bring 

every knight in the library down here. Besides, there's no way that I can fit through that 

window."

Cadras turned to face Halvered, and the older man took a step back.

"You won't need to," Cadras said, drawing a knife from his sleeve. The handle felt odd in 

his hand. It was a strange tool. Cadras assumed he would remember how to use it when the 

time came.

Halvered sneered viciously.

"I need your head," Cadras stated simply. He was certain of this, though he did not 

remember why.

"Bastard!" Halvered spat. "You'll find my head is not easily removed from my shoulders."

Halvered came at Cadras, his naked blade glowing in the light of the orb. When he came 

within three paces of Cadras he stopped, frozen in place, his long knife falling to the floor. It 

was curious, Cadras thought, and even more curious, because Halvered pitched forward as if 

he had been struck in the back, but he did not fall. Instead, he hung off-balance in the air, 

arms spread wide, head back. His mouth worked silently for a moment and then a voice filled 
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the air.

"Word is honor, and honor is life." The voice intoned, deep, colorless, and without origin. 

Halvered's body bent back slowly, until there were a series of sharp cracks, and then he was 

released, falling lifeless to the floor. They had had a contract, Cadras remembered, and 

Halvered had broken it. Cadras saw that Halvered had died without honor, much as he had 

lived without honor, but the symmetry did not please him.

Removing Halvered's head from his shoulders was not so hard as the old thief would have 

had him believe, but there was a good deal of blood. Cadras wrapped the head in a cloth that 

he had prepared earlier that day with a special powder and the bleeding stopped. He put 

Halvared's head into Halvered's knapsack, dimly aware that the rhythmic clashing of metal 

meant that he must hurry.

Cadras returned to the window. He placed his palm against the glass and felt it tingle. He 

drew a deep breath, and with it came a dizzying euphoria that singed his palms and his eyes, 

then he saw nothing but light and swooned. The window shattered and fell away into the 

garden below. Cadras gagged and then came to with a start. He heard three knights coming 

down the stairs. His wounds were suddenly searing and his head hurt fiercely. He saw his 

rope and hook in a pile of his possessions and ran to it. He grabbed his alchemist's vial, his 

coin purse, and two of his favorite knives from the pile and packed them hastily into 

Halvered's bag, recoiling slightly at the gruesome package within. He hoped the gift would 

please Grainger.

Back at the window, he climbed onto the table, and wriggled out the window. Somebody 

shouted in the hallway outside the Sacred Heart. Cadras pulled one knapsack through the 

window and shrugged into it, then pulled the other through and put it on backwards, across 

his chest, cursing at the pain.

Cadras swung the hook around hastily and let it sail out across the garden, between two 

old trees. He pulled it back, and it bit into the battlements. He leaned back into the library to 

tie the rope to one of the stout legs of the table as a large man with a large sword, in heavy 
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armor came into the room. Their eyes met for a moment, and then the knight came at him as 

Cadras pushed himself back out the window.

He balanced on the narrow ledge. There were more footsteps from inside. He walked out 

onto the rope, without taking time to consider how his loads might effect his balance. He was 

across in a moment, leaping onto the battlements as a sharp crack sounded from inside the 

Sacred Heart and the severed rope flopped down into the garden. Cadras laughed and called 

back "Thank you!" Lamplight closed in on him from both sides. Cadras hauled the rope up 

from the garden, moved the hook to the other side of the wall, and rappelled down into the 

street.

Cadras heard shouts from the direction of the gatehouse. Men ran at him, but on the 

streets of Merendir it was a simple matter for him to elude them. He stole through the night in 

a daze, without encountering a single soul. As he neared his apartment, his fatigue and 

injuries began to overwhelm him. It was almost more than he could manage to find the key to 

his door. As he fumbled to insert the key into his lock, he realized that the door was in the 

wrong position. It was designed to latch in two places-- snugly against the door frame when it 

was closed with a typical amount of force, or a hair away from the door frame if it was closed 

carefully. He always left it in the second position. Somebody had been, or was still, in his 

apartment.
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The Lord Commander did not give the order to halt until well after sunset. The order was 

relayed to the back of the column, and gradually the second battalion of the Knights of 

Merendir reined in their horses and began to set up their camp. The night was clear and not 

too cold, and so Branson did not pitch his tent. He would not be sleeping that night, anyway.

Branson fed and watered and brushed his horse. Fires were springing up around him and 

the camp began to smell of cooking onions. Branson broke off half of an oat cake and washed 

it down with water.

"Branson, come on!"

The voice belonged to Kendrad.

"I brought a jug and some dice. We need one more person for a game of 'Drink and Roll.'"

Branson ignored his companion and started removing pieces armor from his saddle bags. 

Knights rode unarmored, unless they were riding into combat.

"Come on, Branson. You've still never learned to play!"

Branson sighed and tried to be charitable.

"I do not intend to shirk my duties simply because we are in the field. Do what you will, 

Kendrad. I will spend the night in prayer."

Branson did not hear Kendrad leave, but he was not bothered any further. It was not easy 

to dress one's self in full armor, but Branson was still technically a squire, and he had nobody 

to help him. He did the best he could, leaving some straps unfastened. It would not be 

suitable for battle or public appearance, but it would suffice for private ceremony. Tomorrow, 

Branson and two dozen other squires, including Kendrad, would have become full knights at 

the Emperor's festival. Yesterday, they had been given orders to ride north.

A battalion of knights and two full legions of the Imperial army had been mobilized, much 

to the dismay of many who had been looking forward to the festivities in Merendir. The 

legions, on foot, would take several weeks to reach the mountains. The knights were to ride 

north as quickly as possible, to aid the garrisons of the mining towns in consolidating supply 

routes across dangerous roads and passes. When the legions arrived, the largest military 
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operation since the conquest of the Southern Isles would ensue in the Addenine mountains.

Tomorrow, there would be an abbreviated ceremony and Branson would receive the 

greatest honor of his life-- becoming a Knight of the Church of Quelestel. He had always 

imagined that he would spend the night prior to his induction in prayer in his quiet chapel in 

the palace, but duty had called him away, and his life was sworn to duty. Many of his fellow 

knights had taken the lack of ceremony as an excuse to ignore the traditions. In the old days, 

Branson thought, this would not have been tolerated. Now there seemed to be no 

consequences other than sighs from a few of the older knights.

Branson's parents should have arrived in Merendir earlier that day. They were proud of 

their son and wanted more than anything to see him inducted into the knighthood. This pained 

Branson more than missing the ceremony himself. His father had sold his two best horses, 

keeping only a stubborn and lazy nag, to have armor made for his son. They would 

understand that Branson's new life required sacrifices, and they would be awed by Merendir 

and the spectacle of the tournament. Yeshie would take good care of them, and the three of 

them got along very well. Actually, Branson admitted, they would probably have more fun 

without him.

The moon that night was like none that Branson had ever seen, with two red streaks like 

gashes running side by side down its face. Branson decided that he would walk far from the 

camp where the revelry would not disturb him. The tall grasses and the red moon would be 

his temple. In their own way, they were grander than any work of man, and Branson was 

confident that Quelestel would receive his prayers with as much honor as if they had been 

made from his chapel.

Branson considered trying to convince a few of the other men who were to be inducted the 

next day to come spend the night in prayer, but decided that he would prefer to pray alone. 

He checked his horse to make sure that he was properly tethered, and then headed out into 

the prairie, leaving his fellow knights to their various indulgences.

The sounds of the camp grew fainter and fainter, until Branson was alone in the stillness of 
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the endless grasslands. Far away, a coyote howled, then another. Branson imagined that they 

were upset by the strange moon. The grasses were faintly silver and faintly red when Branson 

stood above them, but when he knelt there was nothing but darkness and the smell of grass 

around him. His mother and father honored Quelestel, but they also still kept the rituals of the 

gods of the prairie-- the Harvest God, the Hunter, and the Keeper of the Heavens. Branson 

looked up into the sky. The stars were faint in the light of the moon, and the night was 

cloudless except for one long downy trail that glowed rosily in the moonlight. Branson no 

longer honored the Keeper of the Heavens. To properly honor Quelestel, one must deny all 

other gods.

Branson started by reciting the pledges. Even though he had not yet taken his oath, the 

pledges came to him unconsciously, more a stream of syllables than a list of obligations. 

When Branson became aware that he was reciting the pledges with no thought for their 

meaning, he started from the beginning and tried to concentrate on the meaning of the words. 

Seven laws, twenty-seven codes, and one hundred and fourteen honors. A knight must 

uphold the glory of the Church of Quelestel, that is the first law of the knights. Branson 

banished an ironic thought about the Church's current state of glory.

"Forgive me, Lord Quelestel. It is not you that I doubt." Branson murmured. He had a brief 

feeling that somebody was watching him, but thought it unseemly to rise or turn around, and 

kept his head bowed, blind to everything beyond the grass in front of his face.

A knight must protect those who are innocent and those who are helpless, that is the 

second law of the knights. The legends told of questing knights, bringing glory to Quelestel by 

ridding the lands of the cruel men and terrible beasts that preyed on peasants and travellers. 

These days, if ever they had truly existed, were now long past. The knight's life was a life of 

discipline and prayer, punctuated by the occassional well-organized military campaign, in the 

name of God and Empire, and even discipline and prayer were less in vogue now than they 

had been in the past.

The grass around Branson began to rustle. A moment later, a cold wind hit. The grass 
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doubled over and the last few sounds from the camp were lost. Further downwind, the rush of 

cold air was met with a new round of howling. Distorted by the wind, the howling sounded like 

wolves, but wolves had been driven from this area long ago by a coalition of farmers, knights, 

and Imperial soldiers. Branson drew the cold into him, letting discomfort temper his will, and 

continued reciting the pledges.

A knight must always obey the orders of a superior officer, that is the third law of the 

knights. The Order of the Sword and the Order of the Sun, with their twin hierarchies, were 

the might and the mind of the church. Tomorrow, Branson would become a novice in the 

Order of the Sword, answerable to all those of higher rank in either order. Should one of these 

men order Branson to lay down his life, he would do so, or disgrace himself in the eyes of 

Quelestel and the Church.

A knight must not strike to kill or maim unless the life of a fellow knight, or that of an 

innocent, is threatened. This is the third law of the knights. A knight may never press an attack 

on an unarmed opponent. This is the fourth law of the knights. A knight may never flee from 

battle. This is the fifth law of the knights. A knight must maintain his physical and mental 

conditioning to a degree that will allow him to effortlessly enact any command given by a 

superior officer. This is the sixth law of the knights.

A knight may not possess wealth, but must instead give whatever wealth comes to him into 

the hands of the church. This is the seventh law of the knights. This law troubled Yeshie, but 

the Church supported the families of knights, even after their deaths. The extent of the 

support was spare, but sufficient. Of course, the higher one rose through the ranks, the more 

support one received from the church. To say that the Candle possessed no wealth would be 

ludicrous, but the Order of the Sun had always been prone to extravagance-- all of course, for 

the glory of Quelestel.

A cloud moved across the moon, diffusing its strange light, and for a moment the grass 

glowed pink around Branson. There was a children's rhyme about a blood moon. Branson 

thought for a moment, then muttered to himself.



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 272

"Blood moon, blood moon,

Can't see me,

Raze the forests, drain the sea,

Still I won't say where I'll be,

Blood moon, blood moon,

Can't find me."

Branson wondered if the blood moon could see him, kneeling alone in an immense sea of 

grass, reciting the pledges. Branson moved on to recite the codes, regulations less stringent 

than the laws, but still integral to the lifestyle of the knights. He let the words pass over him, 

concentrating no longer on their meaning. He imagined himself awash in the light of the glory 

of Quelestel. He let himself be seared by the light, he felt his impurities burn away, and the 

words he spoke sounded to him like another tongue. He recited the codes three times, and 

then the honors, one hundred and fourteen of them.  A knight should eat no more than is 

necessary to slake his hunger. A knight's sword should never be left bloody after the battle 

has ended. A knight should never walk in boots when a fellow traveller has bare feet. A knight 

should lead no woman astray. A knight should not partake of alcohol.

When Branson had recited the honors three times, he prostrated himself in the grass and 

began to recite the prayers that he knew. He let them come to him by rote. He thought of 

Yeshie, and his parents, and the old priest at his chapel in the Merendir. They believed that 

what he was doing was good, and he believed in them. Sometimes his heart sank when he 

thought about the state of the Church and the knighthood, but neither could be better than the 

men that comprised them, and Branson intended to bring glory to Quelestel.

It was in this way that squire Branson Bailer, son of Hannerd Bailer, spent the eve of his 

knighthood in prayer beneath the blood moon.
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A crash woke Galant suddenly in the night. He leapt from his bed, and then stood for a 

moment. Another crash, metal on stone, just outside his door, jarred the last remants of sleep 

from him. The bolt on his door had been left unthrown when he had gone to sleep. His sword 

lay on the mantle, not three paces away. Galant looked back and forth between the sword 

and the bolt, and then ran to the mantle. The sword felt awkward in his hands.

 Galant crept toward the door, expecting it to fly open at any moment. No sound came from 

outside. He ran the last few feet and slammed the bolt into place. He stood at the door, 

waiting and listening, but he heard nothing. Nobody tried to enter his room, and no further 

sound broke the stillness. He began to wonder why he had been so alarmed. His knights 

would have woken him if he was in danger. Still, for a moment he could not bring himself to 

open the door.

Then he felt silly, standing bare-chested in his silk trousers, holding a sword and listening 

at his bedroom door. He was still shaken by the attempt on his life earlier, and it was making 

him nervous. He set his sword down, not wanting his knights to see him with it, and threw the 

bolt back. The door was already open a few inches when he realized that his feet were being 

warmed by a pool of blood that was seeping into his room under the door.

Gresser lay outside. His head had been hewn most of the way from his shoulders. His 

sword lay just beyond his grasp and his helmet had been jarred a few inches off his head. 

Galant imagined for a moment that he might push the man back together. He peered both 

ways down the corridor, but saw nothing. He went back and picked up his sword.

The Imperial Palace could make even a summer night seem cold. The sycamores in the 

garden stood still, cast in red by the strange moonlight. Their boughs brought fluttering 

shadows through arched windows that suggested lurking figures. Every footstep echoed 

down the stone corridor and up into the vaulted ceilings. Galant heard the faraway scuff of his 

mother's slippers. Outside a dog was barking.

Galant thought back to Lord Corvyne's instruction, and went through a few drill motions as 

he moved toward the palace door. Step forward and thrust, arc around toward the shoulder, 
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reverse to strike the opposite leg. Parry, feint, thrust. Step in, thrust high, let the blade be 

turned, bring it back to the neck. The blade felt comfortable in his hands once again.

The door to the palace stood open. A damp, lazy breeze blew in, carrying the smell of 

trees and earth. An armored figure lay stretched across the doorway, tangled in blue cloth. 

Galant wondered why he himself was alive, if his knights were dead.

A scream came from the direction of the guest houses. It was high and shrill and long, and 

Galant could not tell whether it was the scream of a man or a woman. It stopped abruptly and 

was met with no cry or call or echoed scream, and when it returned, the silence was all the 

more eerie. If his knights were dead, then there were only a handful of guards to protect his 

guests. It would be up to the guards, whichever lords still had the strength to wield a blade, 

and Galant to defend the others. Galant heard no clash of weapons, no horses, nor any other 

sounds of combat.

Galant stepped over Therazes' body. The knight's visor was open, and he seemed to stare 

up at Galant in surprise. Galant knelt and closed the man's eyes. The garden was quiet, aside 

from the murmuring streams. The ground, carefully cleared of brush and weeds to allow the 

Imperial family to wander more freely beneath the sycamores, quickly gave way to darkness. 

Galant scanned the areas on either side of the path as he walked, strangely calm, trying to 

penetrate to shadows. A few yards further along the path, he came upon Arman.

The older knight lay on his back. As Galant approached, Arman turned his head slightly. 

Galant rushed to him and knelt at his side. Arman's breathing was ragged and shallow. He 

grasped his sword in his left hand. His sword arm had been hacked through at the elbow. 

What few links of his mail sleeve had remained intact and a bit of sinew were all that held his 

forearm to his body. This was not his most grievous wound. His steel breastplate had been 

pierced straight through-- a feat that would not have been easy even for a man of great 

strength wielding the finest blade.

Galant lifted Arman's visor and choked back a sob. His face was ashen, his eyes stared far 

away.
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"Forgive me, My Lord," came the knight's hoarse whisper. Bubbles of blood formed and 

burst in his mouth. "I have failed you."

Galant took the man's head in his hands.

"You served my family with honor all of your days."

Galant felt tension leave the knight's body. Arman, impossibly strong and unshakeable as 

long as Galant had known him, shuddered in the Emperor's arms.

"It is Stennan..." Arman coughed. "He has gone mad."

Galant felt his near nakedness acutely and shivered.

"Rest, good knight," he whispered to the dying man, "Quelestel will reward your 

righteousness with rebirth in a more perfect form."

Arman closed his eyes. Galant lifted the man's sword, far heavier than this own, and laid it 

on his body in the manner of one entombed. He kissed Arman's hand and then placed it on 

the sword. The fingers curled to grasp the hilt as Arman drew his last breath.

Galant continued along the path through the garden, now considerably shaken. He 

wondered what had become of Erisaphis. He wondered again why he had been left alive after 

his knights had been slaughtered. He considered returning to his room and locking himself 

inside, but if Stennan came for him, he would be trapped, and a bolted door would do little to 

stop the knight. He would go to the barracks in the third ring. It was not far, and even Stennan 

could not prevail against two hundred men. Galant saw something move between the trees. 

He wheeled to face it, but there was nothing there. He spun quickly back the other direction, 

afraid that he had left his back exposed to whoever might be lurking on that side of the path. 

Galant drew a deep breath and tried to banish his fear. He was like a child, afraid of shadows. 

He moved slowly onward, sword ready.

Ahead, he could see the first gate. It was open. One of the guards had been lifted from the 

ground on the blade of his own sword, and pinned to the wooden gate. He clutched the sword 

in his stomach and gaped terribly. The wound was not one that would have killed him quickly, 

but he was dead now. It was not clear which wound had killed the other guard, but his body 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 276

had been hacked away until it bore little semblance to a human form at all.

Galant heard another scream. It was far away, again from the direction of the guest 

quarters. If Stennan was among the guest houses, then he was farther from Galant than 

Galant was from the barracks. Galant would run to the barracks, rouse the guards, and lead a 

handful of brave volunteers into combat against the greatest fighter of his generation. It would 

not be as honorable as single combat, but Galant had no delusions about his ability to survive 

single combat with Stennan.

Galant moved quickly through the gate and into the courtyard between the audience hall 

and the feasting hall, their ordinarily somber eaves festooned with the great blossoms of 

exotic plants. His bare feet were silent on the cobblestones, and Galant was grateful for that. 

His stomach turned when he passed the fountain. The water was red with blood from the 

bodies of a guard and a dog, floating in the shallow water with their entrails spilled around 

them.

The screams should have roused all but the heaviest sleepers among his guests. The 

guest houses should have been in an uproar. He heard nothing. Not a soul moved in the 

courtyard. Even in the dead of night, in the loneliest parts of the winter, somebody was always 

passing through this central place. Now the palace was packed with visitors, and yet the 

courtyard was deserted. Ahead, the courtyard narrowed into the street that ran between the 

offices of important bureaucrats to the second gate. Galant could make out the wall dimly, 

flickering in the grey lamplight. It was not far at all.

The buildings here were long and flat. It was actually two large buildings that ran the length 

of the street on either side, but their facades, done modestly in brick and copper, were divided 

to give the illusion that each office was housed in a separate building. The flames from the 

lamp posts that lined the street reflected from the dark windows and Galant's image slid 

across each pane as he passed. He moved as quickly as he dared, pausing frequently to 

listen but hearing nothing.

Galant stopped as he approached the cross street that ran east past monuments and 
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tombs to the warehouses, and west through the before splitting into the paths that meandered 

through the guest houses. It was possible that Stennan was walking down that street at this 

very moment, and then Galant would be seen as soon as he stepped forward. He had little 

choice, however, and the longer he waited the more likely it was that he would run into 

Stennan. He decided that he would run across the street, but he could not will himself to take 

the first step. Galant felt a hand on his shoulder.

Galant tightened his grip on his sword. For a moment he thought that he had come to the 

end of his life, but this was not a heavy mailed hand or the firm grip of a knight. He spun 

around, bringing his sword up and across his body. No blow came. A figure jumped back 

away from him and then darted forward again. Galant fell back, sword ready.

"Galant!" It was a tense whisper.

"Jackal!" Galant whispered back. His cousin was also barefoot, naked aside from silk 

shorts, and carrying a sword. Galant had never been so glad to see him. Jackal took him by 

the arm and pulled him back into a doorway.

"Where are you going?" Jackal whispered.

"Out to the barracks, to get help." Galant expected to see Stennan turn the corner at any 

moment.

"Where are your knights?" The two young men stood side by side, pressed up against the 

door. Jackal's voice was strained. "I was coming to get the knights. Where's Arman? Where's 

Stennan?"

Galant did not answer.

"Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods...." Jackal's voice cracked. "They've been killed, haven't 

they?"

Galant nodded. Jackal composed himself quickly, but he had taken the news hard.

"Let's make for the barracks, then."

"Wait." Galant grabbed Jackal's arm as he started to move into the street. "It's worse than 

you know."
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"How?"

"It is Stennan who is responsible for this. He has gone mad."

Jackal shook his head.

"No," Jackal whispered, "it's not Stennan. I saw them in the guest houses." 

"Who?"

"Men... naked and twisted and moving like beasts. Everybody was sleeping, I could not 

wake them... it was like I was caught in a dream. They were slaughtered." Galant did 

understand what Jackal was saying. His cousin had been hunching slightly, as if he might 

hide himself from view. Now he straightened and Galant heard a note of courage in his voice.

"We'll rouse the guards and lead them back here to save whoever is left. Quickly, now."

Galant took a deep breath and then stepped out onto the street, but Jackal caught him by 

the arm and pulled him back into the doorway. Galant saw that there was a man at the center 

of cobblestone circle where the two streets met. He stood outlined by lamplight, hunching with 

one palm against the ground. He was peering down the street toward the gate. Galant 

stopped breathing. The man turned slowly to look back toward the guest houses. The shape 

of the man's body was wrong, angular, with horns protruding in all directions. He looked 

around once more, and then set off toward the gate. There was a gleam as he came into the 

lamp light, and Galant realized that pieces of mail fit tightly and haphazardly against his 

nakedness, bristling with spikes and barbs.

The strange man was still in sight, but had left the square in the direction of the gate when 

Jackal darted out into the street. Galant followed him without thinking. They crossed to the 

other side of the street, quiet in their bare feet, and Jackal pulled them into another doorway.

"We'll have to make for the east gate." Jackal whispered.

Galant nodded. It was much farther, but the direct path was now blocked, and he did not 

want to fight until he had more men. They left the doorway at a run. Galant thought that a true 

warrior would be running the other direction, toward the guest houses. From atop their marble 

pedastals, the statues of their ancestors stared down at the young men as they ran, making 
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for the bend in the road that would obscure them from view from the intersection. Galant knew 

only Tyrus and his father by sight-- the first statue and the last. Some day his image would 

stand on a new pedestal, regal and eternal, to stare down at the men and women that would 

walk this street after he was gone.

They were not even half way to the bend in the street when Galant heard the sound of 

boots far away, behind them. The cousins stopped and turned as a man ran across the 

intersection toward the gate, where the bestial man had gone. Galant saw white hair, a dark 

cloak, and a glint of steel.

"Lord Corvyne." Galant said.

"Poor old man." Jackal shook his head. Galant hesitated.

"The three of us together..."

Jackal pulled Galant's arm.

"He will be dead before we can get there. We must get to the barracks."

"Three of us with swords could take one man. He had no weapon."

Jackal shook his head again, looking as if he might be sick.

"Leave him, Galant. We cannot help him. We have to get to the east gate."

With a heavy heart, Galant turned and ran and Jackal ran beside him. Set back from the 

street in a grove of aspen was the great pillared mausoleum that held the remains of Galant's 

ancestors. Beyond the mausoleum the street turned north and they were safe from view from 

the square. Jackal slowed and Galant came to stand beside him. They heard no sounds of 

combat. Perhaps Corvyne would find his way to safety.

"Did you drink wine?" Jackal asked suddenly.

"What?"

"At the feast, did you drink the wine?"

"Barely. I had only a few sips."

"Me too, and I felt light headed afterward. I could not rouse them, Galant. I tried but they 

would not wake. Do you suppose..."
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"Let's not consider such things now." Galant thought of Mardis Dantley's warning earlier 

that night, about the Seer Corvyne.

Perhaps Jackal was similarly preoccupied as they ran north, past ancient groves of trees 

and around the lake where lords and ladies on summer days could row perfectly scaled 

models of imperial warships out to an island of shade trees and cool breezes. Neither of them 

saw the shadow that moved slowly along the side of the boathouse until they were nearly 

upon it. No lamps lit this path, and there was no sound save the rustling of leaves and the 

scuff of the cousins' feet against the stones. In the same instant, Jackal and Galant stopped 

short. Not twenty paces ahead of them, the crumbling boat house stood sheltered among the 

trees, nearly lost in vines. Beside it, a hunched shape that had been moving out toward the 

lake turned to regard Galant and Jackal for a moment, and then it came for them.

Galant and Jackal had fought together often in the training yard. They moved away from 

each other and turned in so that one or the other would have a chance to strike the side or the 

back of their opponent. He came in fast and low to the ground, using his hands nearly as 

much as his legs to propel himself forward. When he was still several paces from them, he 

leapt at Jackal. He covered the distance between them easily in the air. No noise came from 

his mail as he moved.

Jackal raised his sword. There was a shriek of metal as the man turned the blade aside 

with his forearm and drove his legs into Jackal's chest. He pushed off from Jackal without 

putting so much as a foot on the ground, and launched himself toward Galant. Behind the blur 

of flesh and mail, blood sprayed and Galant saw Jackal fall. Galant jumped to the side and 

brought his sword around, but the man was past him.

Galant turned, stepping in front of his fallen cousin, and got his first good look at the man 

that he faced. The mail was not worn as armor, but set into his pallid flesh. Discolored skin 

covered the edges of each plate, stitched together with coarse threads. Barbs and spikes 

protruded haphazardly from the metal. The lips had been cut from the the man's face, and 

razors grafted to toothless gums. He was crouching now with his hands in front of him, and 
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Galant saw that they too bore long razors where the fingernails had been removed. Beneath 

the razors and plates, the man was naked. Great scars surrounded eyes that appeared too 

large for a human face.

The man stepped forward and his hands, cruel mockeries of claws, sliced through the air. 

Galant stepped back, aware that he had only two more paces behind him before he would trip 

over Jackal, but the man was not trying to hit him yet. He was trying to get close. Galant 

backed up again. He would have to take advantage of his superior reach. The man hesitated 

for a moment, and Galant brought his sword up and around, stepping forward and bringing it 

across to the shoulder. His blade met the creature's forearm and turned aside with a shrill 

scraping sound that was muted instantly by the dead air. The strength in this creature's arm 

was immense. It had felt as if Galant's blade had met another blade. He let his sword move 

where it would, then harnessed the momentum and brought the it around into an arc. This 

blow was also turned, but he the beat the creature back another half step, toward the lake.

Now Jackal was at Galant's side again, thrusting toward the man's exposed side. Jackal's 

injuries slowed him. His blows were awkward and slow, but they were pressing the man from 

two sides. With a hiss and snapping teeth, the man lunged forward a step, then jumped back 

two steps and looked wildly around him. Jackal was on him again in an instant, his wounds 

either forgotten or not as serious as he had let them believe. The man twisted awkwardly out 

of the reach of Jackal's sword. He steadied himself on the slimy hull of a large paddle boat 

that was moored at the edge of the lake, and hunched, hissing and spitting, his too-large eyes 

wide with hatred. He took another step back, into shallow water choked with weeds, and 

staggered. Galant was there, bringing his sword down the moment that the creature was off 

balance. This blow was turned, but clumsily. The edge of the sword slid into the unprotected 

flesh near the man's elbow, and the man let out a long shriek that sent both cousins 

staggering backward in spite of themselves. Galant nearly dropped his sword to cover his 

ears. The disfigured man leapt and grabbed hold of the prow of the paddle boat, hanging 

barely two paces from where Galant stood. Stretched to his full length, the man was pitifully 
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thin, with ribs emerging as great ridges between the plates sewn into his sides.

Galant grasped his sword with both hands and swung with killing force, but the man pulled 

himself up with his arms as quickly as if he had leapt from the ground and Galant's blow met 

empty air. The momentum nearly carried Galant into the lake. He turned to see the man 

perched for an instant on the boat's prow before vaulting the considerable distance to the 

boathouse. He landed with his feet planted against the wall, grasping the edge of the roof with 

his disfigured fingers. He turned back and stared at Galant. His eyes glowed red when they 

met the moon, and Galant was transfixed. Then he was gone, onto the roof of the boathouse 

and into the murky darkness.

A cold wind came from across the lake, bringing with it tendrils of low fog that eddied 

around the cousins' legs and spread until the all the ground was covered. There was no 

sound or movement among the trees, which seemed to grow from the aether.

"We had him!" Jackal whispered. Galant surreptitiously examined Jackal's wounds. He 

was bleeding in several places, where the barbs affixed to the man's armor had cut into him. 

Three gashes ran side by side along his neck. They would not have had go much deeper to 

have been mortal wounds.

"Let's get to the barracks." Galant whispered back, eyeing the boathouse.

"Shouldn't we find him and finish him off?" Jackal asked. "It'll be no good having him at our 

backs while we're trying to get to the gate."

Galant's knew that his cousin spoke the truth.

"Whether we are seeking him or not, he'll fight when he wants to fight and not before. 

Searching through the dark and fog is a fool's errand. We are not as fast as he is, or as quiet."

"Alright then." Jackal nodded. "Let's head to the barracks. Stay alert, though. He hasn't 

gone far."

"We'll be safer if we stay off the street. It'll be faster through the trees, also."

The gate lay not far north of the lake. If the sun had been up, it would have nearly been 

possible to make out the walls through the trees across the lake. Now in the sudden fog, the 
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lake was visible only by the absence of trees. Out away from the shelter of the trees, the 

mists glowed red in the moonlight. Galant walked to the edge of the water and pulled himself 

up onto the paddle boat. He stood on his toes and scanned the top of the boat house. There 

was nothing there. He turned and peered into the trees that lined the lake, but saw nothing 

but still darkness.

Galant jumped to the ground. Galant had never done anything that could be considered 

heroic before. His sword had never felt so comfortable, so much a part of him.

"Come on."

 He set off north around the lake. Jackal walked beside him, his sword ready, scanning the 

trees above the mist for any movement. The only sound was the squelching of the cool mud 

between the cousins' toes.

"How many are there?" Galant asked.

"At least three."

"Who could have done something like that? The surgery, I mean. It wasn't..."

"Voluntary? No, I don't think so." The revulsion was plain on Jackal's face.

"They're here to kill us. Stennan is, too. Earlier today he collapsed from a fever. I wonder if 

that was just an act. "

The fog had drifted upward and grown thick, and Galant and Jackal found themselves 

walking in a surreal landscape where trees loomed suddenly from pale mists on one side of 

them and on the other there was nothing but red.

"I do not like this fog," Jackal whispered. Looking out toward the lake, he muttered, "it's like 

the mists of blood that cloud a dying warrior's eyes."

"So they say..." Galant did not like the fog either. He imagined for some reason that the 

man they had fought might find their scent on the night air.

"Let's run." Jackal said. "This fog may be our savior. Nobody can see us in this."

There was something comforting about moving slowly, but Galant knew that their vigilance 

was only an illusion. He did not like the idea of rushing headlong into whatever lay ahead, but 
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he began to jog nonetheless, and then to run.

Not long after they began running, Galant lost sight of Jackal. Every tree that loomed out 

of the mist seemed to be an assailant, and Galant jumped back and forth to dodge around 

them, ready at any moment to drive his sword forward to meet an enemy. The mist was red 

where the trees did not block the moon, and Galant found himself moving around these areas 

as well. He feared to call out, but did not know how he might find his cousin. He slowed and 

stopped. He strained to hear anything, but there was only the silent drifting whiteness. He 

turned once and then again, but caught no sight of Jackal.

"Jackal!" Galant whispered as loudly as he dared.

"Galant!" Jackal's voice came from somewhere nearby. Galant moved toward the sound, 

but did not find his cousin. After he had gone a few yards, he stopped again.

"Jackal!"

"Galant!" Again the reply came, this time from behind him and further away. "Stay where 

you are, I'll come to you."

Galant waited, and a moment later Jackal appeared next to him. His cousin glistened with 

sweat and steam rose from his chest and shoulders.

"We can't be far now." Jackal set off, but in the wrong direction.

"This way." Galant grabbed his cousin by the arm and turned him toward the gate.

"No." Jackal shook his head. Now that the direction of the gate was in dispute, Galant was 

not sure at all which way to go. Galant had played in this wood since he was a small child. He 

had climbed every tree, or so he thought. Everything was unfamiliar now, and menacing.

The direction that Jackal faced was not much different than his own.

"Better to head toward the wall than toward the path." Galant whispered. "One of us is 

wrong, and it will be better to follow the wall to the gatehouse rather than the road."

Jackal nodded, and they set off again. They walked quickly, but did not run. Jackal 

breathed heavily and every breath was swallowed quickly by the silence. Galant fought the 

mounting feeling that they were trapped. The space around them was open, but he felt 
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confined. The silence was oppressive and the mist made them nearly blind.

"Every step brings us closer." Jackal whispered beside him, trying to reassure them both. 

Galant dared not think that they were close, and yet a moment later the wall of the second 

ring loomed before them, and Galant thought that he could make out the outline of the 

gatehouse not ten paces away. He made a hushing gesture at Jackal, although he did not 

need to, for his cousin moved now in a crouch, shifting his weight carefully from heel to toe.

No light burned in the gatehouse. As they crept past a dark window, Galant stopped and 

peered inside. At first, he saw only the reflection of his face and the fog behind him. He 

cupped his hands against his face and pressed closer against the window. Inside, nothing 

seemed amiss, except that there was no guard. Everything was orderly. The lamp smoldered 

dimly, as if it had gone out not long before. There was no sign of a struggle.

"It's clear." Jackal had edged his way to the end of the gatehouse and was waving Galant 

toward him. The gate towered above them. Galant had always been impressed with the 

austere elegance of the palace gates. The dark, unpolished, steel was free of any ornament, 

but crafted perfectly. They were sensible and powerful.

"The gatehouse is empty. Let's get these open." Galant pushed the door to the gatehouse 

open and stepped inside. It was not a small room that they entered, and still the crank used to 

pull the gates open and closed took up nearly half of the space.

"Why is it dark?" Jackal whispered. "Where's the guard?"

"He probably went to fight." Galant whispered back. He went to the crank and grasped the 

handle with both hands. He had seen the gates operated before, and even for a large man, it 

was not easy.

"I may need your help." Galant heaved against the handle with all his weight, and went 

sprawling across the floor. The handle spun freely, with no resistance.

"What are you doing wrong?" Jackal demanded. "You must not have latched the crank into 

the chain."

"I don't think there is a latch." Galant jumped back to his feet and went to examine the 
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crank. The chain wound a few times around the shaft of the crank and then stopped.

"Let me see." Jackal was looking impatiently over Galant's shoulder.

"It's been cut!" Galant turned to face his cousin, a sick feeling growing in his chest.

"You must be doing something wrong." Jackal looked wildly past him.

Galant picked up the end of the chain, half of a broken link still fixed to the end and shook 

it at Jackal. "It isn't attached to the gate any more! It's been cut so that we can't get out!"

"Who would do that? There must be something you're doing wrong!" Jackal yelled.

"It's been cut so that we can't get help, so that we can't get away! It was cut by the same 

people who drugged our wine, the same people who brought those creatures here. We're 

supposed to die tonight, Jackal!" Galant had also abandoned any pretense of quiet.

Jackal swung his sword savagely at the lamp and it shattered against the wall. He brought 

the sword down hard on the chair, snapping it in two. A strangled noise came from his throat, 

something between a yell and a sob. Then, as suddenly as he had started, he stopped. He 

stood quietly panting, looking at Galant.

"What do we do?" Jackal asked, almost disturbingly serene.

"We'll go back to the inner ring. We'll find my sister and Corvyne. We'll get my bow and 

some arrows and lock ourselves in one of the towers. We may not be able to get out to find 

help tonight, but help will come in the morning."

Jackal nodded and it was silent again. In the silence, they heard a murmuring. It was a 

human voice, not very loud-- a rhythmic muttering that Galant thought at first must have been 

in the room with them. He turned toward the door.

It took Galant a moment to recognize Stennan standing in the doorway, naked aside from 

the torn remnants of a tunic, smeared with blood and grease. Sweat beaded all over his body 

and his hair clung in sodden clumps to his forehead. Galant recognized the sword first, the 

black eagle hilt grasping the blade with its talons. Stennan was staring at them, but without 

recognition. His mouth moved rapidly, as he recited some verse to himself. Galant could not 

make out the words.
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Jackal moved to Galant's side. The cousins stood shoulder to shoulder, trading brief 

glances as Stennan walked toward them. Jackal feinted toward him, but the knight did not 

flinch. Jackal stabbed at Stennan's naked thigh. Jackal's form was perfect. He drove the 

blade forward with the full weight of his body behind it, but without ever letting his balance 

leave the center of his feet. His body was angled perfectly to spin away behind Galant should 

the blow be turned.

Stennan stopped the point of Jackal's sword on the flat of his own, without even turning to 

meet Jackal, then swatted it casually away. Jackal staggered forward and might have fallen, 

except that Stennan ran him through the chest. Stennan lowered his blade and Jackal slid off, 

gaping slightly at Galant. Galant lifted his blade and tried to predict where Stennan would 

strike. The knight struck Galant's sword and it flew from his hands. Galant looked into 

Stennan's eyes, wild and unfamiliar, and felt the blade pierce him. There was almost no pain.



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 288

Celani woke with the first screams. From her window, she watched Stennan butcher 

Arman and Therazes. She watched her brother set out from the palace in his night clothes 

with his sword. He had layed Arman to rest, and gone away. Some time passed and then she 

heard her mother scream. Her sorrow was not inside her, but something that she observed as 

she waited. She was dizzy, but she would not faint. There was a scratch at her door, and then 

it opened.

A man stood there, naked except for plates of metal that had been sewn into his flesh. 

Razors and barbs came from every limb, and his face had been disfigured with metal. His 

pain was like nothing Celani had ever felt. He shambled toward her, and she might have 

swooned, but her body was held taut from within. The air around her became cold and the 

hairs on her arms stood straight. The man stopped and they stared into each other's eyes. His 

eyes were no longer the eyes of man.

He meant her harm, but he did not come closer. Celani's skin grew hot and the darkness 

washed through her. Her vision grew dim, but she did not lose control. She wanted to reach 

out to him, but the space around her had become unstable, and she feared what might 

happen to them. The currents coursed through her until she was nauseous and feared that 

she would pass out. The twisted man could feel the space that she commanded, and he 

feared her. She felt his senseless malice. It was not a human feeling, it was bestial and pure. 

Yet behind this there was something human, far away and crying out.

Lord Corvyne was in the doorway, then, regarding her through cracked spectacles. The 

naked man leapt at him, and Corvyne thrust his empty hand forward, and drew his sword 

back above his head. The man was repelled from Corvyne's empty hand with such force that 

he was flung against the far wall of the room. Metal scraped and clattered as he fell to the 

floor. Corvyne stepped forward and would have ended the man's life, but Celani called out. 

What she called, she did not know, but Corvyne stopped. The man hissed and scurried to a 

corner, where he trembled and spat.

"We must leave." Celani did not know whether it was she who spoke these words or 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 289

Corvyne, but he held out his hand and she took it and they ran. Outside, the tree tops blazed 

in the savage red moonlight. They ran to the stairs and down, but Corvyne turned on the 

second floor. They were not leaving the palace. Midway down this hall, her mother lay face 

down. She was torn and bloody. Corvyne rushed to kneel at her side, but Celani stayed back.

"She is dead." Celani announced as Corvyne turned her mother onto her back. Corvyne 

stood and nodded, and set off again down the hall.

"Galant has gone to seek help." She told him. "He will be dead soon."

"Then it is just us."

Celani nodded.

"Come then," Corvyne beckoned. "We cannot leave by way of the gate."

He led her down into the depths of the palace, to places she had not dared to explore 

since she was young, before her troubles had begun. So many rooms of this ancient palace 

were never used. The store rooms had been long abandoned, as various functions required 

to sustain the royal family had been moved out into the second ring. It had not taken much to 

sustain the three occupants of the palace, anyway. The corridors were dark from the soot of 

torches that had not burned for years. Though they had never been forbidden from these 

halls, she and Galant had always treated them as a secret place and explored them furtively 

in the darkness.

Now the corridors were lit. From where, Celani could not say, but it moved with them, pale 

and constant, as they travelled. The halls were a blur of stone and cobwebs. Celani clutched 

Corvyne's hand as if he could hold her in this world. Always she was at the dizzying edge of 

darkness, but as he pulled her along she imagined that he held her back from the brink.

The halls became unfamiliar, and then they emerged into the moonlight beyond the walls 

of the first ring. A thick fog had risen, but Celani recognized the stables. A stableboy slept in a 

chair, and Corvyne pulled her past him to a stall. Corvyne's horse rose to meet them. He lifted 

Celani into the saddle and then climbed up behind her. He was agile for an old man. She 

melted back into his arms and closed her eyes. The hooves hit the ground again and again. 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 290

They left the palace and rode hard down empty streets, past shuttered windows that she had 

never seen before. She gagged and choked and he stopped. He put his hand against her 

brow. He murmured into her ear, words that she did not understand, and then, "Sleep, child."

Celani felt the tension and nausea drain from her. She lay back against Corvyne as he 

roused his horse back to a run and then she was asleep.


