
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 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 6

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.
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"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 
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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..."



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 16

"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 



Saller / FANTASY NOVEL / 22

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.
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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 
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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. 
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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.


