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Chapter One
Homecomi ng
The inn was quiet.

Wal | s darkened with years of fireplace soot drank in

the lantern light, reflecting dimillumnination. The dying
fire in the hearth offered scant warmh and, fromthe
deneanor of those who chose to sit before it, |ess cheer
In contrast to the nood of nobst establishments of its ilk,
this inn was nearly sonmber. In nurky corners, mnen

spoke in hushed tones, discussing things best not over-
heard by the uninvol ved. A grunt of agreenent to a

whi spered proposal or a bitter laugh froma woman of
negoti abl e virtue were the only sounds to intrude upon
the silence. The mgjority of the denizens of the inn

call ed the Sleeping Dockman were cl osely wat ching

t he gane.

The gane was pokiir, common to the Empire of

Great Kesh to the south and now replacing lin-lan and
pashawa as the ganbler's choice in the inns and taverns

of the Western Real m of the Kingdom One player held

his five cards before him his eyes narrowed in concen-
tration. An off-duty soldier, he kept alert for any sign of
trouble in the room and trouble was rapidly approach-

ing. He made a display of studying his cards, while dis-
creetly inspecting the five men who played at the table
with him

The first two on his left were rough nen. Both were
sunburned and the hands hol ding their cards were

heavily cal lused; faded linen shirts and cotton trousers
hung | oosely on | ank but muscul ar frames. Neither wore
boots or even sandals, barefoot despite the cool night
air, a certain sign they were sailors waiting for a new
berth. Usually such nen quickly lost their pay and were
bound again for sea, but fromthe way they had bet al
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ni ght, the soldier was certain they were working for the
man who sat to the soldier's right.

That man sat patiently, waiting to see if the soldier
woul d match his bet or fold his cards, forfeiting his
chance to buy up to three new cards. The sol di er had
seen his sort many tinmes before; a rich nerchant's son
or a younger son of a mnor noble, with too nuch tine
on his hands and too little sense. He was fashionably
attired in the | atest rage anong the young nen of
Krondor, a short pair of breeches tucked into hose, al-
| owing the pants | egs above the calf to balloon out. A
sinple white shirt was enbroidered with pearls and

sem preci ous stones, and the jacket was the new cut-
away design, a rather garish yellow, with white and
silver brocade at the wists and collar. He was a typica
dandy. And fromthe | ook of the Rodezi an sl amanca
hanging fromthe | oose baldric across his shoul der, a
dangerous nman. It was a sword only used by a master or
soneone seeking a qui ck death—n the hands of an
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expert it was a fearsone weapon; in the hands of the
i nexperienced it was suicide.

The man had probably |l ost |arge sums of noney be-

fore and now sought to recoup his previous | osses by
cheating at cards. One or the other of the sailors would
wi n an occasional hand, but the soldier was certain this
was pl anned to keep suspicion fromfalling upon the
young dandy. The soldier sighed, as if troubled by what
choice to make. The other two players waited patiently
for himto nake his play.

They were twin brothers, tall—+wo inches over six

feet he judged—and fit in appearance. Both cane to the
table arnmed with rapiers, again the choice of experts or
fools. Since Prince Arutha had cone to the throne of
Krondor twenty years before, rapiers had becone the

choi ce of nmen who wore weapons as a consideration of
fashion rather than survival. But these two didn't | ook
the type to sport weapons as decorative baubles. They
were dressed as comon nercenaries, just in fromcar-
avan duty fromthe | ook of them Dust still clung to
their tunic and | eather vest, while their red-brown hair
was lightly matted. Both needed a shave. Yet while their
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clothing was common and dirty, there was nothing that

| ooked negl ected about their arnmor or arms; they night
not pause to bathe after weeks on a caravan, but they
woul d take an hour to oil their |eather and polish their
steel. They | ooked genuine in their part, save for a feel-
ing of vague famliarity which caused the soldier slight
di sconfort: both spoke with none of the rough speech
conmon to nercenaries, but rather with the educated
crispness of those used to spending their days in court,
not fighting bandits. And they were young, little nore
than boys.

The brothers had comenced the ganme with gl ee,

ordering tankard after tankard of ale, letting | osses de-
light themas nmuch as wins, but now that the stakes of
the gane were rising, they had beconme sonber. They

gl anced at each other fromtine to tine, and the soldier
was certain they shared silent comunication the way

twi ns often did.

The sol di er shook his head. "Not nme." He threw

down his cards, one of themflipping conpletely over

for an instant before it came to rest upon the table. "I've
got duty in an hour; |'d best be back to the barracks."

VWat he really knew was that trouble was inm nent

and if he were still around when it arrived, he'd never
make muster. And the duty sergeant was a nan not

given to receiving excuses kindly.

Now t he dandy's eyes turned to the first of the two
brothers. "Play?"

As the soldier reached the door of the inn, he took
note of two men standing quietly in the corner. They
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stood in great cloaks, faces obscured slightly by the
shadows of their hoods, despite the night being warm
Bot h nade a show of quietly watching the ganme, but

they were taking in every detail of the inn. They also

| ooked familiar to the soldier, but he couldn't place
them And there was sonethi ng about the way they

stood, as if ready to leap to action, that reaffirned the
soldier's determination to reach the city barracks early.
He opened the door to the inn and stepped through,
closing it behind.

The man cl osest to the door turned to his companion,
Prince of the Bl ood

his face only partially illum nated by the light fromthe
| antern above. "You'd better get outside. It's about to
break | oose. "

H s compani on nodded. In the twenty years they'd

been friends, he had | earned never to second guess his
companion's ability to sense trouble in the city. He
qui ckly stepped through the door after the sol dier.

At the table, the betting reached the first of the two
brothers. He made a face, as if perplexed by the play of
the cards. The dandy said, "Are you staying or folding?"

"Well," answered the young man, "this is sonething

of a poser." He |ooked at his brother. "Eriand, | would
have sworn an oath to Astalon the Judge that | saw a
Blue Lady flip when that soldier tossed in his hand."

"Why," answered his twin with a twisted smle, "does
that pose a problem Borric?"

"Because | also have a Blue Lady in nmy hand."

Men began to back away fromthe table as the tone of
conversation shifted. D scussion of what cards one held
was not the norm "I still see no problem" observed
Eriand, "as there are two Blue Ladies in the deck."

Wth a malicious grin, Borric said, "But you see, our
friend over here," he indicated the dandy, "also has a
Bl ue Lady tucked just not quite far enough back in his
sl eeve. "

Instantly the roomerupted into notion as nen put as
much di stance as possi bl e between the conbatants and
thensel ves. Borric |eaped fromhis seat, gripping the
edge of the table and overturning it, forcing the dandy
and his two henchnen back. Eriand had his rapier and a
long dirk out as the dandy drew his sl amanca.

One of the two sailors lost his footing and fell forward.
As he tried to rise, he found his chin net by the toe of
Borric's boot. He collapsed into a heap at the young
mercenary's feet. The dandy | eaped forward, executing

a vicious cut at Eriand's head. Eriand deftly parried
with his dirk and returned a vicious thrust his opponent
barel y dodged
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Bot h nen knew they faced an opponent worthy of
wari ness. The innkeeper was circling the room arned
with a large cudgel, threatening anyone who sought to

Homecomi ng

enlarge the fray. As he neared the door, the man in the
hood stepped out with startling speed and gripped his
wist. He spoke briefly, and the innkeeper's face

drai ned of color. The proprietor briskly nodded once
and quickly slipped out the door.

Borric disposed of the second sailor with little trouble
and turned to discover Eriand in a close struggle with
the dandy. "Eriand! Could you use a hand?"

Eri and shouted, "I think not. Besides, you al ways say |
need the practice."

"True," answered his brother with a grin. "But don't
let himkill you. I'd have to avenge you."

The dandy tried a conbination attack, a high, |ow,
then hi gh series of chops, and Eriand was forced to back
away. In the night the sound of whistles could be heard.

"Eriand," said Borric.

The hard-pressed younger twin said, "Wuat?" as he
dodged another masterfully executed conbination at-
t ack.

"The watch is conming. You'd better kill himquickly."

"I"'mtrying," said Eriand, "but this fellowisn't being
very cooperative." As he spoke, his boot heel struck a
pool of spilled ale and he lost his footing. Suddenly he
was falling backward, his defense gone.

Borric was noving as the dandy |unged at his brother.
Eriand tw sted upon the floor, but the dandy's sword
struck his side. Hot pain erupted along his ribs. And at
the sane instant the man had opened his left side to a
counter thrust. Sitting upon the floor, Eriand thrust up-
ward with his rapier, catching the man in the stonach.
The dandy stiffened and gasped as a red stain began to
spread upon his yellow tunic. Then Borric struck him
frombehind, using the hilt of his sword to render the
man unconsci ous.

From out si de the sound of rushing nen could be

heard, and Borric said, "W'd best get clear of this
mess, " as he gave his brother a hand up. "Father's going
to be upset enough with us as it is wthout braw ing—

Wncing fromhis injury, Eriand interrupted, "You
didn't have to hit him | think I would have killed himin
anot her monent . "

6 Prince of the Bl ood

"Or he you. And I'd not want to face Father had | |et
that happen. Besides, you really wouldn't have kill ed
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him you just don't have the instinct. You' d have tried to
di sarm him or sonething equally noble," Borric ob-

served, catching his breath in a gasp, and stupid
Now, |et's see about getting out of here."

Eriand gripped his wounded side as they headed to-
ward the door. Several town toughs, seeing bl ood upon
Eriand' s side, noved to block the twin's exit. Borric and
Eri and both leveled their sword points at the band of
men. Borric said, "Keep your guard up a nonent,"

pi cked up a chair, and threw it through the | arge bay
wi ndow facing the boul evard. d ass and | eadi ng show
ered the street, and before the tinkle of shards upon
stone had stopped, both brothers were | eaping through
what remmined of the wi ndow Eriand stunbled and
Borric had to grip his armto keep himfromfalling.

As they straightened, they took in the fact that they
were | ooking at horses. Two of the nore bold thugs

j unped through the wi ndow after the twins, and Borric
smashed one in the side of the head with his sword hilt,
while the other nman pulled up short as three crossbhows
were leveled at him Arrayed before the door was the
smal | conpany of ten burly and heavily armed town

wat chmen commonly known as the Riot Squad. But

what had the hal f-dozen deni zens of the Sl eeping
Dockman standing i n open-nmouth amazenent, was the
sight of the thirty horsenen behind the Ri ot Squad.
They wore the tabards of Krondor and the badge of the
Prince of Krondor's own Royal Househol d Guards

Fromwi thin the inn soneone overcane his stupefica-
tion and shouted, "Royal Guardsnen!" and a genera
evacuation through the rear door of the tavern began,
whil e the gaping faces at the w ndow vani shed.

The two brothers regarded the nounted nen, al
armed and ready in case trouble canme. At their head
rode a man well known to the two young nercenari es.

"Ah . . . good evening, ny lord," said Borric, a smle
slowly spreadi ng across his face. The | eader of the R ot
Squad, seeing no one else in sight, noved to take cus-
tody of the two young nen.

Honecom ng 7

The | eader of the Royal Guard waved himoff. "This

doesn't concern you, Watchman. You and your nen may
go." The watch conmander bowed slightly and | ed his
men back to their barracks in the heart of the Poor
Quarter.

Eri and winced a bit as he said, "Baron Lockl ear, what
a pl easure.”

Baron Lockl ear, Knight-Marshal of Krondor, smled

an unanused smle. "lI'mcertain." Despite his rank, he
| ooked barely a year or two ol der than the boys, though
he was nearly sixteen years their senior. He had curly
bl ond hair and | arge bl ue eyes, which were presently
narrowed as he watched the twi ns in obvious disap-
proval .
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Borric said, "And | expect that means that Baron
James—

Lockl ear pointed. "lIs standi ng behind you."

Both brothers turned to see the man in the great

cloak franed in the doorway. He threw back his hood to
reveal a face still sonmewhat youthful despite his thirty-
seven years of age, his curly brown hair slightly dusted
with grey. It was a face the brothers knew as well as any,
for he had been one of their teachers since boyhood,

and nore, one of their closest friends. He regarded the
two brothers with ill-disguised di sapproval and said,
"Your father ordered you directly honme. | had reports

of your whereabouts fromthe tinme you | eft Hi ghcastle
until you passed through the city gates . . . two days
ago!"

The twins tried to hide their pleasure at being able to
| ose their royal escorts, but they failed. "lgnore for a
monent the fact your father and nother had a forma

court convened to wel come you hone. Forget they

stood waiting for three hours! Never mnd your father's
insisting that Baron Locklear and | conb the entire city
for two days seeking you out." He studied the two

young nen, "But | trust you'll remenber all those little
details when your father has words with you after court
t onmor r ow. "

Two horses were brought forward and a sol di er defer-
entially held out the reins to each brother. Seeing the

Pri nce of the Bl ood

bl ood al ong Eriand' s side, a Lieutenant of the Guard
moved his horse nearby and said in nock synpat hy,
"Does Hi s Hi ghness require hel p?"

Eri and negotiated the stirrup and heaved hi nsel f

into the saddle without aid. Inirritated tones, he an-
swered, "Only when | see Father, Cousin WIly, and
don't think you can do nmuch for ne then."

Li eutenant W 1iam nodded and in unsynpathetic
tones, he whispered, "He did say come honme at once,
Eriand."

Eri and nodded in resignation. "W just wanted to
relax for a day or two before—=

WIlliamcouldn't resist l|aughing at his cousins' predic-
anent. He had often seen them bring di saster down

upon thensel ves and he never could understand their
appetite for such punishnent. He said, "Muybe you

could run for the border. | could get very stupid foll ow
ing you."
Eri and shook his head. "I think I'Il wish | had taken

your offer, after tonmorrow norning's court."

Wl liam | aughed again. "Cone along, this dressing
down won't be nuch worse than a dozen you've al -
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ready had."

Baron Janes, Chancel |l or of Krondor and first assis-

tant to the Duke of Krondor, quickly nounted his own
horse. "To the pal ace," he ordered, and the conpany
turned to escort the twin princes, Borric and Eriand, to
the pal ace.

Arut ha, Prince of Krondor, Knight-Mrshal of the

Western Realm and Royal Heir to the throne of the

Ki ngdom of the Isles, sat quietly attentive to the busi-
ness of the court being conducted before him A slender
man in his youth, he had not gained the bul k commonly
associated with mddl e age, but rather had becone

harder, nore angular in features, losing what little soft-
ening effects youth had given his | anky appearance. Hs
hair was still dark, though enough grey had cone with

the twenty years of ruling Krondor and the West to
speckle it. His reflexes had slowed only slightly over the
years, and he was still counted one of the finest swords-

Homecomi ng

men in the Kingdom though he rarely had reason to
exercise his skill with the rapier. H's dark brown eyes
were narrowed in concentration, a gaze that seened to
m ss nothing, in the opinion of many who served the
Prince. Thoughtful, even brooding at tines, Arutha was
a brilliant mlitary leader. He had rightfully won his
reputation during the nine years of the Riftwar—which
had ended the year before the twins' birth—after tak-
ing coomand of the garrison at Crydee, his famly's
castle, when only a few nonths ol der than his sons were
now.

He was counted a hard but fair ruler, quick to dis-

pense justice when the crinme warranted, though often
given to acts of leniency at the request of his wife, the
Princess Anita. And that relationship nore than any-
thing typified the adm nistration of the Western Real m

hard, |ogical, evenhanded justice, tenpered with
mercy. Wiile few openly sang Arutha's praises, he was
wel | respected and honored, and his w fe was bel oved
by her subjects.

Anita sat quietly upon her throne, her green eyes

| ooking off into space. Her royal manner nasked her
concern for her sons fromall but those who knew her
nmost intimately. That her husband had ordered the

boys brought to the great hall for norning court, rather
than to their parents' private quarters |ast night,
showed nore than anything el se his displeasure. Anita
forced herself to be attentive to the speech being given
by a menber of the Guild of Weavers; it was her duty

al so to show those com ng before her husband's court

the consideration of listening to every petition or re-
quest. The other nenbers of the royal famly were not
normal ly required at norning court, but since the tw ns
had returned fromtheir service upon the border at

Hi ghcastle, it had becone a famly gathering.
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Princess Elena stood at her nother's side. She | ooked
a fair conprom se between her parents, having red-
brown hair and fair skin fromher nother but her fa-
ther's dark and intelligent eyes. Those who knew t he
royal famly well often observed that if Borric and Er-
iand resenbled their uncle, the King, then Elena re-

Prince of the Bl ood

senbl ed her aunt, the Baroness Carline of Sal ador. And
Arut ha had observed on nore than one occasi on she
had Carline's renowned tenper.

Prince Ni cholas, Arutha and Anita's youngest child,

had avoi ded the need to stand next to his sister, by

hiding fromhis father's sight. He stood behind his noth-
er's throne, beyond his father's gaze", on the first step off
the dais. The door to the royal apartnents was hidden

fromthe eyes of those in the hall, down three steps,
where, in years past, all four children had played the
game of huddling on the first step, listening to their

father conduct court, enjoying the delicious feeling of
eavesdroppi ng. Nicky waited for the arrival of his two
br ot hers.

Anita glanced about with that sudden sense nothers

have that one of their children is somewhere he

shoul dn't be. She spied N cholas waiting down by the
door, and notioned himto stand close. N cky had idol -
ized Borric and Eriand, despite themhaving little tine
for the boy and constantly teasing him They just
couldn't find nmuch in common with their youngest sib-
ling, since he was twel ve years younger

Prince Nichol as hobbl ed up the three broad steps and
moved to his nother's side and, as it had every day since
his birth, Anita's heart broke. The boy had a deforned
foot, and neither surgeon's ministrations nor priest's
spell had any effect, save to enable himto wal k. Unw Il -
ing to hold up the defornmed baby to public scrutiny,

Arut ha had ignored custom and refused to show the boy

at the Presentation, the holiday in honor of a roya
child' s first public appearance, a tradition that may
have died with Nicholas's birth.

Ni cky turned when he heard the door open, and Er-

| and peered through. The youngest Prince grinned at

his brothers as they gingerly slipped through the door.
Ni cky scranbl ed down the three steps with his canted
gate to intercept them and gave each a hug. Eriand

vi sibly winced and Borric bestowed an absent pat on

t he shoul der.

Ni cky followed the twins as they slowy nmounted the
stairs behind the thrones, comng to stand behind their

Honecomi ng 11

sister. She glanced over her shoul der [ ong enough to
stick out her tongue and cross her eyes, causing all three
brothers to force themsel ves not to | augh. They knew
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no one else in court could see her fleeting pantonine.
The twins had a long history of tornenting their little
sister, who gave back as good as she got. She woul d

t hi nk not hi ng of enmbarrassing themin the King's own
court.

Arut ha, sensing sone exchange between his children,

gl anced over and gifted his four offspring with a quick
frown, enough to silence any potential mrth. H s gaze
l'ingered on his elder sons and showed his anger in ful
measur e, though only those close to himwould recog-
nize it as such. Then his attention was back upon the
matter before the court. A minor noble was being ad-
vanced into a new office, and while the four royal chil-
dren might not find it worthy of much dignity, the man
woul d count this among one of the high points of his
life. Arutha had tried to inpress such awareness upon
them over the years but continuously fail ed.

Overseeing the Prince's court was Lord Gardan,

Duke of Krondor. The old soldier had served with

Arutha, and his father before him thirty years and

more. His dark skin stood in stark contrast to his beard,
al nrost white in color, but he still had the alert eyes of
one whose mind had | ost none of its edge and a ready
smle for the royal children. A comopner by birth,

Gardan had risen on his ability, and despite an often
expressed desire to retire and return to his hone in Far
Crydee, he had remained in Arutha's service, first as
Sergeant in the garrison at Crydee, then Captain of the
Prince's Royal Househol d, then Knight-Marshal of

Krondor. Wen the previous Duke of Krondor, Lord

Vol ney, had di ed unexpectedly after seven years' |oya
service in his office, Arutha had awarded the office to
Cardan. Despite the old soldier's protestations of not
being suited to the nobility, he had proven an able

adm nistrator as well as a gifted soldier.

Cardan finished intoning the man's new rank and
privileges and Arutha preferred a terribly oversized
parchnment with ribbons and seal s enbossed upon it.

12 Prince of the Bl ood

The man took his award of office and retired to the
crowd, to the hushed congratul ations of others in court.

Gardan nodded to the Master of Cerenonies, Jerone

by name, and the thin man brought hinself to his ful

hei ght. Once a boyhood rival of Baron Janes, the office
suited Jerome's self-inportant nature. He was, by al
accounts, a thorough bore and his preoccupation with
trivia made hima natural for the post. His |love of detai
mani fested itself in the exquisite stitching of his cloak of
of fice and the pointed chin beard he spent hours in
trimm ng. | n ponpous tones, he spoke: "If it pleases
Your Hi ghness, H's Excellency, Lord Torum Sie, Am
bassador fromthe Royal court of G eat Kesh."

The Anbassador, who had been standing off to one
side, conferring with his advisors, approached the dais
and bowed. By his attire, it was clear he was of the true
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Keshi an people, for his head was shaved. His scarl et
coat was cut away, revealing a pair of yellow pantal oons
and white slippers. His chest was bare in the Keshian
fashion, a | arge golden torque of office decorating his
neck. Each item of clothing was delicately finished in
al nost i nperceptible needl ework, with tiny jewels and
pearls decorating each seam The effect was as if he was
bat hed in shimrering sparkles as he noved. He was

easily the nost splendid figure in court.

"Hi ghness," he said, his speech tinged by a slight
singsong accent. "Qur M stress, Lakeisha, She Wwo Is
Kesh, inquires as to the health of Their H ghnesses."

"Convey our warnest regards to the Enpress," re-
sponded Arutha, "and tell her we are well."

"Wth pleasure," the Anbassador answered. "Now, |

must beg of Hi s Hi ghness an answer to the invitation

sent by ny mistress. The seventy-fifth anniversary of

Her Magnificent's birth is an event of unsurpassed joy to
the Enpire. W will host a Jubilee that will be cele-
brated for two nonths. WIIl Your H ghnesses be joining
us?"

Al ready the King had sent his apol ogies, as had the
rul er of every nei ghboring sovereignty from Queg to
the Eastern Kingdonms. Wile there had been peace
bet ween the Empire and her nei ghbors for an unusu-

Honecomi ng 13

ally long ti ne—el even years since the |ast nmjor border
cl ash—o rul er was foolish enough to come within the
borders of the nobst feared nation upon M dkeni a.

Those rejections were considered proper. The invita-
tion to the Prince and Princess of Krondor was anot her
mat ter.

The Western Real m of the Kingdom of the Isles was

al nrost a nation unto itself, with the responsibility for
rul ership given to the Prince of Krondor. Only the
broadest policy came fromthe King's court in Rillanon
And it was Arutha, as often as not, who had been the
one to deal with Kesh's Anbassadors, for the majority of
potential conflict between Kesh and the Ki ngdom were

al ong the Western Real mi's southern border

Arutha | ooked at his wife, and then the Anbassador
"W regret that the press of official duty prevents us
fromundertaking so long a journey. Your Excellency."

The Anbassador's expression didn't change, but a

slight hardeni ng around the eyes indicated the Keshian
considered the rejection close to an insult. "That is re-
grettabl e, Hi ghness. My mistress did so consider your
presence vital —should | say a gesture of friendship and
goodwi | | . "

The odd comment was not | ost upon Arutha. He nod-
ded. "Still, we would consider ourselves rem ss in our
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friendship and goodwill to our neighbors in the south if
we did not send one who could represent the Roya

House of Isles." The Anbassador's eyes at once fixed
upon the twins. "Prince Borric, Heir Presunptive to

the Throne of Isles, shall be our representative at the
Enpress's Jubilee, my lord." Borric, suddenly the focus
of scrutiny, found hinmself standing nore erect, and felt
an unexpected need to tug at his tunic. "And his
brother, Prince Eriand, will acconpany him"

Borric and Eriand exchanged startl ed gl ances.
"Kesh!" Eriand whispered, astonishment barely con-
t ai ned.

The Keshi an Anbassador inclined his head toward

the Princes a nonent in appreciation. "A fitting ges-
ture of respect and friendship, H ghness. My m stress
will be pleased.”

Pri nce of the Bl ood

Arutha's gaze swept the room and for an instant fixed
upon a nman at the rear of the room then continued on
As the Keshi an Amrbassador wi thdrew, Arutha rose
fromhis throne and said, "W have nuch busi ness be-
fore us this day; court will resume tomorow at the
tenth hour of the watch.” He offered his hand to his
wi fe, who took it as she stood. Escorting the Princess
fromthe dais, he whispered to Borric, "You and your
brother: in ny chanbers in five mnutes." Al four roya
children bowed formally as their father and nother
passed, then fell into procession behind them

Borric glanced at Eriand and found his own curiosity
mrrored in the face of his twin. The twins waited unti
they -were out of the hall and Eriand turned and

gr abbed El ena, spinning her roughly around in a bear

hug. Borric gave her a solid whack on the backside,

despite the softening effect of the folds of fabric of her
gown. "Beasts!" she exclainmed. Then she hugged each
inturn. "I hate to say this, but | amglad to see you back
Thi ngs have been dreadfully dull since you left."

Borric grinned. "Not as | hear it, little sister.”

Eriand put his armaround his brother's neck and

whi spered in nock conspiracy, "It has cone to ny at-
tention that two of the Prince's squires were caught
braw i ng a nonth ago, and the reason seens to be

whi ch woul d escort our sister to the Festival of
Banapi s. "

El ena fixed both brothers with a narrow gaze. "l had
nothing to do with those idiots brawing." Then she
bri ghtened. "Besides, | spent the day with Baron
Lowery's son, Thorn."

Bot h brothers |aughed. "Wich is also what we

heard," said Borric. "Your reputation is reaching even
to the Border Barons, little sister! And you not yet six-
teen!"
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El ena hi ked up her skirts and swept past her broth-

ers. "Well, I'malnost the age Mdther was when she first
met Fat her, and speaking of Father, if you don't get to
his study, he'll roast your livers for breakfast." She

reached a point a dozen paces away, swirled in a flurry
of silks, and again stuck her tongue out at her brothers.

Homecomi ng 15

Bot h | aughed, then Eriand noticed Ni cky standing
close by. "Well, then, what have we here?"

Borric made a show of gl anci ng around, above
Ni cky's head. "What do you nean? | see nothing."

Ni cky's expression turned to one of distress. "Borric!"
he said, al nmobst whining.

Borric glanced down. "Wy, it's . . ." He turned to
his brother. "Wat is it?"

Eriand sl oWy wal ked around N cky. "I'm not sure.
It's too snall to be a goblin, yet too big to be a nonkey—
save perhaps a very tall nonkey."

"Not broad enough in the shoulders to be a dwarf,
and too finely tailored to be a beggar boy—=

Ni cky's face cl ouded over. Tears began to formin his
eyes. "You prom sed!" he said, his voice catching in his
throat. He | ooked up at his brothers as they stood grin-
ning down at him then with tears upon his cheeks he

ki cked Borric in the shins, turned, and fled, his half-
linping, rolling gate not slow ng himas he scanpered
down the hall, the sound of his sobs follow ng after

Borric rubbed at the barked shin. "Ow. The boy can
kick." He | ooked at Eriand. "Prom sed?"

Eriand rolled his eyes heavenward. "Not to tease him
anynore." He heaved a sigh. "Another round of |ec-
tures. He's sure to run to Mother and she'll speak to
Father and ..."

Borric winced. "And we'll get another round of |ec-
tures.”

Then as one they said, "Father!" and hurried toward
Arutha's private quarters. The guard stationed at the
door, seeing the approaching brothers, opened the
doors for them

Once inside, the twins found their father seated in his
favorite chair, an old thing of wood and | eather, but

whi ch he preferred to any of the dozen others in the

| arge conference hall. Standing slightly to his left were
Barons Janmes and Locklear. Arutha said, "Come in, you
two."

The twins cane to stand before their father, Eriand
moving with a slight awkwardness, as his injured side

16 Prince of the Bl ood
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had stiffened overni ght. "Somethi ng wong?" asked
Ar ut ha.

Both sons smled weakly. Their father missed little
Borric said, "He tried a beat and counterl unge when he
shoul d have parried in six. The fellow got inside his
guard.”

Arutha's voice was cold. "Brawling again.-1 should
have expected it, as Baron Janes obviously did." To
James he said, "Anyone killed?"

James said, "No, but it was a bit close with the son of
one of the city's nore influential shippers.”

Arutha's anger surfaced as he slowy rose fromhis

chair. A nan able to hold enotions in check, the sight of
such a display was rare, and for those who knew him
wel |, unwel cone. He came to stand before the tw ns

and for a nonent appeared on the verge of striking

them He stared into the eyes of each. He bit off each
word as he sought to regain control. "Wat can you two
possi bl y have been thinking of ?"

Eriand said, "It was sel f-defense, Father. The man
was trying to skewer ne."

Borric chined in, "The man was cheating. He had an
extra Blue Lady up his sleeve."

Arutha al nost spit as he said, "I don't care if he had an
extra deck up his sleeve. You aren't common sol diers,
damm it! You are ny sons!"

Arut ha wal ked around them as if inspecting horses or
review ng his guard. Both boys endured the cl ose pe-
rusal, knowing their father's nood brooked no inso-

| ence.

At last he threw up his hands in a gesture of resigna-
tion and said, "These aren't ny sons." He wal ked past
the twins to stand next to the two Barons. "They've got
to berLyam s," he said, invoking the King' s nane.
Arutha's brother had been known for his tenper and
braw i ng as a youth. "Somehow Anita married ne, but
bore the King's ruffian brats.” James could only nod in
agreenment. "It must be sone divine plan | don't under-
stand. "

Returning his attention to his boys, he said, "If your
grandfather still lived, he'd have you over a barrel, a

Honecomi ng 17

| eather strap in his hand, no matter your size or age.
You' ve acted like children, once again, and should be
treated like children."

H s voice rose as he wal ked back before them "I sent
orders for you two to cone hone at once! But do you
obey? No! Instead of coming straight away to the pal ace,
you vani sh into the Poor Quarter. Two days |ater, Baron
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Janmes finds you brawling in a tavern." He paused, then
in a near shout, he exclainmed, "You could have been
killed!"

Borric began to quip, "Only if that parry—=

"Enough!" cried Arutha, his tenper frayed beyond

his ability to control it. He gripped Borric's tunic and
pull ed his son forward, off-balance. "You will not end
this with a joke and smle! You have defied nme for the
last tine." He punctuated this with a shove that sent
Borric half-stunbling into his brother. Arutha's manner
showed he had no patience for the flippancies fromhis
son he usually ignored. "I didn't call you back because
the court mssed your peculiar sort of chaos. | think that
anot her year or two on the border m ght have settled

you down a bit, but | have no alternative. You have
princely duties and you are needed now "

Borric and Eriand exchanged gl ances. Arutha's

moods were ol d business to them and they had en-
dured his anger—which was usually justified-before,

but this tine something serious was occurring. Borric
said, "We're sorry, Father. We didn't realize it was a
matter of duty that called us hone."

"Because you are not expected to realize anything,
you are expected to obey!" shot back their father. Qbvi-
ously out of patience with the entire exchange, he said,

"I am done with you for now. | must conpose myself for
the business of dealing in private with the Keshian Am
bassador this afternoon. Baron Janmes will continue this

conversation on ny behalf!" At the door, he paused,
and said to Janes, "Watever you need do, do! But I
want these miscreants inpressed with the gravity of
things when | speak to themthis afternoon." He cl osed
the door without waiting for a response.

James and Lockl ear noved to either side of the young
18 Prince of the Blood

Princes, and Janes said, "If Your Hi ghnesses would be
so kind as to follow us."

Borric and Eriand both glanced at their life-Iong

tutors and "uncl es" and then at each other. Both had an

i nkling of what was to cone. Their father had never laid
strap nor hand upon any of his children, to the profound
relief of his wife, but that still didn't prevent regul ar
bouts of "fighting practice," when the boys were un-
ruly, which was nost of the tine.

Wai ting outside, Lieutenant Wlliamquietly fell into
step with the twins and the Barons as they noved down
the hall. He hurried to open the door, which led to
Prince Arutha's gymasium a |arge room where the

royal family could practice their skills with sword, dag-
ger, or hand-to-hand conbat.

Baron Janes | ed the procession down the hall. At the
door to the gymasium WIIliam again noved to open
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the door, for while he was second cousin to the twi ns, he
was still merely a soldier in the conpany of nobl es.
Borric entered the roomfirst, followed by Eriand and
James, with Locklear and W1 I iam behi nd.

Inside the room Borric ninbly turned and wal ked
backwards, his hands raised in a boxers pose, as he said,
"We're a |ot older and bigger, now, Uncle Jimy. And
you're not going to sucker punch me behind the ear |ike
you did last tinme."

Eriand leaned to the left, clutching his side in exag-
geration and suddenly developed a linp. "And faster,
too. Uncle Locky." Wthout warning, he threw an el -
bow at Lockl ear's head. The Baron, a seasoned sol dier
of al nost twenty years, dodged aside, allow ng Eriand
to overbal ance. He then turned himin a circle by haul -
ing on one arm and pushed himinto the center of the
gymasi um

The two Barons stood away as both brothers stood

poised for a fight, fists upraised. Wth a wy grin, Janes
rai sed his hands palns out and said, "Ch, you're too

young and fast for us, all right." The tone of sarcasm was
not |ost on the boys. "But as we have to be clear headed
over the next few days, we thought we'd forego the

pl easure of seeing how far you' ve conme in the last two

Homecomi ng 19

years." He hiked his thunb behind him indicating a far
corner. "Personally, that is."

Two soldiers, stripped to breeches only, stood in the
corner. Each had nassive arns crossed over inpres-
sively muscl ed chests. Baron Janmes waved for themto
approach. As they did, the boys glanced at one anot her

The two men noved with the fluid nmotion of a thor-
oughbred war horse, supple, but with power waiting.
Each | ooked as if he was carved from stone, and Borric
whi spered, "They're not human!" Eriand grinned, for
both men had | arge jaws, suggesting the protruding
mandi bl e of nountain trolls.

"These gentlenen are fromyour Uncle Lyanmis garri -
son," said Locklear. "W had a denonstration of the
Royal Fi st-Boxi ng Chanpi ons | ast week and asked them
to stay with us a few extra days." The two nmen began to
nmove away from each other, circling the boys in oppo-
site direction.

Jimy said, "The blond-haired fellow is Sergeant
Obregon, fromthe Rodez garrison—

Lockl ear injected, "He's chanpion of all men under
two hundred pounds—ah, Eriand should be your stu-
dent, Cbregon; his side is injured. Be gentle with him"

"—and the other," continued Jinmmy, "is Sergeant
Pal mer, from Bas-Tyra."

Borric's eyes narrowed as he studi ed the approaching
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soldier. "Let ne guess: he's the chanmpion of all nen
over two hundred pounds.”

"Yes," said Baron Janes, with an evil smle

Instantly, Borric's field of vision was filled by an on-
comng fist. He quickly tried to nove away fromit, but
abruptly di scovered another had found the side of his
head. Then he was considering who painted the frescos

on the ceiling of the roomhis father had converted to a
gymmasium He really shoul d ask soneone.

Shaking his head as he slowy sat up, he could hear
James saying, "Your Father wanted us to inpress upon
you the inportance of what you face tonorrow "

"And what night that be," said Borric, allow ng Ser-
geant Palmer to help himto his feet. But the Sergeant
didn't release Borric's right hand, but rather held it

20 Prince of the Bl ood

tightly as he brought his own right hand hard up into
Borric's stomach. Lieutenant Wlliamvisibly winced as
Borric's breath expl oded fromhis lungs and his eyes
crossed as he sank to the floor once nore. Eriand began
warily nmoving away fromthe other fist-boxer, who now
was stal king himacross the floor

"If it has escaped your notice, your uncle the King has
sired only daughters since young Prince Randol ph
died."

Borne waved off the offered hand of Sergeant Pal mer

and said, "Thanks. I'Il get up by nyself." As he canme to
one knee, he said, "I hardly dwell on the fact of our
cousin's death, but I'maware of it." Then as he started
to stand, he drove a vicious blowinto Sergeant Pal mer's
st omach.

The ol der, harder fighter stood rock steady, forced
hinself to take a breath, then smled in appreciation
and said, "That was a good one. Highness."

Borric's eyes rolled heavenward. "Thank you." Then
another fist filled his vision and once nore he consid-
ered the wonderful craftsnmanship displayed upon the
ceiling. Wiy hadn't he ever taken the opportunity to
notice it before? he nused to hinself.

Eriand attenpted to keep di stance between hinsel f

and t he approachi ng Sergeant Cbregon. Suddenly, the
young man was not backing up, but striking out with a
flurry of blows. The Sergeant, rather than back away,
raised his arms before his face and | et the younger man
strike his arms and shoul ders. "Qur uncle's lack of an
heir is a fact not unknown to us, Uncle Jinmy," ob-
served Eriand as his own arns began to tire while he
futilely pounded upon the nuscul ar sergeant. Abruptly,
the Sergeant stepped inside Eriand s reach, and drove
another blow into the youngster's side. Eriand' s face
drai ned of color and his eyes crossed, then unfocused.
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Seeing the reaction. Sergeant Cbregon said, "Pardon,
Hi ghness, I'd nmeant to strike the uninjured side.".

Eriand's voice was a bare whi sper as he gasped, "How
very kind of you."

Borric shook his head to clear his thoughts, then
quickly roll ed backwards and came to his feet, ready to

Homecomi ng 21

fight. "So then, there's a point to this iteration on our
famly's lack of a Royal Prince?"

"Actually, so," agreed Janes. "Wth no nale issue, the
Prince of Krondor still is Heir."

Eriand's voice returned in a strangled gasp. "The
Prince of Krondor is always Royal Heir."

"And your father is Prince of Krondor,"
Lockl ear.

interjected

Wth a clever feint with his left, Borric drove his right
into the jaw of Sergeant Pal ner and nonentarily stag-
gered the ol der man. Another blow to the body and the
boxer was retreating. Borric grew confident and

stepped in to deliver a finishing blow, and abruptly the
wor |l d turned upside down.

Borric's vision turned yellow then red for a | ong

whil e, and while he hung in space, the floor canme up to
strike himin the back of the head. Then bl ackness
crowded in at the edge of his vision and he saw a ring of
faces | ooking down a deep well at him They seened
friendly faces, and he thought he m ght know who they
were, but he didn't feel any need to worry on it, as he
was so very confortable sinking into the cool, dark of
the well. Staring past the faces, he absently wondered if
any of them m ght know who the artists of the frescos
above m ght be.

As his eyes rolled up into his head, WIIliam poured a
smal | bucket of water on Borric's face. The elder twin
came back to consci ousness sputtering and spitting wa-
ter.

Baron Janes was upon one knee and hel ped t he

Prince sit upright. "Are you still with ne?"
Borric shook his head and his eyes focused. "I think
so," he managed to gasp

"Good. For if your father is still Heir to the throne,
you royal infant,"” he slapped Borric on the back of the
head to enphasi ze what canme next, "then you are stil
Heir Presunptive."

Borric turned to study Janes's face. The point of
James's nmessage was still lost on the young Prince.
n So?ll

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (17 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:05 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt
"So, ninny, as it is unlikely that our good King, your
22 Prince of the Bl ood

uncle, will father any sons at this stage in his |ife—given
the Queen's age—should Arutha survive him he wll

then be King." Reaching out to aid Borric to his feet, he
added, "And as the Goddess of Luck would have it"—he

sl apped Borric playfully on the side of the face—you

al nost certainly will outlive your father, which neans

that soneday after, you shall be King."

"May heaven forfend," interjected Lockl ear.

Borric | ooked around the room The two Sergeants

had stepped back, as the pretense of a boxing | esson was
forgotten. "King?"

"Yes, you stone-crowned dolt," said Locklear. "If
we're still alive, we'll have to kneel before you and
pretend you know what you're doing."

"So," continued Janes, "your father has decided that

it's tinme for you to stop behaving like the spoiled child
of a rich cattle nerchant and start acting like a future
King of Isles."

Eri and canme to stand beside his brother, |eaning

upon himslightly. "So why not just sinply"-he w nced
as he noved the wong way, straining his reinjured side
—tell us what's going on?"

James said, "I convinced your father the | esson

needed to be ... enphasized." He studied the two
Princes. "You've been educated, taught by the best in-
structors your father could enploy. You speak

what . . . six, seven | anguages? You can do suns and
calculate, like engineers at a siege. You can di scourse on
the teachings of the ancients. You have nusic and paint-
ing skills, and you know the etiquette of the court. You
are skilled swordsnen and"—he gl anced at the two
boxers—sonmewhat gifted students of fisticuffs."” He
stepped away. "But in nineteen years since your birth
you' ve never given a single sign that you're anything
other than spoiled, self-indulgent children. Not Princes
of the realmM"” H's voice rose and his tone turned angry.
"And when we're done with you, you'll be acting the

role of a Crown Prince instead of a spoiled child."

Borric stood crestfallen. "Spoiled child?"
Eriand grinned at his brother's disconfort. "Well,
23

that's it, then, isn't it? Borric shall have to nmend his
ways, and you and Father will be happy—

James's wicked grin turned on Eriand. "As will you,

my lovely! For if this child of foolish nature should go
and get his throat cut by the angry husband of aKeshi an
court lady, it's you who'll wear the conDoin crown in

Ri | | anon someday. And should he not, you'll still be Heir
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until the unlikely event of your brother becomng a
father. Even then, you'll nost likely end up a duke
somewhere." Letting his voice drop a bit, he said, "So
both of you begin to |l earn your office."

Borric said, "Yes, | know First thing tonorrow.

Cone, let's get sonme rest— Borric | ooked down and
di scovered a restrai ning hand upon his chest.

"Not so fast," said Janes. "You haven't finished your
| esson. "

"Ah, Uncle Ji my— began Eri and.

"You' ve made your point— said Borric, anger in his
Voi ce.

"I think not," answered the Baron. "You're still a pair
of rude sods." Turning to the two Sergeants, he said, "If
you pl ease, continue."

Baron Janes signal ed for Locklear to acconmpany him

as he quickly left the two young Princes readying them
selves for a professionally adninistered beating. As the
two nobles left the court, Janes notioned to Lieutenant
WIlliam "Wen they've had enough, get themto their
quarters. Let themrest and see they eat, then insure
that they are up and ready to see H s Hi ghness by

m daft ernoon. "

WIlliamsaluted and turned to watch as both Princes
tunbl ed to the canvas mat again. He shook his head.
This wasn't going to be a pretty sight.

Chapter Two
Accusation
The boy cried out.

Borric and Eriand watched fromthe w ndow of their
parents' private chanber as Swordnaster Shel don
pressed his attack on young Prince N cholas. The boy
shouted again in eager excitement as he executed a
clever parry and counterthrust. The Swordmaster re-
treat ed.

Borric scratched at his cheek as he observed, "The
boy can scanper about, for certain." The angry bruise
fromthe norning' s boxing practice was darkeni ng.

Eriand agreed. "He's inherited Father's skills with a
bl ade. And he manages to do right well despite his bad
leg."

Borric and Eriand both turned as the door opened

and their nother entered. Anita waved her ladies in
waiting to the far corner of the room where they com
menced to discuss quietly whichever current piece of
gossi p was judged nost interesting. The Princess of
Krondor cane to stand between her sons and peered
through the wi ndow as a joyous Ni cholas was lured into
an over bal anced extension and found hinsel f suddenly
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di sar ned.

"No, N cky! You should have seen it conming," shouted
Eri and, though the gl ass wi ndow prevented his words
fromreachi ng his younger brother.

Anita laughed. "He tries so hard."

Borric shrugged as they turned away. "Still, he does
wel | enough for a boy. Not much worse than when we
were his age."

Eri and agreed. "The nonkey—

Suddenly his nother turned on him and sl apped him
hard across the face. Instantly, the wonen in the other
corner of the room ceased their whispers and stared in

Accusation 25

wi de- eyed amazenent at their Princess. Borric |ooked

at his brother whose astoni shment nmatched his own.

Not once in the nineteen years of their lives had their
mot her raised a hand to either boy. Eriand was nore
stunned by the act than any pain fromthe slap. Anita's
green eyes reveal ed a m xture of anger and regret.
"Never talk that way about your brother again." Her
tone left no roomfor argunment. "You have nocked him
and caused himmnore pain than all the unkind whispers
anong the nobles together. He is a good boy and he

| oves you, and all you have for himis ridicule and tor-
ment. Your first day back in the palace and within five
m nutes of speaking with you he was in tears again.

"Arutha was right. I've let you go unpuni shed for
your trespasses too long." She turned as if to | eave.

Borric, seeking to rescue his brother and hinself from
the enbarrassnent of the nonent said, "Ah, Mother

You did send for us? WAs there sonething el se you
wanted to discuss?"

Anita said, "I didn't send for you."
"l did."

The boys turned to see their father standing quietly

at the small door that opened between his study and the
famly room as Anita called his part of the royal apart-
ment. The brothers glanced at one another and knew

their father had been observing | ong enough to have

wi t nessed the exchange between nother and sons.

After a long silence, Arutha said, "If you'll excuse us,
woul d have a private word with nmy sons.”

Anita nodded and indicated to her |adies they should
come with her. Quickly the roomenptied, |eaving
Arutha with his sons. Wen the door was closed, Arutha
said, "Are you all right?"

Eri and made a display of stiff nuscles and said, "Wl
enough, Father, given the "instructions' we received
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this norning." He indicated his tender side was not
further injured.

Arut ha frowned and shook his head slightly. "I asked
Jimy not to tell me what he had in mind." He smled a
crooked smile. "I just requested he sonehow i npress

26 Prince of the Bl ood

upon you that there are serious consequences to not
doi ng what is required of you."

Eri and nodded. Borric said, "Well, it is not entirely
unexpected. You did order us directly home and we did
stop to play a bit before comng to the pal ace."

"Play . Arut ha said, his eyes searching his el dest
son's face. I"'mafraid there will be little' tinme for
play in the future."

He notioned for the boys to approach and they cane

to him He turned back into his study and they foll owed
as he noved past his large witing table. Behind it was a
speci al al cove, hidden by a clever |ocked stone, which

he opened. He withdrew a parchnment bearing the roya
famly crest and handed it to Borric. "Read the third

par agr aph. "

Borric read and his eyes widened. "This is sad news,
i ndeed. "

Eriand said, "Wat is it?"
"A nessage fromLyam" Arutha said

Borric handed it to his brother. "The royal chirur-

geons and priests are certain the Queen will have no
more children. There will not be a Royal Heir in Rill a-
non. "

Arut ha noved to a door at the back of the royal cham
bers and said, "Conme with ne."

He opened the door and noved up a flight of stairs.

H s sons followed quickly after, and soon all three stood
on the top of an old tower, near the center of the roya
pal ace, overlooking the city of Krondor. Arutha spoke

wi thout | ooking to see if his sons had foll owed.

"When | was about your age, | used to stand upon the
parapets of the barbican of ny father's castle. | would
| ook down over the town of Crydee and the harbor

beyond. Such a small place, but so large in ny mem
ory."

He gl anced at Borric and Eriand. "Your grandfather

did nuch the same when he was a boy, or so our old

Swor dmast er, Fannon, once told nme." Arutha spent a

monent |lost in nenory. "I was about your age when

command of the garrison fell to ne, boys." Both sons

had heard tales of the Riftwar and their father's part in

Accusati on 27
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it, but this wasn't the same sort of old stories they had
heard swapped by their father and their uncle, Laurie,
or Admiral Trask over dinner.

Arutha turned and sat in one of the nerlons and said,

"l never wanted to be Prince of Krondor, Borric." Er-
iand noved to sit in the nerlon next to his father, as he
sensed that Arutha's words were nore for his ol der
brother than hinself. They had both heard often

enough that their father had no wish to rule. "Wen

was a boy," Arutha continued, "I had no larger desire
than to serve as a soldier, perhaps with the border

| ords. "

"I't wasn't until | net the old Baron Highcastle that |
realized that boyhood dreans are often with us as

adults. They are difficult to be shed of, and yet, to see
things as they really are, we nmust |lose that child' s eye
view of things."

He scanned the horizon. Their father had al ways

been a direct man, given to direct speech and never at a
|l oss for words to express hinself. But he was obviously
having difficulty saying what was on his mnd. "Borric,
when you were much younger, what did you think your

life woul d be |ike now?"

Borric glanced over at Eriand, then back at his father.

A light breeze sprang up and his thick, ill-cut mane of

reddi sh brown hair bl ew about his face. "I never gave it
much thought. Father."

Arutha sighed. "I think I have nmade a terrible ms-

take in the manner in which you were rai sed. Wen you
were both very tiny you were very m schi evous and

upon one occasion upset me—+t was a little thing, a
spilled inkwell, but a |ong parchnment was ruined and a
scribe's work for a day was lost. | swatted you upon the
bottom Borric." The el der brother grinned at the im
age. Arutha did not return the grin. "Anita nade ne
promni se that day that never again would | touch either
one of you in anger. By doing so, | think | have coddl ed
you and ill-prepared you for the lives you will |ead."

Eriand couldn't help feeling enbarrassed. They'd
been scol ded often enough over the years, but rarely
puni shed and, before this mnorning, never physically.

28 Prince of the Bl ood

Arut ha nodded. "You and | have little in common in

the manner in which we were raised. Your uncle the
King felt our father's |leather belt on nore than one
occasi on when he was caught. | only took one beating as
a boy. | quickly | earned that when Father gave an or-
der, he expected it to be obeyed without question.”
Arut ha sighed, and in that sound both boys heard un-
certainty fromtheir father for the first time in their
lives. "We all assunmed Prince Randol ph woul d be King
soneday. When he drowned, we assumed Lyam woul d

have anot her son. Even as daughters canme and the
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prospects for a Royal Heir in Rillanon | essened with the
years, we just never considered that soneday you"-he

put his finger on Borric's chest—would be ruler of the
nation."

He | ooked over at his other son and in an un-
characteristic gesture, reached out and pl aced his hand
over Eriand's. "I amnot given to speaking of strong
feelings, but you are my sons and | |ove you both,
though you try ny patience to distraction.”

Bot h sons were suddenly unconfortable with this
atypical revelation. They loved their father but, like
him were disconforted by any attenpt to express such
feelings openly. "W understand," was all Borric could
nmanage.

Looking Borric directly in the eyes, he said, "Do you?

Do you really? Then understand that fromthis day

forth you are no | onger ny sons alone, Borric. You are
both now sons to the Kingdom Each of you is a Prince

of the Blood Royal. You are to be King soneday, Borric.
Wap your mind around that fact, for it is so, and noth-
ing this side of death will change that. And fromthis day
on a father's love of his son will no | onger shield you
fromlife's harshness. To be a king is to hold nen's |ives
by a thread. A thoughtless gesture will end those lives as
certainly as if you had chosen to tear the threads."

To Eriand, he said, "Twins pose a serious threat to
peace in our Kingdom for should old rivalries surface,
you'll find sonme claimng the birth order was reversed,
some who will raise your cause w thout your consent, as
an excuse to make war upon ol d foes.

Accusati on 29

"You both have heard the story, of the First King

Borric and how he was forced to slay his own brother,

Jon the Pretender. And you have al so heard, often

enough, of how | stood with the King and our brother
Martin in the hall of our ancestors, before the Congress
of Lords, each of themwith a just claimto the crown. By
Martin's signal act of nobility, Lyamwears his crown

and no bl ood was shed." He held his thunb and forefin-
ger a scant fraction of an inch apart. "Yet we were but
this far fromcivil war that day."

Borric said, "Father, why are you telling us this?"

Arut ha stood, sighed, and put his hand upon his el dest
son's shoul der. "Because your boyhood is at an end,
Borric. You are no |longer the son of the Prince of
Krondor. For | have decided that should | survive ny
brother, I will renounce ny own clai mupon the crown

in favor of yours." Borric began to protest, but Arutha
cut himoff. "Lyamis a vigorous man. | may be an old
one when he dies, if | don't precede him It is best if
there is not a short rule between Lyamis and your own.
You will be the next King of Isles."

@ ancing at Eriand, he said, "And you will always
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stand in your brother's shadow. You will forever be one
step fromthe throne, yet never permtted to sit upon it.
You will always be sought out for favor and position, but
never your own; you will be seen as a stepping-stone to
your brother. Can you accept such a fate?"

Eri and shrugged. "It doesn't seemtoo grave a fate,
Father. | shall have estates and title, and responsibilities
enough, | amcertain."

"More, for you need stand with Borric in all things,
even when you disagree with himin private. You wll
never have a public mnd that you may call your own. It
must be so. | cannot stress this enough. Never once in
the future can you publicly oppose the King's will."
Movi ng a short way off, he turned and regarded them
bot h. "You have never known anything but peace in our

Ki ngdom The raids along the border are trivial things."

Eriand said, "Not to those of us who fought those
rai ders! Men died, Father."

Arutha said, "I speak of nations now, and dynasti es,
Prince of the Bl ood

and the fate of generations. Yes, nmen died, so that this
nation and its people may live in peace.

"But there was a tine when war was always with us,
when border skirm shes with Great Kesh were a

mont hl'y occurrence and when Quegan gal |l eys took our
ships at their |leisure, and when invaders fromthe
Tsurani world held part of your grandfather's |ands—
for nine years!

"You will be asked to give up nany things, ny sons.

You will be asked to marry woren who will nost likely

be strangers to you. You will be asked to relinquish

many of the privileges | esser nen know. the ability to
enter a tavern and drink with strangers, to pick up and
travel to another city, to marry for |ove and watch your
children grow wi thout fear of their being used for oth-
ers' designs." Gazing out over the city, he added, "To sit
at day's end with your wife and discuss the small mat-
ters of your life, to be at ease.”

Borric said, "I think |I understand." H's voice was
subdued.

Eri and only nodded.

Arutha said, "Good, for in a week you | eave for G eat
Kesh, and fromthis nonent forward you are the King-
dom's future." He noved toward the stairs that |ed

down into the palace and halted at them "I wish | could
spare you this, but | can't." Then he was gone.

Both boys sat quietly for a tinme, then as one turned to
| ook out over the harbor. The afternoon sun beat down,
yet the breeze fromthe Bitter Sea was cooling. In the
har bor bel ow, boats noved as punts and barges carried
cargo and passengers back and forth between the docks
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and great sailing ships anchored in the bay. In the dis-
tance white dots signal ed approachi ng ships, traders
fromthe Far Coast, the Kingdom of Queg, the Free
Cities of Yabon, or the Enpire of G eat Kesh

Then Borric's face relaxed as a snile spread. "Kesh!"
Eri and | aughed. "Yes, to the heart of Geat Kesh!"

Both shared the | aughter at the prospect of newcities
and people, and travel to a | and consi dered exotic and
mysterious. And their father's words vani shed upon the
wind to the east.

Accusation 31

* *

Sone institutions linger for centuries, while others

pass quickly. Sone arrive quietly, others with fanfare.

In years past it was considered a general practice to give
apprentices and other servants the latter half of the
sixth day of the week for thensel ves. Now the practice

had conme to include a general closing of businesses on

si xthday at noon, with seventhday generally held to be a
day of devotions and neditations.

But within the last twenty years another "tradition"

had arisen. Fromthe first sixthday followi ng the w nter
equi nox, boys and young nen, apprentices and ser-

vants, commoner and nobl e, began preparing. For upon
the holiday of First Thaw, held six optimstic weeks
after the equinox, often despite inclenent weather,

footbal|l| season commenced

Once called barrel ball, the gane had been played for
as |long as boys had kicked balls of rags into barrels.
Twenty years before, the young Prince Arutha had in-
structed his Master of Cerenpnies to draw up a stan-
dard set of rules for the ganme, nore for the protection
of his young squires and apprentices, for then the gane
was rough in the extreme. Now the gane had been
institutionalized in the mnds of the popul ace; cone
spring, football returned.

On all levels, fromboys playing in open fields up to a
City League, with teans fielded by guilds, trading as-
soci ations, or rich nobles eager to be patrons, players
coul d be seen racing up and down attenpting to kick a
ball into a net.

The crowd shouted its approval as the Blues' sw ftest
forward broke away fromthe pack with the ball, speed-
ing toward the open goal net. The Reds' goal keeper
hunkered down, ready to | eap between ball and net.

Wth a clever feint, the Blues' player caused the Reds to
over bal ance, then shot it past himon his off side. The
goal keeper stood wi th hands on hips, evidencing dis-

gust at himself while the Blues' players nmobbed the
scorer.
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"Ah, he should have seen it com ng," commented
Locklear. "It was so obvious. | could see it up here.”

32 Prince of the Bl ood

James | aughed. "Then why don't you go down and
pl ay for hinP"

Borric and Eriand shared in Janes's |laughter. "Cer-
tainly, Uncle Locky. W've heard a hundred tines how
you and Uncle Jimry invented this gane."

Lockl ear shook his head. "It was nothing like this."
He gl anced about the field at the stands erected by an
enterprising nmerchant years before, stands that had
been expanded upon and enl arged until as nmany as four
thousand citizens could crowd together to watch a

mat ch. "We used to have a barrel at each end and you
couldn't stand before the nouth. This net business and
goal keepers and all the other rules your father de-
vised ..."

Borric and Eriand finished for himin unison,
It's not sport anynore."

Lockl ear said, "That's the truth—

Eriand inserted, "Not enough bl oodshed!"

"No broken arnms! No gouged eyes!" |aughed Borric.
Janmes said, "Well, that's for the better. There was one
ti me—

Both brothers grimaced as one, for they knew they

were about to hear the story of the time Lockl ear was
hit from behind by a piece of farrier's steel an appren-
tice boy had concealed in his shirt. This would | ead,
then, to a debate between the two Barons on the gen-
eral value of rules and which rul es enhanced the gane
and whi ch i npeded.

But the lack of further coment from Janes caused
Borric to turn. Janes had his eyes focused not on the
ganme bel ow which was drawing to a close, but upon a

man down near the end of the row upon which the

Baron sat, one row behind the Princes. Rank and a well -
pl aced bri be had given the sons of the Prince of

Krondor two of the best seats for the match, at the md-
field Iine hal fway up the stands.

Janmes said, "Locky, is it cold?"

W ping perspiration fromhis brow, Locklear said,
"You're joking, right? It's a nonth after m dsumer
and |I' mroasting."

Hi king his thunb toward the end of the row, Janes
Accusation 33

sai d, "Then why does our friend over there feel the
need to wear such a heavy robe?"
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Lockl ear gl anced past his conpani on and noticed a
man sitting at the end of the bench, nmuffled in a large
robe. "A priest perhaps?”

"I know of no order that has nembers with an inter-
est in football." James gl anced away as the man turned
toward him "Watch hi mover ny shoulder, but not as if
you're listening to everything |I'msaying. Wiat's he
doi ng?"

"Not hi ng presently." Then a horn was bl own, signal-
ing the end of the match. The Blues, a team sponsored
by the Mllers Guild and the Wrshipful Association of
I ron Mongers, had defeated the Reds, a team sponsored
by a group of nobles. As such sponsorship was well -
known anong those in attendance, the result of the
match met with general approval

As the crowd began to depart, the man in the robe
stood. Locklear's eyes wi dened as he said, "He's taking
somet hing out of his sleeve."

Janes whirled about in time to see the man raise a

tube to his lips and point it in the direction of the
Princes. Wthout hesitation, Janes pushed hard, knock-

ing the two young nmen into the row bel ow. A strangled

gasp sounded froma man standi ng just beyond where

Eri and had been, and the man raised a hand to his neck

It was a gesture never finished, for as his fingers neared
the dart protruding fromhis throat, he coll apsed.

Lockl ear was only an instant behind James to react.

As Janes and the twins went spraw ing bel ow, accom
pani ed by angry shouts as spectators were knocked
about, Locklear had his sword out and was | eaping to-
ward the robed and cowl ed figure. "Guards!" he

shout ed, as an honor guard was stationed just bel ow the
Vi ewi ng stands.

The sounds of boots poundi ng upon wooden stairs

answered his call alnpst instantly as soldiers of the
Prince raced to intercept the fleeing figure. Wth little
concern for bruises caused, the guardsnen roughly

shoved i nnocent onl ookers out of their way. Wth the

sil ent understandi ng nobs possess, suddenly everyone

34 Prince of the Bl ood

knew t hat sonething was wong in the view ng stands.
Wi | e those nearby scanpered to get away, those in
other parts of the field turned to observe the cause of
such turnoil.

Seei ng guardsmen nere yards away, with only a few
confused citizens bl ocking their approach, the robed

man put one hand upon the rail of the stairs and vaulted
over the side, falling a full dozen feet to the earth be-
|l ow. A heavy thud and an excl amati on of pain could be
heard by Lockl ear as he reached the railing.

Sprawl ed upon the ground, two stunned comoners
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sat inspecting the unnmoving formthat lay next to them
One man pushed hinsel f back without standing while

the other crawl ed. Locklear vaulted over the rail and

| anded upon his feet, sword point |eveled at the robed
figure. The formupon the ground stirred, then | eaped
at the young Baron

Al nost taken by surprise, Locklear let the man get
inside his guard. The robed nan had his arms around
Lockl ear's wai st as he drove himback into the supports
of the view ng stand.

Lockl ear's breath burst fromhis lungs as he struck the
heavy wooden beans, but he nmanaged to strike the

man behind the ear with his sword hilt. The man stag-
gered away, obviously intent upon escape rather than
conbat, *but the shouting voices heral ded the approach
of nore guardsnen. Turning, the man struck out at

Lockl ear, who was struggling to regain his breath, and
his fist found Lockl ear's ear

Pai n and confusi on overwhel ned Lockl ear as the as-
sailant rushed into the darkness under the view ng
stands. The Baron shook his head to clear it, then turned
and hurried after.

In the sudden darkness under the stands, the man

coul d be hiding anywhere. "In here!" Locklear yell ed,
inreply to an inquiring shout, and within seconds a half-
dozen guardsnen were standi ng behind him "Spread

out and be alert.”

The nen did as they were bidden and slowy ad-
vanced beneath the view ng stands. The nen cl osest to
the front were forced to stoop, as the |lowest risers of the

Accusation 35

stands were but four feet off the ground. One sol dier

wal ked al ong, poking his sword into the gl oom against
the fugitive having craw ed under the frontnost stands
to hide. Above themthe sounds of citizens |eaving the
stands filled the gloomw th a thunderous clatter of san-
dal s and boots upon wood, but after a few minutes, the
noi se di m ni shed.

Then the sounds of struggle cane from before them

Lockl ear and his men hurried forward. In the dark, two
figures held a third. Wthout seeing who was whom

Lockl ear drove his shoulder into the nearest body,

knocki ng everyone to the ground. Mre guards piled on

top of the fray, until at last the struggle at the bottom of
the mass was ended by sheer weight. Then the guards

were quickly unpiling and the conbatants were pulled

up. Locklear grinned as he saw that one of them was

James and the other Borric. Looking down, he could see

the still formof the man in robes. "Drag himout into
the light," he ordered the guards. To Janes he said, "Is
he dead?"

"Not unl ess you broke his neck junping on himthat
way. You danm near broke mine."
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"Where's Eriand?" asked Lockl ear.

"Here," canme an answering voice in the gloom "I
was covering the other side of the fray in case he got
past these two," he indicated Janmes and Borric.

"Nursing your precious side, you nmean," shot back
Borne with a grin.

Eri and shrugged. "Maybe."

They all followed the guards, who were carrying the
still formof the assailant, and when they were in the
aft ernoon sunlight again, discovered a cordon had been
thrown up by ot her guards.

Lockl ear bent over. "Let's see what we have here."
He pulled back the hood and a face stared bl ankly up at
the sky. "He's dead."

James was instantly on his knees, forcing open the
man's nmouth. He sniffed and said, "Poisoned hinself."

"Who is he?" said Borric.

"And why was he trying to kill you, Uncle Jimmy?"
sai d Eriand.

Pri nce of the Bl ood

"Not ne, you idiot," snapped Janes. He pointed at
Borric. "He was trying to kill your brother."

A guard approached. "My Lord, the man struck by
the dart is dead. He died within seconds of his wound-

ing."

Borric forced hinmself to a nervous grin. "Wy would
anyone wish to kill me?"

Eriand joined in the strained hunor. "An angry hus-
band?"

Janmes said, "Not you, Borric conDoin." He glanced
around the crowd, as if seeking other assassins. "Some-
one tried to kill the future King of Isles."

Lockl ear opened the man's robe, revealing a black
tunic. "James, |ook here."

Baron Janes peered down at the dead man. His skin

was dark, even darker than Cardan's, nmarking him as
Keshi an by ancestry, but those of Keshian ancestry
were comon in this part of the Kingdom There were
brown- and bl ack-ski nned people in every strata of
Krondori an society. But this man wore odd clothing, a
tuni c of expensive black silk and soft slippers unlike
anyt hing the young Princes had seen before.

Janes inspected the dead man's hands, and noticed a
ring set with a dark gem then | ooked for a necklace and
found none. "What are you doi ng?"
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"dd habits," was all Jimry would answer. "He's no
Ni ght hawk, " he observed, nentioning the | egendary
Quild of Assassins. "But this nay be worse."

"How?" asked Locklear, renmenbering all too well
when t he Ni ght hawks had sought to kill Arutha twenty
years before

"He's Keshian."

Lockl ear | eaned down and inspected the ring. Ashen-
faced, he stood. "Wrse. He's a nenber of the Roya
House of Kesh."

The roomwas silent. Those who sat in the circle of
chairs moved slightly, as disconfort over the attenpt
upon Borric manifested itself in the creaks of |eather
and wood, the rustle of cloth, and the clink of jewelry.

Duke Gardan rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "It's
Accusation 37

preposterous. What would Kesh gain in killing a mem
ber of your famly? Does the Enpress w sh war?"

Eriand chined in. "She's worked as hard as anyone to
preserve the peace, or at least all the reports say that.
Why woul d she want Borric dead? Who—

Borric interrupted his brother. "Woever wants war
bet ween the Kingdom and the Enmpire."

Lockl ear nodded. "It's such a shallow lie; so transpar-
ent an attenpt that it is not believable."

"Yet . . ."Arutha nused aloud, "what if that assassin
was chosen to fail? A dupe. What if | am supposed to
wi t hhol d nmy envoy, keep ny sons at hone with ne."

Gardan nodded. "Thereby insulting the Royal House
of Kesh."

James, who | eaned against the wall behind Arutha

said, "We've managed a fair job already by dispatching a
menber of the Enpress's house. He was a very distant
cousin, true, but a cousin, nevertheless.”

Gardan returned to rubbing the bridge of his nose, a
gesture of frustration nore than fatigue. "And what was
| supposed to say to the Keshian Anbassador? ' Ch,

we' ve found this young fellow, who seens to be a mem
ber of your Royal House. W had no idea he was in
Krondor. And we're sorry to tell you he's dead. Ch, by
the way, he tried to nurder Prince Borric.' "

Arut ha | eaned back in his chair, his fingers formng a
tent before his face, absently flexing in a gesture that al
in the roomhad cone to recogni ze over the years. He

gl anced at |ast at Janes.

"W could dunp the body," offered the young Baron
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Gardan said, "I beg your pardon?"

James stretched. "Take the body down to the bay and
toss it in."

Eriand grinned. "Rough treatnent for a nenber of
the Royal House of Kesh, wouldn't you say?"

Arut ha said, "Wy?"

James noved to sit on the edge of Arutha's desk, as

the Prince over the years had cone to conduct very

i nformal sessions with close advisors and fanmily. "He's
not officially a guest in the city. W aren't supposed to
know he's here. No one is supposed to know. The only

38 Prince of the Bl ood

Keshi ans who will know he's here are those who know
why he's here. And | doubt any of themw Il inquire as
to his well-being. He's now the forgotten man, unless
we call attention to his whereabouts."

Dryly, Borric added, "And his condition."

"W can claimhe tried to kill Borric," Janes acknow -
edged, "but all we have is a Keshian corpse, a bl owgun,
and sone poi soned darts."

"And a dead nerchant," added Gardan

"Dead nerchants are a frequent enough conmodity

on any given day in the Wstern Realm my Lord

Duke," observed Janes. "I say we strip himof his ring
and toss himinto the bay. Let the Keshians who sent

hi m wonder for a while."

Arutha said nothing for a while, then gave one affir-
mati ve nod. Janes indicated with a jerk of his head that
Lockl ear shoul d use Royal Guardsnen for the job, and
the ot her young Baron slipped through the door. After

a short conference with Lieutenant WIIiam outside,
Lockl ear returned to his seat.

Arut ha sighed. Looking at Janes, he said, "Kesh
What el se?"

James shrugged. "Hints, runors. Their new Ambassa-

dor is ... an odd choice. He's what they call a

"truebl ood,' but not of the Royal House—the assassin
woul d have been a nore | ogical choice. The Anbassa-

dor is a purely political appointnment. It's runored that
he may actually have stronger influence in Kesh's court
than many with royal blood. | can't find any obvious
reason why he should be given such an honor-save as a
comprom se, to appease sone faction in court.”

Arut ha nodded. "Wile none of this nmakes apparent

sense, still, we nust play according to the rules of such
ganes." He was silent for a while, and no one spoke as
the Prince gathered his thoughts. "Send word to our
people in Kesh. | want our agents hard at work before

my sons arrive. |If someone seeks to suck us into war
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with Kesh, striking at the King's nephews woul d be a

| ogi cal choice. You will acconpany the Princes to Kesh
There is no one | trust nore to swimthrough these

mur ky waters."

Accusation 39
Baron Lockl ear said, "H ghness?"

Looki ng at the other young Baron, Arutha said, "You

wi || acconpany Baron Janes, as Master of Cerenoni es,
Chi ef of Protocol, and the rest of that idiocy. The Inpe-
rial Court is dominated by wonmen. W will at last find a
use for that infanobus Lockl ear charm Instruct Captain
Valdis he will act in your place as Knight-Mrshal. And
have Cousin WIlliamtake over the Household Guard as
acting Captain." Arutha drumed his fingers on the

table. "I want you," he said to Janes, "shed of any office
and protocol on this journey. Your only title will be
"tutor.' You must be free to cone and go as you need."

James had cone to understand Arutha's npods as

well as any outside his famly. A mnd as conpl ex and
deep as the Prince's was |ike a chess master's; Arutha
was pl anni ng every concei vabl e outcome as nany

moves in advance as possible.

Janmes notioned the boys and Lockl ear to cone out-
side with him and once all four were in the hall, he said,
"W | eave early in the norning."

Borric said, "We're not due to | eave for another three
days. "

James said, "Oficially. If your Keshian friend has
compatriots about, | would prefer they not know our
pl ans." He gl anced at Locklear. "A small nounted
troop, twenty guards, dressed as nercenaries. Fast
horses, and send word to Shamata we're going to need
fresh mounts and stores enough for two hundred es-
corts.”

Lockl ear said, "We'll be arriving in Shamata at the
sanme time as any nessage and two hundred—

James cut himoff. "W're not going to Shamata. W
want themto think we'll travel in state to Shamat a.
We're going to Stardock."

Chapter Three
St ar dock
Dust swirl ed.

Twenty-four riders noved at a steady pace al ong the
edge of the Great Star Lake. A week and a half of hard
riding had taken them southward from Krondor, to
Landreth on the north coast of the Sea of Dreans.

Then, fromwhere it entered the sea, the Star River |ed
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them further southward, the rugged mountains of the
Grey Range always in sight as they entered the | ush
Val e of Dreans. Years of border wars between the King-
dom and the Enpire had seen this rich farmng | and
changi ng hands many tines. Those who lived in this
part of the world spoke the | anguages of the Southern
Ki ngdom and the Northern Enpire with equal fluency.
And the sight of fourteen arnmed nercenaries evoked

no notice. Many arnmed bands of nen rode the vale.

At the midpoint of the river, near a small waterfall

they forded the currents, making for the south shore.
Upon reaching the headwaters of the Star River, the

Great Star Lake, they turned to track the shoreline

sout hwar d, seeking that point closest to the island dom -
nating the center of the | ake, Stardock. There they
would find the ferry that provi ded passage fromthe
shore to the island.

Al ong the banks of the shore they passed tiny fishing

and farm ng villages, often no nore than an extended
famly, little groups of huts and cottages, but all | ooking
prosperous and well tended. The community of nagi-

ci ans upon Stardock had grown over the years, and now

other comunities had devel oped to neet the de-

mands for food of those upon the island.

Borric urged his horse forward, as they rounded a
smal | pronontory of land, bringing themtheir first
clear view of the large building upon the island. It

St ar dock 41

nearly shone in the orange |light of the sunset, while the
advanci ng ni ght behind turned the distant sky viol et

and grey. "Gods and denobns, Uncle Jimmy, | ook at the

size of that place!"

James nodded. "I had heard they were building a
massi ve center for learning, but the tales never did it
justice."

Lockl ear said, "Duke Gardan visited here many years
ago. He told nme they had laid a huge foundation for the

building . . . but this is larger than anything |I've
seen. "

@ ancing at the falling light, Janes said, "If we hurry,
we'll make the island within the next two hours. I'd

rat her a warm neal and cl ean bed than anot her night
on the trail." Setting heels to his horse's sides, he noved
on.

Under a canopy of brilliant stars on one of the rare

ni ghts when all three noons had yet to rise, they passed
through a small gap between hillocks and entered a

pr osperous-1 ooki ng town. Torches and | anterns bl azed

at every storefront—an extravagance in all but the
weal t hi est of towns and cities—and children ran after
them shouting and | aughing in the general confusion
Beggars and prostitutes asked favors or offered them
respectively, and ranshackl e taverns stood open to pro-
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vide the weary traveler with a cool drink, hot nmeal, and
war m conpany.

Lockl ear shouted over the noise, "Quite a prosperous
little netropolis growi ng here."

James gl anced about at the dirt and squalor. "Quite.
The bl essings of civilization," he observed.

Borric said, "Perhaps we should investigate one of
these small pubs—=

"No," answered Janmes. "They're certain to offer you
refreshnents at the Acadeny."

Eriand smled ruefully. "A sweet and slightly feeble
wi ne, no doubt. Wat el se woul d one expect from an
assenbl age of ol d scholars, poking around in nusty
pi |l es of manuscripts.”

Janmes shook his head. They cane to what was obvi -
ously the crossroads of the two nain streets in the town

42 Prince of the Bl ood

and turned toward the | ake. As Janmes expected, down

near the waterfront a large pier had been constructed
and several ferries of differing sizes waited to haul
goods and people to the island. Despite the | ate hour,
workers still stacked sacks of grain against the need of
haul i ng them t he next norning.

Reining in, Janes called down to the neare& ferry-
man, "Good evening. W seek passage to Stardock is-
| and. "

A face, dom nated by a hawk-beaked nose, with ill-

cut bangs al nost hiding the eyes, was reveal ed as the
man gl anced over his shoul der and said, "I can make
one quick run across, sir. Five coppers a man, sir, but
you need stable your horses here."

Jimy smled. "How about ten gold pieces for the | ot
of us, including the nounts?"

The man returned to his work. "No bargaining, sir.

Borric rattled his sword a bit as he said, half-jokingly,
"What, you turn your back upon us?"

The man turned again to face them Touching his
forehead, in slightly sarcastic tones, he said, "Sorry,
young sir, but no disrespect was intended."

Borric was about to respond, when Janes tapped his
armwith a gloved hand and pointed. In the gloom just
out of the light of a guttering torch, a young man in a
pl ai n robe of homespun sat at the docksi de watching

the interplay calmy

Borric said, "Wat?"

"The |l ocal constable, | expect."
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"H n?" said Borric. "He | ooks nore a beggar or nonk
than any sort of fighting man."

The ferrynman nodded. "Right you are, sir. He's our
Peacekeeper." He grinned up at Janes. "You know

your way around, sir. Yes, you do. That's one of the
magi ci ans fromthe island. The council that runs the

pl ace keeps it peaceful -l1ike over here in Stardock Town,
so they make sure that we have the neans. He has no
sword, young sir," he said to Borric, "but with a wave of
hi s hand he can stun you worse than a poleax to the
noggin'. Believe ne, sir, | found that out the hard way."
His voice falling to a near nutter, he added, "O, it
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could be the magi c what sets you to itching so bad you

wi sh to die. " Returning to the topic at hand, he

rai sed his voice, "And as far as hagglin', sir, as nuch as
do enjoy a good round of |ying about how much injury a
good profit does ny children's diet, the fact is the Acad-
eny sets the rates.” He scratched his chin. "Suppose

you could haggle with that young spell caster over

there, but | expect he'll tell you the same. Gven the
traffic back and forth, the prices are fair."

"Where is the stable?" James asked, but just then
several snmall boys pushed fromthe crowd and offered
to take their horses.

"The boy's will see your nounts to a clean stable."
James nodded and di smounted. The other riders fol-

|l owed suit. Instantly, small hands renoved reins from
Janmes's grasp as other children did |ikew se throughout
the conpany. "Very well," said Janes, "but see they
have cl ean stalls and fresh hay and oats. And have a
farrier check shoes, will you?"

James ceased his conmentary as somet hi ng caught

his eye. He turned abruptly, reached out, and yanked a
smal |l boy away from Borric's horse. Janes lifted the boy
of f the ground and | ooked himhard in the eyes. "Gve it
back," he said with a cal mnote of nmenace. The boy

began to protest, then when Janes shook himfor em
phasi s, thought better of it and held out a small coin
purse to Borric. Borric's nmouth opened as he patted

hi nsel f down and then accepted the purse.

James put the boy down but held onto his shirt front,
then | eaned down so he was eye to eye with the woul d-
be cutpurse. "Boy, before | was half your size | knew
nore than twi ce what you' |l ever know about thieving.
Do you believe ne?" The boy could only nod, so fright-
ened was he at discovery. "Then take ny word on the
matter. You haven't the knack. You'll end up at the end
of a short rope waiting for a long drop before you're
twelve if you keep this up. Find an honest trade. Now, if
anything is mssing when we |eave, I'll know who to

| ook for, won't 1?" The boy nodded agai n.

James sent himscurrying and turned to the ferrynman.
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"Then it'lIl be twenty-four of us on foot to the island."
44 Prince of the Bl ood

At this, the young nagician rose to his feet and said,
"I't's not often we have arned soldiers cone to the
Acadeny. May | ask your business?"

"You may ask," said Janes. "But we'll save our an-
swers for another. If we need your pernission, send
word to the magician Pug that old friends cone to call.

The young magi ci an rai sed an eyebrow. "Wo shoul d
I tell himcomes to call?"

James smled, "Tell him. . . Baron Janes of
Krondor and"—he gl anced at the twi ns—sone of his
ki nsnmen. "

A small group waited to wel cone the conpany as the

ferry cane to rest against the shore with a bunp. A

| oadi ng dock was the only sign that this was the en-
trance to perhaps the strangest comrunity upon

M dkem a, the Academny of Magicians. Wrkers ai ded

the soldiers as they negotiated the dock. Many were
unsteady after their first ride on a flat-bottoned ferry.
Lanterns hung fromthe dock posts, illumnating the

wel com ng committee

A short man of middle years, wearing only a black

robe and sandals, was at the center of the group. To his
right stood a striking, dark-skinned woman with iron-
grey hair. An old man in robes stood to his left, a large
huntsman in [ eather tunic and trousers at his shoul der.
Behi nd them two younger men, attired in robes, watted
patiently.

As Janes, Locklear, and the twi ns stepped off the
ferry, the short man stepped forward and bowed
slightly. "Your Hi ghnesses honor us." Then he said,
"Wl cone to Stardock."

Borric and Eriand stepped forward, and awkwardly

hel d out their hands to exchange a less formal hello with
i-he man. Wile they were Princes born, used to sone
degree of deference and awe at their rank at tines,

here before them stood a man | egends and tal es had

grown around. "Cousin Pug," Borric said, "thank you

for receiving us."

The magi cian sm |l ed and everyone rel axed. Though
nearly forty-eight years old, he |looked a man in his early
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thirties. Brown eyes al nost shone with warnth and,
despite his age, the dark beard couldn't hide an expres-
sion that was al nost boyish. This youthful face could not
belong to the man reputed to be the single nost power-
ful individual in the world.

Eri and and he qui ckly exchanged greetings, and
James stepped forward. "Lord Pug . . ."Janmes began
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"Just Pug, Janmes." He smiled. "Around here we have
little use for formal titles within our comunity. De-
spite King Lyamls generous intentions in creating a tiny
duchy out of Stardock and naming ne its lord and mas-
ter, we rarely think of such things." He took Janes by
the arm "Come; you remenber ny wfe?"

James and hi s conpani ons bowed slightly and took

the woman's sl ender hand. Upon cl ose inspection,

James was surprised at how delicate the worman | ooked.
He hadn't seen her for over seven years, but she had
been a robust, healthy woman in her early forties, with
sunt anned cheeks and raven dark hair. Now she | ooked
ten years her husband's senior. "My Lady," said Janes,
bowi ng over her hand.

The wonman sniled and years vani shed from her
"Just Katala, Janes. How is our son?"

James grinned. "WIlliamis happy. He is Acting Cap-

tain of Arutha's Guard. He is well thought of, and

expect will hold the office when Valdis steps down. And
he courts several lovely ladies of the Princess's retinue.
He's a fine officer and will rise high."

Pug said, "He should be here— Seeing his wife's
features darken, he said, "I know, dearest, we have put
that argunment to rest. Now," he said to the Princes,
"may | present the others?"

When Borric nodded, Pug said, "I think you boys will
renmenber Kul gan, ny old teacher. And Meecham

who oversees our conmunity's food stores and a thou-
sand other tasks." The two nen naned both bowed,

and Borric and Eriand shook each hand in turn. The old
magi ci an who had been Pug's teacher noved with diffi-
culty, aided by a cane and the hand of the other nan.

Meecham a powerful -1 o0oki ng man of advanci ng
Prince of the Bl ood

years, scolded the old magician |ike a nagging wi fe.
"You shoul d have stayed in your room "

Kul gan shook off the aiding hand as Eriand noved to

take Borric's place before Pug's old naster. "I'mold,
Meecham not dying." The man's hair was white as

winter's first snow, and the skin was |ined and tanned
like old leather. But the blue eyes were still bright and
alert. "Your Highness," he said to Eriand.

The Prince sm|ed back. As boys they had delighted

in Kulgan's visits, for the old magician had entertained
themwith stories punctuated by snmall feats of magic.
"Seens we're informal, here. Uncle Kulgan. It's good to
see you again. It's been too long."

The two younger nen behi nd were unknown to

Janmes. Pug said, "These are |leaders in our conmunity

and were anong the first of those to conme to Stardock to
|l earn the Greater Magic. They are teachers of others,
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now. This is Korsh." The first man, tall and bald, bowed
slightly to the Princes. His eyes shone brightly in con-
trast to his very dark skin, and gold earrings hung to his
shoul ders

The second man | ooked nearly the twin of the first,
save for a full black beard, oiled to ringlets which hung
| cosely fromhis cheeks. "And his brother, Watume."

Pug said, "You nust all be tired fromyour journey."

He gl anced around. "I was expecting our daughter,
Ganmina, to join us, but she is helping to feed the chil -
dren and | suppose she was detained. You'll mneet her

soon enough.

"Now, to your quarters. W have roons for you in the
Acadeny. You've m ssed supper, but we'll have hot
food delivered to your room In the norning, we can
visit."

The snmal | conpany noved up the shoreline, to

where they coul d see past the nonstrous buil ding that

domi nated the island. Fully forty stories tall at points, its
central focus was a lofty spire that reached anot her

hundred feet above the roof. It seened little nore than

an unrailed stairway around a colum, topped by a tiny
platform It was illunminated by an odd blue Iight which
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shone frombelow, so that it seened to al nbst fl oat
upward, rather than be a thing of stone and nortar

"Everyone is struck by the sight of our Tower of Test-
ing," Pug remarked. "That is where those of the

G eater Path learn their first nastery, and | eave their
apprenticeshi p behind."

The two dark-skinned brothers cleared their throats

in a nmeani ngful way and Pug smled. "Sonme of us have
differing feelings as to how rmuch 'outsiders' should be
all oned to know. "

Roundi ng the shore, they saw a rather busy town at

the other end of the building. Cleaner than its twn

upon the shoreline, it was still its equal in activity. De-
spite the advanci ng hour, many people were in the

streets upon one errand or another. "Stardock Town,"

said Katala, pride evident in her voice.

Lockl ear said, "I thought the town upon the shore
was Stardock Town."

Pug said, "So those who live there call it. But this is
the true town upon the island of Stardock. This is where
many of our brothers and sisters in nmagic live. Here is
where their famlies abide. Here we have built a haven
for those who have been driven fromtheir comuni -

ties by fear and hatred." Pug notioned for his guests to
enter the main Acadeny building through a | arge

doubl e door and escorted theminside. At an intersec-
tion of two halls, nobst of the welcomng comrittee bid
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the guests good night, while Pug |l ed the travel ers down

to a series of doors upon each side of a long hall. "W're
lacking in regal accommodations, |I'mafraid," he said,

"but these guest cells are warm dry, and confortable.
You'll find a basin for washing, and if you | eave your
dirty travel clothing outside, sonmeone will see it is
washed. The garderobe is at the far end of the hall

Now, rest well and we'll have a long talk in the norn-

ing."

Pug bid them good night and the twi ns quickly found

the food waiting for themin their cells. Up and down

the hall the night was full of the noise of soldiers shed-
ding traveling arnor and arns, splashing water, and the
clink of knives against serving plates. Soon all were

Prince of the Bl ood

gone fromthe hall, save a puzzled-|ooking Lockl ear
standi ng next to James. "What ails you?"

James shrugged. "Nothing, | guess. Tired, or . . ." he
let his voice trail off. He thought of Kul gan's age and
Katal a's | ess than healthy appearance. "It's just that the

years have not been kind to some fine people." Then his
manner brightened, "Or it could be' ny youthful crinmes
com ng back to haunt me. |I'mjust not confortable with
the idea of spending the night in any roomreferred to
as a 'cell.""

Wth a wy snmile and a nod of agreenent, Lockl ear

bid his conpani on good night. A nonent |ater, Janes
stood alone in the long, enpty hall. Sonething was not
right. But he left that feeling for the next day. Now he
needed food and a wash.

Wth the sound of a bird chirping outside his w ndow,
James was awake. As was his habit, the young Baron of
the Prince's court rose before the sun. To his surprise,
he di scovered his clothing had been washed and fol ded
and left just inside his door. A light sleeper by nature
and quick to full wakeful ness by training, he was dis-
conforted that anyone coul d have opened his door and

not disturbed him Janmes pulled on the clean tunic and
trousers, foregoing the heavy traveling boots. Since
chil dhood he had preferred bare feet, and over the

years it had beconme sonething of a conmon joke

anong the pal ace staff that should one enter Baron
Janes's office, one was likely to find his boots renoved
and tucked away under his desk.

He made his way to the outer doorway, noving

soundl essly. He was certain that everyone el se was stil
asl eep, but his stealth was not born of consideration, it
was habitual. As a boy in the Poor Quarter of the city,
James had earned his livelihood as a thief, and noving

wi t hout sound was second nature.
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Openi ng the outside door, he slipped through and

closed it silently behind. The sky had al ready turned

slate grey and the eastern horizon was show ng the

bl ush of the approaching sunrise. The only sounds were

the calling of birds and the thud of a single axe falling, as
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sonmeone cut wood for an early norning fire. Janes
moved away from the huge building of the Acadeny
and nade his way along the path that led to the village.

The sound of wood being cut fell away as that un-

known farmer or fisherman's wife finished the task. Af-
ter a hundred yards, the path diverged, one part
heading toward the village while a snaller path |ed
toward the | akeshore. Janes decided he was in little
mood for idle nmorning chatter with townspeople, so he
nmoved toward the water.

In the gloomhe alnobst didn't see the bl ack-robed
figure until he was nearly upon him Pug turned and
smled. He pointed eastward. "This is nmy favorite part
of the day."

James nodded. "I thought 1'd be the first up."

Pug kept his eyes fastened upon the horizon. "No,
sleep very little."

"The wear doesn't show. | don't think you | ook a day
ol der than when | |ast saw you seven years ago."

Pug nodded. "There are things about nyself | amjust

di scovering, James. Wen | took upon nyself the man-

tel of sorcerer " his voice trailed off. "W've never
really tal ked, have we?"

James shook his head. "Not about anything profound,

if that's what you nmean. It's not exactly as if our paths
cross frequently. We first net at Arutha and Anita's
weddi ng," he ticked off on his fingers as he spoke,
again after the battle at Sethanon.” Both nmen gl anced
at each other and nothing needed to be said between
them about the cataclysmic battle that had taken pl ace
there. "Then tw ce since in Krondor."

and

Pug returned his attention to the east, where the first
hot pink and orange of the sun's rays struck the clouds.
"When | was a boy | lived in Crydee. | was nothing

nore than a Far Coast peasant lad. | worked in the
kitchen with nmy foster famly and had anbitions to be a
soldier." He fell silent.

Janmes waited. He had little desire to talk about his
past, though it was well enough known to anyone of
rank in the city of Krondor, and to everyone in the
pal ace. "I was a thief."

50 Prince of the Bl ood

"Jimy the Hand," said Pug. "Yes, but what sort of
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boy were you?"

James considered the question for a noment, then

answered. "Brash. That's the first word that comes to
mnd." He watched as the dawn unfol ded. Neither man

spoke for several mnutes as each saw the fingers of |ight
striking the clouds hanging in the east. The fiery rim of
the disc of the sun began to appear. Janes said, "I

was al so foolish at times. | had no idea of there being any
limt to what | could do. | have no doubt that had
continued that existence, |I'd have finally taken one big
chance too many. 1'd nost likely be dead by now "

"Brash," Pug repeated. "And foolish at tines." He
indicated with his head the Acadeny. "Not unlike the
royal twins."

Janmes smled. "Not unlike the Princes."
"What el se?"

Janmes considered. Wthout fal se nodesty, he said,
"Brilliant, | suppose you could say, or gifted at |east.
Thi ngs often seened obvious to ne that confused many

of those around nme. At |least the world seened a nore
obvious place then. I'mnot so sure | wasn't a great dea
smarter as a boy than I amnow as a man."

Pug notioned that James should wal k with him and
started slow progress toward the water's edge. "Wen |
was a boy, ny nodest anbitions seened the nost
splendid things. Now ..."

"You seem troubl ed,"” James ventured.

"Not as you woul d understand it," Pug answered

James turned and in the grey light saw an unreadabl e
expression on Pug's face. "Tell ne of the attenpt upon
Borric. You were closest to him™"

Janmes said, "News travels fast."

"I't always does. And any com ng conflict between the
Ki ngdom and Kesh is of concern for us."

"G ven your location, | can understand. You are a

wi ndow upon the Enpire." He gestured south, toward

the not-distant border. Janes told Pug what he knew of
the attenpt, and finished by saying, "That the assassin
was Keshian is hardly in doubt, but all those clues that
point to the Royal House of Kesh being at the root of the
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attenpt . . . it's too clear. | think soneone seeks to
dupe us." He turned as they | ost sight of the town,

regardi ng the upper stories of the Acadeny. "You have
many Keshi ans here?"

Pug nodded. "And from Rol dem Queg, the Peaks of

the Quor, and other places. Here we pay little attention
to matters of nation. W are concerned with other is-
sues. "

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (41 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:06 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

Janmes said, "Those two who net with us | ast
ni ght "

"Wat une and Kbrsh, yes. They are Keshian. Fromthe

city of Kesh itself." Before Janes coul d speak, Pug said,
"They are not Inperial agents. | would know. Trust ne.
They think nothing of politics. In fact, if anything, they
are too eager for us to be apart fromthe rest of the
world. "

James turned for a nmonent, to regard the hul king
edifice of the Acadeny. "This is a Kingdom duchy, at

| east in nanme. But many have wondered al oud what it is
you build here. There is sonething about this place that
strikes many in the court as odd."

"And dangerous,"” Pug added. Janes turned to study

the magician's face. "Wich is why | work diligently to
see that the Acadeny never partakes in national con-
flicts. On any side."

James considered his words. "There are few anong

the nobility who are as confortable with the idea of
magi ¢ as our King and his brother. Gowing up with

Kul gan in the household as they did, they think nothing
about it. But others ..."

"Still would see us driven fromcities and towns, or

hung, or burned at stakes. | know " Pug said, "In the

twenty years we have worked here, much has changed
yet so little has changed."

Finally Janes said, "Pug, | feel something odd in you
| detected it last night. Wat is it?"

Pug's eyes narrowed as he studi ed Janes. "Strange

you shoul d observe that, when those closest to ne don't
see it." He reached the edge of the | ake and halted.
Wth an outstretched hand, he pointed. A famly of
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snowy egrets were preening thensel ves and squawki ng
in the shallow of the |ake. "Beautiful, aren't they?"

James could only agree as he took in his surroundi ngs.
"This is a beautiful place.”

"I't wasn't so when | first canme here," answered Pug.
"The legend is that this |ake was formed by a falling
star, hence its nane. But this island was not the cool ed
body of that star, which |I calculate could have been no
larger than this." He held his hands apart about six
inches. "I think the star cracked the crust of the earth
and lava rose up to create this island. It was rocky and
barren when | first came here, with only a bit of tena-
cious grass at the water's edge, and a few hearty bushes
here and there. | brought what you see here, the grass,
the trees, the animals." He grinned, and years vani shed
fromhis face. "The birds found their own way over."

James considered the groves of trees nearby and the
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deep neadow grass he saw everywhere. "A not incon-
siderable feat."

Pug waved away the conment as if it was a conmmon
enough conjurer's trick. "WIIl there be war?"

James |l et out an audible sigh. It held the sound of
resignation. "That's the question, isn't it?" he asked rhe-
torically. "No, that's not the question. There is always
war. The question is when and between which nations.

If I have any say in the matter, there' |l be no war be-
tween the Kingdom and Kesh in nmy lifetine. But then,

I may not have nuch to say about the matter.”

"You ride a dangerous course."

"It's not the first tinme. | wi sh circunstances could
have spared the Princes the need to go."

"They are their father's sons," observed Pug. "They
must go where duty requires. Even if it means risking
much to gain little."

Pug resuned his wal k al ong the shore and Janes fel
into step at his side.

James could only nod at that. "Such is the burden of
their birthright."

"Well," said Pug, "there are short respites, such as this
one, along the way. Wiy don't you go over there?" He
pointed to a stand of willow trees maski ng the shore.
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"On the other side is a small inlet fed by a hot springs. It
is a nmost invigorating experience. Soak in the hot water

a bit, then junp into the lake. It will set you right and
you can be back in tine to join us for the norning

meal . "

James smled. "Thank you, it sounds just the thing.
I"'mso used to having nuch work before breaking ny
fast. A pleasant way to fill an hour or so will be wel-
coned. "

Pug turned back toward the town and after a few

steps said, "Ch, be careful of swinming in the shore
grasses. It's easy to get turned about and | ose your way.
The wi nd nakes them bend toward the island, so

shoul d you get lost, sinply swimin that direction unti
you feel |and underfoot. Then wal k out."

"Thank you. 1'll be cautious. Good norning.
"Good norning, Janes. |I'l|l see you at breakfast."

As Pug returned to the Acadeny, Janes headed to-
ward the stand of trees the nmagician had indicated.

Passi ng between | arge bol es, pushing aside hangi ng
greenery like a curtain, he discovered a narrow barren
path that I ed dowmn the side of a small dell, toward the
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| akeshore. Near the water's edge, he could see steam
rising in the norning cool ness. Janes inspected a snall
pool that was obviously fed from underground, as the
steamall rose fromthat one location only. A small rivu-
| et of water overspilled one side and ran to the shore,
joining the lake there. It was but no nore than twenty
yards from pool to | ake. He gl anced about. The pool and
this small stretch of shoreline were screened on three
sides by trees affording himanple privacy. Janes re-
moved his tunic and trousers and stuck a foot in the
pool. It was al nbst hotter than he cared for in his own
bath! He sank in and let the warnth infuse him re-

| axi ng tense nuscl es.

Tense nuscl es? He wondered. He had just awoke.

Why shoul d he feel tension. Hi s own voi ce answered,
because much risk is undertaken sending two boys to
pl ay at a gane of Keshian court politics older than the
house of conDoin. He sighed. Pug was a strange nan

but a wi se and powerful one; he was an adopted kins-
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man to the King and a Duke. Perhaps Janes shoul d ask
Pug' s opi nion. Then he thought against it. As nmuch as
Pug was reputed to have been a savior to the Ki ngdom
in years past—there was sonet hing odd about Stardock
and the manner in which it was governed. Janes de-
cided he'd find out as nmuch as possi bl e about what went
on here before speaking in confidence to the nagician.

CGods, how | hate waking up tired, he thought. Then

he | ay back as confortably as possible to neditate upon
his troubles. The soothing heat seemed to creep into his
bones, and mnutes later his nmnd floated. He ran down
a street, and a hand grabbed himby the arm He cl osed
his eyes in remenbrance. His first menmory. He could
have been no nore than three. It was his nother, pull-
ing himinside her whore's crib, out of the sight of

sl avers who were prowing the night. He renmenbered
being held tightly while she cl anped her hand over his
mout h. Later she woul d be gone. When he was ol der,

he knew she was dead, but all he could remenber of

that night was the man with the | oud voi ce shouting at
her and hitting her and the red everywhere. Jimy put
the ugly menory aside as he fell into the warnth of the
wat er. Soon he dozed.

He awoke without noving. Fromthe angle of the sun,

he coul dn't have dozed for nore than m nutes, perhaps

a hal f-hour at best. The norning was quiet, but some-
thing had disturbed him He had sonewhat outgrown

his chil dhood habit of coming to his feet with a dagger
in his hand—t had proved quite disturbing to the ser-
vants in the pal ace—but he still kept a dagger cl ose by.
Qpening his eyes he noved themfirst, and saw not hing
in his field of vision. He turned his head and again could
see nothing above the rimof the pond. He slowy el-
bowed hinself up, feeling foolish as full wakeful ness

r et urned—who woul d be a threat here upon the island

of Stardock?
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James peeked up above the rimof the pool and found
not hi ng. There was a strange feeling about the place
and he couldn't find a name for it. It was as if he had
entered a room a nonent after someone had |eft
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t hr ough anot her door; wi thout knowi ng why, he knew
sonmeone had just past beyond his view.

Instincts born of city dangers set off a primtive alarm
in his head, an alarmthat had saved hi mfrom danger

too many tines before to be ignored. Yet this alarm
didn't have the echoing ring of danger to it, rather it
was excitement. Years before, Janmes had | earned the

di scipline of the night, renmaining notionless, keeping
one's mnd distant fromthe concerns of the nonent so
sudden nmovenent woul dn't trigger a response. He re-

| axed his breathing and kept still. He glanced over the
rimagain, and the echo of another's passing was gone.
The small inlet |ooked as it had before.

He | ay back again and sought to recapture the warm
calmthat had finally overtaken him but he couldn't
relax his mnd. An excitenent began to build in Janes,
as if something glorious was approachi ng, and there was
a sadness, too, as if sonething mracul ous had just
passed within touching distance and | eft hi m behind.

Odd feelings of giddy delight and childish tears clashed
i nside him

Lacki ng a satisfying answer, he heaved hinself out of

the pool and raced headl ong for the |ake, yelling a boy's
shout of frustration rel eased. He dove under and cane

up spitting water. A sound of relief escaped himas the
cold | ake seenmed to shock himto full wakeful ness.

He was an indifferent swimer but enjoyed the occa-
sion fromtime to tinme. Like nost children of Krondor's
Poor Quarter, when the hot w nds of sunmer blew he

had sought relief at the harborside, diving fromthe
piers into the salt water and refuse. The sensation of
cl ean water upon his body was sonething he had re-

mai ned i gnorant of until well into his thirteenth year.

Janmes found hinself swimmng lazily toward the far

side of the inlet. The trees and reeds cut into the water,
providing a series of narrow passages to whatever |ay
upon the other side of the inlet. He picked his way

t hrough, hal f-sw nm ng, hal f-paddling, until he cane

to a thick stand of reeds and grasses. He saw the grasses
and reeds were w de-spaced, allowi ng anple vision of

the shoreline. He turned upon his back and kicked | a-
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zily. Above him the norning sky turned brilliant, as the
sun was now full upon the day. The cl ouds were white

and beautiful as they sped upon their course. Then he

was in the grasses, seeing stalks rise high above his head
as he felt their ticklish caress while he swam After a few
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m nutes of swiming this way, he righted hinself and
gl anced about .

Thi ngs appeared different and the way back not ap-

parent. Cal mby nature, he found the notion of swm

mng in circles within the reeds an unappeal i ng one but
not a fearful one. He renmenbered Pug's words and saw

the grasses all bending to his left. He would sinply swim
to where he felt ground underfoot and wal k out.

Wthin a mnute, he felt the shore under his toes. He

wal ked through thick reeds and tall grasses, toward a
line of trees at the water's edge. The hangi ng branches
and thick greenery plunged himinto shadows Wile he

was still up to his chest in the water. He could only see a
few feet in any direction, and the norning |ight nmade
everything a pattern of nmurk and blinding blue-white

sky above. Janes followed the rising bottomuntil he

was in water below his waist. He felt foolish to be strid-
i ng around naked, but as there was no one about, he

woul d only need a short scanper back to the poo

where he had | eft his clothing.

Janmes took a step and suddenly found hinself falling
into deep water. A current had eroded a snall channe
to a depth nore than his six feet and he canme up sput-
tering and blind. He paddled to the far side and again
felt land under him

A birdcall above hi m nade hi mwonder if the crea-

ture was | aughing at his clunmsy progress. Sighing, he
continued toward the shore, which was but a few yards
away, judging by the glinpses of |and he got between

the trees. Wth the water at his knees, he was con-
fronted with an inmpassable barrier of trees and reeds, a
rocky overhang rising up to shoul der height. He noved

to his right, toward what seened a closer exit fromthe
foliage that conspired to trap him and again felt a drop
beneath his feet. He settled down to chest-high water
and pushed through a very thick curtain of reeds. H s
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progress was slow and he could only nove a few feet at
atime. H's overwhelning feeling was one of unall oyed
stupidity for finding hinmself so distant from where he
wanted to be. Pleasant swi m before breakfast, indeed.

As his knees brushed a ridge of |ake bottom signaling
an end to the channel he was wadi ng through, he

parted the reeds before him Abruptly, Janes found

hi nsel f confronted by a sight totally unexpected. Fair
skin, white as a newboml's, was revealed nerely a yard
before him And by circunstance of his depressed per-
spective, he was staring directly at the naked backsi de
of a young worman. Her nearly white-bl ond hair hung

wet from her head as she squeezed water fromit, a pose
whi ch conspired to display her hips and buttocks in a
slightly exaggerated and flattering pose.

James's breath caught in his chest. The sanme m xed
feeling of alarmand excitenent struck himlike a ham
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mer blow He felt as enbarrassed at his intrusion into
her privacy as he would have felt had she found him at
his own pool. Conflicting signals to hold notionless,
move back, say sonething, not be discovered, all

cl ashed together and paral yzed him

Agai n his boyhood training overroad consci ous

t hought and he froze in place. Then anot her thought
intruded, and he felt his stomach tighten as a hot rush of
excitenent gathered in his stonmach and groin. Al nost

al oud he said. It's about the nost beautiful bottoml've
ever seen.

Instantly the young worman turned about, her hands

flying up to her nmouth, as if startled by a noise. In that
instant, Janes discovered that the rest of her was equa
to what he had al ready seen. Her figure was sl ender,

like a dancer's, and her arns and neck were | ong and

el egant, her stomach flat, her breasts not |arge, but ful
and | ovely. As her hand dropped away from her face, he
saw a hi gh forehead, fine cheekbones, and pale, slightly
pink Iips. Her eyes, wide in astoni shnent, were the bl ue
of mdwinter's ice. All these details were etched in his
mnd in an instant. A thousand instants of recognition

fl ooded through Janes, and in each he knew the young
woman before himwas at once the npst wonderful and
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terrifying sight he had ever beheld. Then those beauti -
ful pale blue eyes narrowed and suddenly pain ex-
pl oded in Janes's head.

He fell back as if struck by a weapon, and his voice
cried out hollowin his own ears as he went beneath the
water's surface. Sharp knives of hot agony filled his
mnd as water filled his nouth. Janes sank into' the
murk of the water as he | ost consci ousness.

In a place which was not a place James swam dr own-

ing in nenories: his playing upon the street cobbles
and never a nonent passing without the fear. Strang-
ers were a danger, yet every day brought strangers into
his nother's house. Men who were |oud and frightening
passed the boy each day, sone ignoring him others
attenpting to amuse himfor a brief noment with a pat
upon the head or an odd word.

Then the ni ght when she died and no one cane: the

man with the crooked smile had heard himcry and fl ed.
Jimy had found his way out of the house, his child's
feet paddi ng through the sticky blood on the floor.

Then the fights with the other boy for the bone and
the bread crust left out behind the inns and taverns,
eating the raw wheat and corn that spilled from under
the grain wagons at the dockside. And the drops of
bitter wine in the al nbst enpty bottle. The occasiona
coin froma generous passerby to buy a hot pie. Hunger
was al ways there

A voice in the dark, no face to renenber, asked him
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if he was clever. He had been clever. Very clever. H's
begi nning with the Mckers.

Danger around, at all times. No friends, no allies, only
the rules of the guild to protect Jimy the Hand. But he
was gifted; the Upright Man forgave snall trespasses
fromone who brought in so much wealth at such an

early age

Then the nan with the crooked sml e reappeared.

Jimy had been twelve. It had been nothing of proud
honor and hot revenge. A boy thief had crept in and
dosed the drunk's wine with a poison purchased froma
man dealing in such things. The man with the crooked

St ar dock 59

smle died without knowing his nurderer's reasons, his
face bl ackening as his tongue protruded through swol -
len lips and his eyes bulging, while the son of a nur-
dered whore watched through a crack in the ceiling of
the flop house where he lay. Jimy had felt no triunph,
but sonmehow he hoped his nother rested better. He

never knew his nother's nane. He felt as if he wanted
to cry but didn't know how. He had cried twi ce

no, three tines in honesty. Wen Anita lay stricken and
when he thought Arutha dead. That had been grief, and
it was not a sign of weakness or shane. But he had cried
in the darkness when trapped in the cave with the rock
serpent, before Duke Martin had saved him He could
never admit to his fear.

O her inages: his incredible, alnost inhunman skills in
the calling. H s discovery that his fate was |linked to
great things when he hel ped to hide the Prince and
Princess of Krondor fromtheir captors during the reign
of Mad King Rodric. His death duel with a N ght hawk
upon the rooftops of the city, saving Arutha's life,
though he had not known it at the tinme. His travels
twice to the Northlands and the great battles of Arnen-
gar and Sethanon, and the peace that followed after the
battle to stemthe return of the Dragon Host.

Now he was Janes.

Hi s service to Arutha and his reward by being el e-

vated to a place in his court, his title, and, later, another
title, and his being named Chancel |l or of Krondor, first
in rank after Duke Gardan in the Prince's court, al
becane a haze of pleasant thoughts, the only pl easant
thoughts in his life. Faces passed, sonme named, others
nanel ess. Thi eves, assassins, nobles, peasants. Wnen.
He renenbered many, for early on he had devel oped a
taste for the attentions of women and, as a rising young
nobl eman, had his choi ce of nany conpani ons. But

there was al ways sonethi ng | acki ng. Somet hi ng i npor -
tant. Then a nude figure wading in the | ake as she
squeezed water from her hair. The nmpbst stunning vision
he had behel d.

Then a face with pale blue eyes, and lips |ike pink
roses. A concerned face, which peered into Janmes's be-
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i ng. Sonething nagical and beautiful burst within

Janmes, and again he wanted to cry. A sadness filled him
with awful joy and he cringed before those clear eyes.
They | ooked inside and saw things, and he had no

secrets. He had no secrets! | amlost! he cried out and a
child whinpered at the death of his nother, and a boy
cried as a young wonan |lay dying froman assassin's

bolt, and a youth cried as the only man he had conme to
trust lay dead before himin his chanbers, and a man
cried for all the old pain and tornent, the fear and

| oneliness that had |ived within his breast since the day
of his birth.

Janmes awoke upon the shore, a cry of pain and fear
upon his lips. He sat bolt upright, his arm above his
head, a child avoiding a blow from above. He was stil
danp, and naked. A voice said, "The pain will pass."

James turned, and as he did so the terrible aching
inside slipped anay. He turned to find the young
worman sitting upon the shore a few feet away from
him She sat with her legs pulled up before her, arns
around her knees, still without her clothing.

Janes had never so much wished to flee in his life. No

experience filled himw th such nanel ess dread as see-

ing this beautiful young worman sitting near. Tears rose
unbi dden to his eyes. "Who are you?" he whispered. Yet

as he wished to flee, so nuch nore so did he long to be
close to this woman.

Slowly she rose, unself-conscious in her nudity, and
came to stand before him She knelt until her face was
before his. A voice sounded inside his mnd: | am

Gam na, Janes.

Fear again visited Janes, and he found hinself unable
to nove. He said, "You spoke inside ny head."

"Yes," she answered al oud. "You nust understand

that | can see your thoughts, hear thentf-—-she seened
to grope for a concept—those words are not right. But
I know what you think unless you try to keep your

t houghts fromne."

He attenpted to gather his wits about himas he
fought down the aching pain inside. "Wat happened?
Over there . . ." He indicated the reed-filled pool
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"Your thoughts startled ne, and | reacted without
reason. | can defend nyself, as you discovered."

James raised a hand to his head, a nmenory of pain
there. "Yes," was all he could say.

She reached out and touched his cheek softly. "I am
sorry. It was not sonmething | would have done know
ingly. | can cause much harmto the nind. It is one of
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the ways nmy talents could be abused."

James found the touch of her hand both reassuring
and disturbing. A fearful thrill ran fromhis chest to his
groin. Softly he asked, "Wo are you?"

She smled and pain and fear fled fromJanes. "I am
Ganm na. | am Pug and Katal a's daughter."” Then she
| eaned forward and softly kissed his lips. "I amwho you

have been seeki ng, and you are who | have sought."

Janes felt hot desire rise up within, but a giddy fear-
fulness came with it. No stranger to a worman's em
brace, he suddenly felt a child with his first stolen
monent of | ove. Wrds he had never thought to hear

hi nsel f utter canme unbidden. "I amfrightened," he

whi sper ed.

"Don't be," she whi spered back

Hol di ng hi m cl ose, she spoke to his mnd. Wen I
stunned you, you fell back into the water. Had | not
pul l ed you out, you would have drowned. As | revived
you, your mind was open to nme, and mne to you. Had
you the ability, you would know ne as well as | know

you, ny Ji my.

Janmes's own voi ce sounded snmall and wounded in his
ears as he spoke. "How can it ... ?"

"It is," she answered. Then she sat back, rubbing salt
tears fromhis face. "Cone, let ne show you." Like a
baby, he let hinself be gathered to her breast, and as
her hands caressed his head and shoul ders, her voice
spoke into his mnd. You will never be al one again.

Borric and Eriand sat beside each other, enjoying the
array of foods for the norning neal. Besides the usua
Ki ngdom fare, a | arge nunber of Keshi an delicacies al so
were provided. Pug's famly as well as Kul gan and
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Meecham di ned with the guests. Two pl aces were
enpty, next to Katala and Lockl ear.

Borric chewed a nout hful of fine cheese and w ne,
whil e Eriand said, "Cousin Pug, how many people |live
here now?"

Pug picked lightly at his plate, not eating nuch. He
smiled at his wife and said, "Katala attends the daily
busi ness of governing this comunity." '

Katal a said, "We number nearly a thousand famlies,
both here and on the shore. Here, upon the island—=

Her words fell away. All at the table turned to see the
cause of Katala's truncated speech.

The door at the end of the hall had opened and Janes
entered, escorting a young worman dressed in a sinple

| avender dress cinched about the waist with a rai nbow
colored belt.
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Borric, Eriand, and Locklear rose, as the girl hurried
to Pug and ki ssed hi mupon the cheek. Then she | ooked

into Katala's eyes for a long monent, as if speaking,

t hough no words were exchanged. The ol der woman's

eyes began to brimwith tears as a smile spread across
her face. . i

Pug turned to | ook at James, expectantly.
Lockl ear said, "Janes—

Janmes cleared his throat, and in a self-consci ous tone

of voice, like a schoolboy reciting before his master,
said, "Lord Pug, |-+ have the honor to ask perm s-
sion ... to ask for the hand of your daughter in mar-
riage."

Borric and Eriand's eyes wi dened in disbelief, then
bot h | ooked at Locklear. Janes's |ife-long conpani on
since comng to the pal ace sat down heavily with a
stunned expression equal to the twins' own. Shaking his
head, all he could say was, "Sink ne!"

Chapt er Four

Concerns

Borric shook his head.

Eri and asked, "What's bothering you?"

Borric said, "Wat?"

"You' ve been shaking your head 'no' as you've been
wal king for the |ast couple of mnutes. You' re arguing
with yourself again."

Borric made a sound between a sigh and a grunt. "I'm
worri ed about Uncle Jinmy."

Eriand turned slightly as he picked up the pace so he
could exam ne his brother's face while they wal ked.

The eveni ng sky was turning inky as the m ddl e noon
hadn't risen yet. But the bal my evening prom sed ro-
mance for those inclined and able to find willing part-
ners. It was upon such a search the twins were now
enbar ki ng. As they headed to where the ferry barge

was tied, Eriand said, "It's not usual for you to concern
yourself with others, |et al one soneone as capabl e as
Uncl e Jimmy."

"That's why |'mworried,"” said Borric, halting to em
phasi ze the point. He poked his finger on Eriand' s
chest. " There's nothing dunber in the world than a
man with an erection,' he used to tell us, right?"

Eri and | aughed and nodded. "Except Uncle Locky. It
just makes himthat nuch nmore cunning."

"Only when it comes to finding a warm place to put
his great sword. Otherw se he's just as stupid as the rest
of us."
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"The rest of us except Uncle Jimy."

"Right," agreed Borric. "My point exactly. He's had

his share, we both know that. But he's al ways kept them
at a distance and never made stupid promi ses. Now he
meets this woman and . " He paused, at a loss for

wor ds.

Prince of the Bl ood
"Li ke magic."

"Exactly!" said Borric. "And what better place to find
magi ¢ than an island of magicians."”

Eriand put a restraining hand on Borric as his brother
started to walk again. "You think this is sonme sort of
spel | ? An enchant nent ?"

"Ah, a very special enchantnent,’
voi ce fromthe dark.

Said a gravelly

Both brothers turned to see a stout figure sitting upon
a tree stunp not ten feet away. Because the nman had
been notionl ess, he had remai ned unseen in the gl oom
until he spoke. Com ng closer, the young Princes saw
the speaker was the ol d nagician, Kulgan

"What do you nean?" asked Borric, as if his suspi-
ci ons had been confirned.

Kul gan | aughed. He stuck out his hand for a nonent
and then waved it inpatiently. "Well just don't stand
there. Gve an old man sonme hel p. My knees are ol der
than creation!"

Eri and assisted the old magician as Kul gan pulled

hi nsel f upright, one hand in Eriand's, the other on a
| arge wooden staff. The magician continued, "I'Il wal k
with you to the ferry landing. | assune you're going
across to find sone trouble. Boys your age al ways are
interested in trouble."

"The enchantnment?" said Borric inpatiently.

The ol d man | aughed. "You know, when your grand-

father was a little older than you, he was just as unwill -
ing to wait. When he wanted an answer, he wanted it

right now, by damm. It took a lot of years for himto get
over that. Your father has the sane flaw, but he hides it
better. Arutha always was anong the best |'ve known

for recognizing limts."

Eri and said, "He has that knack, except when it
cones to us."

Kul gan fixed both brothers with a baleful gaze. "Lim
its? What do you spoiled children know of linmts? On,
maybe you've had to use your swords now and agai n,

but limts?" He halted for a nonent, and | eaned upon
the staff. Tapping his head with one finger, he said,
"This. Your brain. Wien you bring all your faculties to
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bear on a problem try every conceivable solution in
your mind, and still have no solution, then you'll under-
stand what limts |I'mtal king about."

"Fat her always said you were one of his npbst de-
mandi ng teachers,"” said Eriand with a grin.

"Ha!" snorted Kul gan. "Now Father Tully, there was

an exacting taskmaster." His eyes |ooked off in the dis-
tance, reflecting for a nonent, then he continued, '""It's
a pity you never knew him You were babi es when he

died. Tragic loss. One of the finest mnds |'ve ever

known . . . even if he was a priest," he added, unable

to resist the jab at his old debating partner, and feeling
sadness at the lack of a rejoinder.

Borric said, "Were you joking about the enchant nent
on Ji my?"

Kul gan said, "You are very young, ny Prince." Wth a
nmore than playful whack to Borric's |leg for enphasis, he
added, "You don't know hal f of everything yet."

"On " Borric said, reflexively dancing back

As Eriand began to | augh, Kulgan gave hima bark on
the shins as well, saying, "Just to keep things even."

As both brothers nade a show of being in pain, Kul-
gan said, "Now pay attention. I'mold and | don't have
the time to waste repeating nyself."

Wien the twins ceased their little dances of distress,

Kul gan said, "The sort of enchantment | am speaki ng of

is nothing you can teach. It's not of the sort of magic
men can enploy at whim It's a magi c the gods have

given to only a few |l ucky men and wonen. It's the

magi ¢ of a love so real and profound that nothing can
change you back once you've known it." H's eyes again
sought distant horizons as he said, "I'mso old | have to
work to remenber |ast night's dreans. Yet there are

ti mes boyhood recollections come to nme as if they were
but norments ago." He | ooked at Borric, as if searching
for sonmething famliar in his young face. After a quiet
monent, he said, "Your grandfather was a passionate

man, and your uncle is, as well. So's your father, though
you'd not know it to | ook at hi mhe was trapped by

your nother alnost fromthe nmoment they net, though

he was too thick to know it. Your Aunt Carline was set
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upon marrying your Uncle Laurie within days of neet-
ing him

"The point is that you will feel needs in you as you get
ol der, needs that carousing through al ehouses with net-
menders' daughters will not satisfy, no matter how rosy
their cheeks, sweet their |aughter, or soft their arns
may be. And the bedsil ks of nobility's daughters will
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|l ose their luster as well."

Both Borric and Eriand exchanged gl ances, and Er-
| and said, "That will be sone time to conme, | think."

Kul gan silenced himwi th another smack to his shins.

"Don't interrupt. | don't care if you are a prince. |'ve
whacked better men than you and of higher rank. Your

uncle, the King, was a poor student and saw the flat of

my hand nore than once." He sighed. "Now, where

was |? Oh, yes, true love. You'll find as you get ol der that
passion grows and the need for a true mate deepens.

Your father found it, Carline found it, your Uncle Mar-

tin found it. The King did not."

Borric said, "He |oves the Queen, |'mcertain."

"Ch, in his way, certainly. She's a fine woman and 1’|
not hear any man say ot herw se, but there's | ove and
there's what your young Baron Janes has di scovered.
He's a changed man, no doubt about it. You watch and
learn. If you're fortunate, you m ght see what you will
i kely not know. "

Borric sighed and | ooked at the ground. "Because
amto be King?"

Kul gan nodded. "Precisely. You re not as thick as

took you to be. You will marry for the good of the nation
Ch, you'll have plenty of opportunity to satisfy itches
with willing | adies of many ranks, no doubt. | know your
uncl e has given you at |east a hal f-dozen cousins born on
the wong side of the blanket. Several of themwll no
doubt be rising in the ranks of the nobility by the tine
it's over with and done. But that's not the same thing.

"James has found that person whomthe gods placed

here to make his life complete. Don't doubt for a no-

ment that it was fated, and don't think for a noment

that he was taken unawares. What seens to you to be a
hasty act of rash thoughtlessness is in fact a recognition
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of sonething so profound that only one who has known
it can understand. So, do you understand now?"

"We should | et himal one?" said Eriand.

"Precisely," said Kulgan, pleased with hinself. He
smled as he studied the Princes for a nmonent. "You
know, you two are nowhere near the stupid pair of

street thugs you resenble. Blood will tell after all,
guess. Now, you'll nost likely forget everything |'ve
told you five mnutes after you find an al ehouse with a
card ganme and a coupl e of anply endowed serving

worren | ooking to snag a rich gift froma young nobl e.

"But with luck, at sonme critical tine in your life, you
will recall what |1've said. It will help you nake choices
you mnmust make, both of you, for the good of your na-
tion."
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Borric shrugged. "It seenms that the | ast few weeks
have been dedicated to constantly rem nding us of our
duty. "

"As it should be." Kulgan studied the boys. "You have
been pl aced upon a high seat, Borric, and you one step
bel ow, Eriand. You are not given all the power your
rank carries for your sinple pleasures and anmusenents
They come to you in payment for terrible sacrifices.
Your grandfather nade them as did your uncle, and
your father. The ghosts of the many nmen who di ed

e- under your father's conmand haunt his nights. And

whil e every one of those men died willingly in service

to their King and Prince, still their deaths weigh heavily
upon Arutha. That's the sort of man your father is. You
will come to know himbetter as you get ol der."

Both brothers said nothing. At |ast Kulgan turned

back toward the inposing edifice of Stardock. "It's turn-
ing cool. I'll find nme a fire to warmnyself next to. You
go find whatever trouble you can." After he took a few
steps, Kulgan halted, turned®and said, "And be cautious
of some of our fisher lads. Make free with their women
and they' Il have their cleaning knives out before they
renenber you're royalty." He studied the twins' faces a

| ong nonent, then added, "Take care of yourselves,

boys. "

Borric and Eriand watched the ol d nagici an head
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back to the entrance of the nmain building of the Acad-
eny, then resuned their walk to the ferry. As they
came to the beach, Eriand said, "Wat do you think?"

Borric said, "About what he said? | think he's an old
man with a | ot of strange ideas."

Eri and nodded in agreenment as they signaled to the
ferryman they wi shed to cross to the beckoning lights of
the distant town.

The wind bl ew softly as Gam na and Janes wal ked

al ong the shore, silently sharing the evening. James felt
bot h invigorated and exhausted. In his thirty-seven
years he had shared little of hinself with anyone. True
intimcy seened inpossible for him but in Gam na he
found soneone able to break past previously unbreach-
abl e defenses. No, it wasn't that way, he anended si -
lently to hinself. She hadn't broken past anything. She
sinmply found the door waiting for her to open

A scented breeze blew out of the south, the fragrance

of distant orchards and fields in bloomacross the Val e of
Dreans. M ddle noon rose in the east, a copper disc in
the dark ni ght approaching. Janmes turned to his in-

tended bride. He narveled at the arch other neck, the

way her fine pale hair seeme4 to float about her face

and shoul ders, a ninbus of white tinged snmoky grey in

the twilight. Her pale eyes regarded him then she

smled and his spirit |eaped. "I love you," she said.
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"I love you," he said, not quite believing his own joy.
"And | must |eave you."

She turned to watch the noon for a | ong nonent,
then her thoughts cane to Janes. No, ny love. My tine

here is over. | will journey to Kesh with you
James gathered her into his arms. "It's dangerous.
Even for one of your gifts, there will be peril." He kissed

her neck and felt her shiver slightly in response. "I
woul d be nore content within ny mind with you safely
here. "

Woul d you? she asked. / wonder. . . . She stepped
slightly away and studied his face in the fading light. "I
fear you mght retreat within yourself, Jimry, and after
a tinme you would convince yoursel f what we have
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found here was an illusion and those barriers agai nst

| ove and pain would then be restored, stronger, higher,
and nore firmy buttressed than ever before. You would
find a reason to journey back to Krondor another way,
and you would find reasons to postpone your return to
Stardock. For a tinme you woul d convince yoursel f that
you intended to conme for nme as soon as possible, but
there woul d be one reason then another to keep you
away. And al ways one reason or another to keep you
fromsending for me. After a tinme, you would sinply
put all this away from your heart and forget."

James | ooked stung. Newl y di scovered feelings ram

paged t hrough himand his usual pose of relaxed confi -
dence was absent. He | ooked nothing nore than the

boy he had never truly been, confused and di sturbed by
the loving attentions of a wonan. "Do you think so little
of me, after all?"

Touching his cheek, she snmled, and the warnth of

her |oving gaze swept away the fear again, as it had a
dozen tinmes during the day. Gami na had read Janes's
heart and soul when she had revived hi mupon the

| akeshore and had shared herself with him both her

body and heart. Still, trust for Janes was grudgi ngly
surrendered, even to the woman who had touched him
as no other had. "No, love, | do not underestimate you.

But | also do not underestimate fear. My talents are not
just nmagic as others upon this island know it. My skills

are also in healing the mind and heart. | can share
things with those who are weakened in spirit and sick of
m nd, and help them sonetinmes. | can listen to dreans.

And | have seen what fear can do. You fear to be |left
again as you were by your nother."

James knew she was right. Even as she spoke, the

feelings of that dreadful night returned, when as a child
of six or seven he stole out of his nother's crib, the
sti cki ness upon the floor her blood, the horror of know
ing only utter abandonment. Unbi dden tears cane to
Janes's eyes. Gami na gathered himinto her arns and
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let himvent his pain. You will never be al one again,
came her thoughts in his nind.

He stood notionless, holding her as if she were his
70 Prince of the Bl ood

only connection to life. And as it had before, the pain
slipped away, |eaving behind a tired but warm and re-
lieved feeling. Sonmething angry and festering within
hi m for years had been | anced, and poi sonous fear and

| onel i ness were drai ning away. The wound woul dn't

heal in the space of a single day, or even many days, but
intime it would heal and James of Krondor would be

the better nan for the healing. Her voice came to him

as she said. And it is ny fear speaking, as well. Doubt
can nmake us all vul nerable.

"l have no doubt," he answered sinmply. She smiled as
she agai n hugged himtight.

The sounds of footfalls upon the ground and a pointed
clearing of a throat signaled Locklear's arrival. "Sorry to
intrude, but Pug would like to see you, Janes." He

sm | ed apol ogetically. "And your nother would |ike you

to join her in the kitchen, Gam na."

"Thank you," Gam na answered. She gifted Lockl ear
with a warmsnmile and ki ssed Janes on the cheek. "I
will see you at dinner."

He ki ssed her again, and she headed toward the

ki tchen. James and Lockl ear wal ked toward Pug's

study. Locklear cleared his throat in a significant, theat-
rical manner.

James said, "You've got sonething on your mnd. Qut
withit."

Lockl ear's words canme in a rush. "Look, we've known
each other, what, twenty-two years? In all that tine |'ve
never known you to show the least bit of interest in

wonmen— James gave hima strange | ook and he

amended that to, "I nmean interest in narriage, at |east.
Now, out of nowhere, you suddenly walk in and an-
nounce to all that you're getting married! | nmean, she's

certainly a beauty, with that nearly white hair and all,
but you've known—

"I've known no one, nothing, like Gamina," Jinmmy
interrupted. He stopped his conpanion with a re-
straining hand to Locklear's chest. "I don't know if

someone |ike you can understand, Locky, but she's seen
inside of me. She's seen all there is to see, the bad |I've
done and felt, the things that |1've only hinted at to you,
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and she | oves ne despite those things. She | oves ne,
anyway!" He took a deep breath. "You will never know
what that neans."

He resunmed wal ki ng and Lockl ear hesitated an in-
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stant before catching up. "Wat do you nean 'soneone
i ke you'?"

James halted again. "Look, you're the best friend—
perhaps the only real friend—4've ever known, but
when it comes to wonen . . . you have no ... con-
sideration. You're charmng, you're attentive, you're
persistent, and when the |ady in question wakes up in
your bed, you're gone. Wiy sone woman's brother or
father hasn't run a sword through you . . . Wen it
comes to you and wonen, Locky, you just are not very
constant."

"And you are?"

"l am now, " Janes answered. "As constant as water
runni ng downhill."

Lockl ear said, "Well, we'll see what Arutha has to say
about this headlong flight into matrimony. W court
Barons need his permission to marry, renenber?”

"I know. "

"Well, 1I'll leave you to your neeting with the spell-
caster," Locklear said as they reached the door to the
Acadeny building. "I expect he'll also have a thing or

two to say about you spiriting away his daughter."
Lockl ear left Janes al one at the entrance.

James entered the building and made his way down a

long corridor to the base of the tower, the top of which
housed Pug's study. He nounted a spiral stairway and
clinmbed until he reached the door of the study. As he
rai sed his hand to knock, the door swung open to admt
him Stepping through the portal, he was not surprised
to di scover Pug alone in the study, some distance away
fromthe door. After he was inside, the door closed
behi nd Janes wi t hout apparent aid.

"W need to speak," Pug said, as he rose and beck-

oned Janmes to a | arge wi ndow. Looking out, he pointed

at small lights which dotted the far shore. "People," he
sai d.
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James shrugged. He knew the sorcerer hadn't called
himto his presence to discuss the obvious.

"When we cane to Stardock over twenty years ago,

this was a barren patch of ground in the nmddle of a
deserted | ake. The shore was a bit nore hospitable, but
this Vale was the scene of constant warfare between the
Ki ngdom and the Enpire, between rival border |ords,

or gangs of renegades. Durbin slavers raided, and sim
pl e bandits plagued the farnmers as nuch as |ocust." He
si ghed as he renmenbered. "Now people lead relatively
peaceful lives. Oh, there are occasional problens, but
for the nost part, things in the area of the Great Star
Lake are quiet.

-"And what caused that change?" he asked Janes.
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James said, "It doesn't take a genius to deduce your
presence here caused that change. Pug."

Pug turned away fromthe view of the | ake shore and
said, "Jimy, when we first met | was a young nan and
you were a boy. But in the tine between then and now
I"ve encountered nore than nost nen could imagine in

a dozen lifetines." Wth a sinple wave of his hand he
created a cloud in the mddle of the room |ess than two
feet in dianeter. It shimered then appeared a hole in
the air, through which Janes could see a strange hall. It
was a hall hanging in the mdst of a grey nothingness,

al ong the path of which doors were spaced every dozen
yards or so. The grey void of nothingness between the
doors was so absolute that even the black of night
seened rich and alive in conparison. "The Hall of
Worlds," said Pug. "By this path | have ventured to

pl aces no human has seen, nor will likely see again.
have visited the ashes of ancient civilizations and seen
new races aborning. | have counted stars and grains of

sand both, and find that the universe is so vast that no
m nd, perhaps not even that of a god could enconpass
it."

Pug waved his hand and the inage vanished. "It
woul d becone easy to disniss the concerns of those
who live in such a tiny place as the Vale as trivial."

James crossed his arns as he said, "Compared to that,
it is trivial."
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Pug shook his head. "Not to those who live here."

James sat without Pug's |eave and said, "I know
there's a point to this. Pug.”

Pug returned to his own chair behind his study table
and said, "Yes, there is. Katala is dying."

That news, unexpected as well as shocking, caught
James by surprise. "I thought she appeared unwel | —
but dyi ng. "

"There is nuch we can do here, Janes, but there are
limts. No magic, potion, charm or prayer can do nore
for my wife than has al ready been done. Soon she wl|l
journey through a rift back to her honel and, the Thuri
H ghl ands on Kel ewan. She has seen no kinsman in
nearly thirty years now. She will return horme to die."

James shook his head, know ng there was nothing he
could say. Finally he asked, "Gam na?"

"I'"ve watched ny wife grow ol d before her tineg,

James, though had this illness not devel oped | would
have had to face this burden eventually. You can see
have not aged neasurably. Nor will | in your lifetinme. |
may not be immortal, but ny powers nmake nme | ong-

lived. And I'Il not watch nmy children and grandchil dren
grow old and wither while | stay as | am
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"I will leave Stardock within hours of Katala's depar-
ture. Wlliamis firmupon his soldier's path, having for-
saken his magic gifts. | wished it were otherw se, but

like nmost fathers | nust accept that nmy own dreans are
not necessarily ny son's. Ganina has talents, as well,
not limted to nagic, but rather stemming from an un-
usual mind. Her mental speech is both nagi c and nat u-
ral, but her sensitive nature, her empathy, her caring,
these are special gifts."

James nodded. "l can't argue that. Her mind is ... a
mracle."
Pug said, "I agree. |'ve studied ny daughter's talents

nore closely than any upon this world and know better
than even she what the extent of her talents are

and her limts. She would have chosen to stay here, had
she not nmet you, to take over the burdens her nother

| eaves behi nd—Kat al a has been the true | eader of our
community for nost of our time here. | wish to spare
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Ganmina this. She was a child burdened with great sad-
ness and pain at an early age—uch like you, | sus-
pect."

James gave a slight nod. "W ve shared things.

"No doubt," said Pug with a wy smle. "But that is as

it should be with I overs, husbands and wives. | will |ose
much when Katal a departs, nore than perhaps even

she suspects." For an instant. Pug stood exposed to

Janmes and the young Baron saw a nan isolated from

ot hers by unknowabl e responsibility, and one of the few
who coul d ease that great weight, one who could give
hima few nonments of warnmth and confort, was slowy

| eaving him For just a nmoment, Pug reveal ed the depth

of his pain, then the nask was again in place. "For when
she leaves | will begin to concern nyself with those
grand issues |'ve given you but a glinpse of, and | eave
behind the "trivial' concerns of Stardock, the Vale, even
t he Ki ngdom

"But I wish for ny |oved ones nuch what any man

must wi sh, safe homes and fine children, lives unspoiled
by turnmoil and strife. In short, | wish themto be as
happy as possible. And Gamina has shown me what is in

her heart, and it is you. | wish to grant you ny bl ess-

i ngs."

James let out a long sigh of relief. "I hope Arutha is as
understanding. | need his perm ssion to marry."

"This is no difficulty." Pug noved his hands and cre-
ated a grey snoky sphere in the air. Wthin it, shapes
began to form then suddenly Janes was | ooki ng at
Arutha in his study in Krondor, as if a wi ndow appeared
bet ween two roons but a wall apart. Arutha glanced up
as if at themand with an uncharacteristic display of
surprise, half-rose fromhis chair. "Pug?"
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Pug spoke, "Yes, Hi ghness. | amsorry to intrude, but I
have a favor to ask."

Arutha sat down with obvious relief there was both a
reasonabl e and friendly cause for the sudden apparition
in his study. He put down a quill with which he'd been
witing and said, "What nmay | do for you?"

"You remenber ny daughter Gam na?"

Arutha said, "Yes, very well."

Concer ns 75

y

&

"I would like to see her married ... to a man of

some rank. One of your young court Barons."

Arut ha | ooked past Pug, caught sight of Janes, and
smled, his eyes revealing a rare anusenent. "l suspect
we could arrange a state marriage to one of our bright
young nen, Pug. Do you have anyone in m nd?"

"Baron Janes seens a nost pronising young nan."

Arutha's smile broadened, to what James coul d swear

was al nost a grin, sonething he had never seen his
Prince do before. "Mst promising," he intoned in
nmock- seri ousness as he returned his attention to Pug.
"He stands to be a duke sonmeday if his nore inpetuous
nature doesn't get himkilled al ong the way—er ban-

i shed by an angry nmonarch to the Salt Mrsh Islands. A
wife mght be just the thing to rein in sone of that
reckl essness. | had given up on his ever devel opi ng an
interest in famly. | ampleased to be wong. | was ten
years married at his age." Arutha sat an instant, lost in
thought as he recalled his own youthful feeling for his
wi fe, then | ooked past Pug at Janes, with a rare expres-
sion of deep affection apparent. Then he resuned his
more fam liar stoic demeanor. "Well, if he agrees, then
you have my perm ssion.”

Pug smled. "He's agreed, have no worry. He and ny
daughter are nmuch in agreenent on this course."

Arut ha sat back in his chair, a nore typical half-smle

on his face. "I understand. | still renenber ny own
feelings for Anita when first we net. It can cone sud-
denly. Very well, we'll have a state wedding as soon as

he returns fromhis envoy to Kesh."

"Actually, | was thinking of something a bit nore
timely. She w shes to acconpany himon his envoy."

Arutha's features darkened. "I do not think | ap-
prove. Janes may not have told you of the dangers—

"l have a clear idea of the dangers involved, Arutha,"
Pug interrupted. "But | think you have no idea of ny
daughter's talents. | know nmuch of what transpires in
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Kesh. She will aid your sons and envoy shoul d trouble
arise."

Arut ha considered this for a nonent, then nodded.
"G ven that you are the girl's father, | expect she has
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sonme abilities that may stand her in good stead should
things prove difficult.

"Very well, let us do this nuch. Marry them as quickly
as you judge proper, then when they return, we'll have
a state wedding and festival in their honor. My wife and
daughter woul d never forgive me for letting an excuse
for new gowns pass them by. W shall have to do both."

James | ooked surprised. "State weddi ng?"

Arut ha nodded once, enphatically. "Ganma's a roya
cousi n by adopti on—dnl ess you' ve forgotten—all of
Pug's fanmily is. Qur cousin WIlly will be Duke of
Stardock. You're marrying into the famly." Then in
nmock doubt, he sighed, "Though that thought brings
me only the col dest confort."

"Thank you, Arutha," said Pug with some anuse-
ment at the banter.

"You are nobst welcone, Pug. And . . . Jimy," he
said, again with a genuine snile.

"Yes, Arutha," said Janes, returning the snmile

"May you be as happy in your marriage as | amin mny
own. "

Janes nodded. Wile Arutha was never a denonstra-

tive man, Janes renenbered years ago when Anita

nearly died; the grief Arutha had endured was stil
keenly recalled. Only a few besi des Janes knew how
deep was the Prince of Krondor's |ove for his Princess
"I think we shall be."

"Then | have a gift for you, an early weddi ng pres-
ent," He opened a snall chest atop his witing table and
withdrew a small parchment scroll. "I shall give it over
when you return, but for the present—

Pug interrupted. "I can bring it to himnow, if you
wi sh, Arutha."”

If the Prince was surprised by this offer, he showed
none of it. He sinply said, "If you would be so kind."

Pug waved his hand, closed his eyes a nonment, and

t he docunment vani shed from Arutha's hand, appearing

in his owm. Arutha's eyes widened slightly, his only reac-
tion to the sorcerer's ability to really nove the parch-
ment over such a distance in an instant.

Pug handed it to James. "For you."
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James opened the docunent and read. H s eyes wi d-
ened briefly. "lIt's a patent of Ofice. Earl of the Prince's
Court. And King's Mnister."

"l was going to give that to you on your return, any-
way. You've earned the rank, Janmes. We'll discuss hol d-

i ngs and revenues when you are back in Krondor. You

will also assume the duties of Chancellor of the Western
Real m when Cardan retires."

Janmes grinned, and Pug and Arutha both remem
bered the boy thief they had net years before. "I thank
H s Hi ghness. ™"

"Now, let ne return to work," said Arutha.

Pug said, "I bid you good evening, H ghness."

"Good evening, to you, my |lords Duke and Earl."

Pug waved his hand and the inmage of the Prince

vani shed. "Astonishing," Janmes said. "Wth that trick"
—he | ooked at the parchment he held—and this

arm es—

"Which is why we nust talk of things other than your
weddi ng, Janes." Pug noved toward a table and indi-
cated a decanter of wi ne. James poured two goblets of a
fine fortified red. As he sipped. Pug sat and noti oned
for James to do |ikew se. "Stardock will not be all owed
to becone a tool of any nation. | have plans to prevent
t hat .

"My son will not inherit the title of Duke of Stardock

I think he prefers the life of a professional soldier, in any
event. No, the two nen you net upon |anding, Watune

and Korsh will be given sovereignty over this island
after | depart, with another yet to be chosen, a triunvi-
rate of mmgicians who will decide the good of the peo-
pl e here. They nay expand that council as they see fit in
years to conme. But Lyamwill not always sit upon the
Throne of Isles and | would not give over the power of
Stardock to one like Mad King Rodric. | met him and

had he nustered nmagi ci ans such as we have here to his
cause, the world would have trembled. | al so remenber

the havoc created by those magi ci ans on Kel ewan who

chose to do the Warlord's bidding during the R ftwar

"No, Stardock nust remmin apolitical. Al ways."

James stood up and said, "As a noble of the Kingdom
78 Prince of the Bl ood

| fear you come close to treason." He took a few steps
toward an open w ndow and | ooked out into the night
Then he smiled. "As a nan who | earned to think for
hinsel f at an early age, | applaud your w sdom "

"Then you will also understand why | trust you wll
al ways remain a voice of reason in the Congress of
Lords."

Janmes said, "A small voice, but one that will attenpt
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to speak on behal f of your vision." Then he added, "Still,
I will try to make others understand. But you realize
many will be of the mind that if you are not clearly |oya
to the Kingdomyou nust be an enemy?"

Pug only nodded. "Now, to other matters. W shal

have a priest over fromthe village on the | ake shore—
no tenples stand upon the island itself, and our rel a-

tionship with those who practice clerical magic is not,
shall we say, entirely cordial."

James smled. "You poach their lands."

Pug sighed. "So nany think. In any event, the only
clerics | found reasonable nen are either dead or dis-
tant. I'mafraid as our power here grows, so does the
suspi cion of the great tenples in Rillanon and Kesh."
Then his expression brightened. "But Father Marias

who oversees the small Church of Killian in the village
is a decent enough man. He'll agree to a wedding."

Then Pug's face relaxed into a wide snile. "Mre to the
point, he'll certainly agree to the feasting."

James | aughed al oud, and as thought of his wedding

to Gam na swept through him he was both awed and
delighted by the sensations thinking of her caused.
Then Pug said, "I do not expect you to understand what
I'"mabout to say. But should you ever conme to a time
when you need to say somet hing upon ny behal f, say
this, The last truth is that there is no magic.' "

Janes said, "I don't understand."

"I don't expect you to. If you understood what it

meant, you would not be traveling to Kesh; | would
persuade Arutha to keep you here. Just renenber.”

Pug read his future son-in-law s face and said, "Go find
nmy daughter and tell her we'll hold the ceremony day
after tonorrow. No reason to wait another four days to
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next sixthday—we're breaking enough traditions as it
is.

Wth a smle Janmes placed the half-finished w ne

upon the table and left the room As hurried footfalls
echoed down the steps of the sorcerer's tower, Pug
turned to | ook out the wi ndow and spoke softly to no
one, "We could all use a dose of revelry. Too many dark
days are com ng."

The entire town of Stardock as well as a major portion
of those fromthe shore who could find a way across the
| ake stood in a large circle around the portly priest.
Fat her Marias snmiled and beckoned Janes and Gani na

to stand before him He was a red-cheeked man, a baby
who had never matured, but one whose thinning hair

was turning silver-grey. H's green robe and gol den tab-
ard were threadbare and often washed, but he wore
themas proudly as any lord. Marias's eyes were al nost
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alight with pleasure at a wedding. His flock were
fisherfolk and farmers in the main, and all too often his
duties consisted of burying them Wddings and dedi ca-
tions of babies to the Goddess of Al Living Things were
especially delightful

"Come al ong, children,” he said as Gami na and Janes
advanced slowy. Janes wore the clothing he had

brought along for his presentation to the Enpress, a

tunic of pale blue, dark blue |eggings, and black boots.
Over this he wore a white surcoat sewn with gold

thread. On his head he wore the | atest fashion, a |arge
beret which hung nearly down to his shoul der on his

left side, a silver badge and white ow's feather setting it
of f.

Lockl ear stood beside him simlarly attired, though
his clothes were even nore richly fashioned in russet
and gol d hues. He gl anced about, convinced these new
fashi ons appeared ridicul ous, but no one seened to no-
tice. All eyes were upon the bride.

Gani na wore a sinple gown of |avender color, set off
with an extraordinary string of pearls around her neck.
The gown was cinched at the waist by a wide belt stud-
ded by matching pearls and a silver buckle. A garland of
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flowers circled her brow, the traditional "bride's
crown. "

"Now, then," Marias said, his voice betraying the
rich, almost lyrical accent of one who was born al ong
the south coast of the Kingdom Sea, near Pointer's
Head, "seeing as you' ve cone before ne with the stated

intention of marriage, |'ve a fewthings to tell you." He
nmotioned for Janes to take Ganina's right hand in his
and he placed his own pudgy hand over theirs. "Killian,

the CGoddess | serve, |ooked down upon man and

worman when they were created by Ishap, the One

Above All, and saw them apart. Man and woran | ooked
heavenward and cried out in their |oneliness. Hearing
them and pitying them the Goddess of G een Silence,
spoke, saying, 'You shall not abide apart.' She then cre-
ated the institution of marriage as a bond to bring man
and wonman together. It is the nelding of souls, ninds,
and hearts. It is when two become as one. Do you un-
derstand?" He | ooked each in the eye and in turn

Gami na and Janes nodded.

To the assenbl ed crowmd, Marias said, "Janmes of

Krondor, Earl of the Prince's Court and Gam na,

daught er of Duke Pug and Duchess Katal a, have cone

to this place and conpany to pl edge thensel ves one to

the other, and we are to bear witness to that pledge. If
there is any here anbng you who knows why this shoul d

not be, speak now or go forever in silence." If there was
to be any objection, Marias didn't wait to hear it. Plung-
ing on he said, "James and Gam na, understand that
fromthis nmoment forward, each of you is now a part of
the other. No | onger separate, you are now as one.
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"James, this woman seeks to spend her life with you

Do you take her to you as nmate and wi fe, wi thout reser-
vation and knowi ng that she is now one with you, hol d-
ing her to you, and putting away any other, from now
until death?"

Janes nodded, as he said, "I do."

Wth a wave, Marias notioned for Locklear to hand
Janmes a golden ring. "Put that upon your bride's hand."
James did as he was asked, placing the ring upon the
ring finger of Gamina's |left hand.
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"Gamina, this man seeks to spend his life with you
Do you take himto you as nate and husband, wi thout
reservati on and knowi ng that he is now one with you,
hol ding himto you, and putting away any other, from
now until death?"

Gamina smled and answered, "Il do."

Marias instructed Gamina to place a ring upon
James' s hand, and she did so.

"I'n as much as Janes and Gam na have agreed to live
as one, in the sight of gods and nen, we do hereby bear
Wit ness."

The assenbl ed conpany of guests repeated, "So do
we bear witness."

Wth a grin, the ruddy-cheeked priest said, "Well,
that's it, then. You're married."

James gl anced around. "That's all?"

Mari as | aughed. "W keep it sinple in the country,
my lord. Now, kiss your wife, and let's get on with the
feast."

James | aughed, grabbed Gamina, and ki ssed her. The
crowd cheered and hats were thrown in the air.

At the edge of the crowd two nen did not cheer as
they observed the cel ebration. An angular, thin man
with three days' growh of unshaven beard, took the
other by the elbow and I ed hima discrete distance
away. Both were wearing clothing best described as
ragged and torn, and both woul d have warranted a

wi de berth from anyone with an acute sense of snell
@ ancing around to see they were not overheard, the
first man said, "Earl Janes of Krondor. Baron Lockl ear
That neans those two red-haired fighting | ads are
Arutha's sons."

The second man, stout and short, yet powerful in the
shoul ders, was obviously inpressed at his conpanion's
keen observation. His cherubic face appeared al nost

i nnocent as he said, "Don't see many Princes in these
parts, 's true, Lafe."
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"You're a fool, Reese," answered the other in a grav-
elly voice. "There are those who would pay well to
know this. Get to the Inn of the Twelve Chairs at the
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desert's edge—they are alnobst certain to ride that

route. You know who to ask for. Tell our Keshian friends
that the Princes of Krondor and their conpany ride

from Stardock, and travel not in state, but in stealth.
Their nunbers are snall. And wait there for nme at the
inn. And don't drink up all the noney he'll give you or
I"1l cut your liver out!"

Reese | ooked at his conpanion as if such duplicity was
unt hi nkabl e.

Lafe continued, "I'lIl follow after themthat's here and

if they change route, I'Il send word. They're surely car-
rying gold and gifts to the Enpress for her birthday.

Wth no nore than twenty nen at arns, we can be rich

for life once the bandits cut their throats and give us our
share. "

A anci ng around the deserted shore, the man naned
Reese said, "How can | get there, Lafe? The ferryman's
at the wedding."

Hi ssing through teeth black with decay, the taller
man said, "Steal a boat, stupid."

A glimer of delight at the obvious answer shone in
Reese's eyes. "Good. 1'll get some food, then—

"You'll go now " ordered his compani on, pushing him

off to an uneasy trot toward the shore and the un-
guarded boats. "You can steal sonmething in the town.

Wth everyone dining here, that should be easy enough

But a fewstill linger, so be cautious." Reese turned and
waved t hen scanpered al ong the shore, |ooking for a

boat small enough to nmanage al one.

Snorting in derision, the man called Lafe turned back
toward the feasting. Hi s hunger told himthat Reese's
suggestion wasn't all that bad, but his avarice nade him
alert to the every nove of the wedding party.

The two Princes sat quietly at the dinner table, oblivi-
ous to the joy of the newl yweds. Each was intent on
their own inpatience to be on their way. Janes had

been uncomuni cati ve about when they were |eaving,

t hough Lockl ear had nentioned their stay woul dn't be
extended too |l ong, despite the unexpected events of

the last two days.
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If the twins had been surprised by their nentor's
sudden encounter with |ove, they were equally unsur-
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prised by the hasty permi ssion fromtheir father and the
qui ck wedding. Little in their lives had allowed themto
take anything for granted.

The twins lived in a world of the unexpected, where

the tranquillity of the nonment could be shattered at

any tinme by disaster. Warfare, natural cataclysm fam
ine, and di sease were constant threats, and they |ived
most of their young lives in the heart of the pal ace
where they had observed their father dealing with such
problems on a daily basis. Fromthe nost inportant

border clash with Kesh to deciding if one guild or an-
other had jurisdiction over a new trade, their father had
dealt with problem after problem

But as they had when watching their father, their
present nood didn't reflect the excitenent of the no-
ment. Rather they were bored.

Borric drank deep of a sinple ale and said, "Is this the
best they have?"

Eri and nodded. "I expect so. Fromwhat | can see, ale
isn't a mpjor concern around here. Let us see if there's
somet hing better in the village." The brothers stood up
fromthe bench, bowed slightly at the Baron and his

new Baroness, who nodded briefly in return at the
Princes' |eaving the table of honor.

As they passed by the other tables set up around the
square, Borric asked, "Were are you headi ng?"

Eriand said, "I don't know. Around. There nust be
sone fishermen's daughters anpong all these people.
see a few pretty faces here and there. Every one of
themcan't be married," he added, attenpting a light
t one.

Borric's mood seemed to darken rather than im
prove. "What | really wish is to be quit of this nest of
spel | casters and on our way."

Eri and put his hand upon his brother's shoul der as
they wal ked and agreed in silence. Wth the steady
| ectures they had been getting about responsibility,
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they felt hemmed in and controlled, and both Princes

were eager for anything that resenbl ed nmovenent,

change, and the possibility of adventure. Life was just a
bit too quiet for their liking.

Chapter Five
Sout hwar d
The guards | aughed.

Janes turned to see what caused their mrth and saw

the two Princes approaching. Eriand was wearing an

i mpr obabl e | ooki ng coat of heavy chain, weighing at

| east five times what his usual |eather arnmor wei ghed, a
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bright red cloak tossed rakishly over his shoul der. But
the laughter was primarily directed at his brother, who
wore a robe which covered himfromhead to toe. It was
a repul sive shade of purple with arcane synbols sewn in
gol d thread around the hood and sl eeves—no doubt

once the stunning centerpiece of sone nmagician's

war drobe, it had seen better days. An odd | ooking
wooden staff with a milky-white glass ball nounted atop
it, hung in place of the usual sword at his side. On
Kul gan or one of the Keshian magicians the robe woul d
have seened appropriate; on Borric the effect was en-
tirely comc.

Lockl ear joined in the |aughter as he came to James's
side. "What are they made up for?"

Janmes sighed. "I have no idea." To the Princes he said,
"What is this, then?"

Eriand grinned. "W found a gane of pokiir—here
they call it poker. Qur luck was . . . uneven."

James shrugged, absently wondering how | ong

Gami na woul d keep himwaiting. His bride was in her
quarters, gathering the |last of what she would bring
with her to Kesh. The rest of her bel ongi ngs woul d be
sent to the palace in Krondor, in anticipation of her
return there after the Enpress's Birthday Jubil ee.

Borric said, "I lost ny own cloak to a barge-man, and
my sword to a fellow who nost likely sold it for a bottle
of wine. But then | found a magici an who believed a
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little too much in luck and not enough in good card
sense. Look at this."

James cast a glance at the el der of the twins and saw

hi m hol di ng out the odd-I|ooking staff. "All right. Wat is
it?"

Borric took the staff out of its sheath and gave it to
James to examine. "lIt's a magic device. The crysta
glows when it gets dark, so you needn't bother with

| anps or torches. W saw it work last night. It's quite
good. "

James nodded as if to say that was nice. "Wat el se
does it do?"

"Not hi ng, except it's a rather nice-I|ooking wal ki ng
stick, | think," answered Eriand. To his brother, he
added, "But | wager you'll wi sh you had your sword
back if sonmeone comes running at you with a bl oody
great falchion in his hand."

"l expect," agreed Lockl ear.

"Well, 1'll buy another sword when we reach civiliza-
tion," said Borric.

James sighed. "And sonme new cl othing. Those outfits
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| ook absurd."

Lockl ear | aughed. "You want to see absurd!" To Bor-
ric he said, "Show himthe boots."

Ginning, Borric pulled up the hemof his robe, and
Janes shook his head in astoni shnment. Borric wore
boots of red leather, rising to md-calf, each adorned
with a yellow eagle. "I won these as well."

"I think the previous owner was pleased to see the

| osi ng hand when those were wagered," James said.

"You |l ook like you're about to open a traveling carnival
Hi de those, if you please. The colors are beyond belief,"
he added, indicating the clash between the red and

yel | ow boots, and the purple robe. To Eriand he added,
"And you | ook |ike you're about to invade Kesh single-

handed. | haven't seen chain |like that since the battle of
Set hanon. "
Lockl ear who, like Janes, wore a sinple tunic and a

| eat her vest, said, "You're going to |ove that chain when
we reach the edge of the desert."

Eriand's retort was interrupted by the appearance of
Sout hwar d 87

Ganmi na and her parents. Pug held Katala's armand it
was now clear to Janmes that she was indeed ill. Whether
it was due to the demands of her daughter's weddi ng

the day before or her realization that now her children
no | onger needed her or the illness asserting itself,
James could not know. But it was clear to anyone with
eyes that Katala's |life was nunbered now i n weeks at

t he nost.

They came to where Janes waited, and Katal a spoke
to her son-in-lawin quiet tones. "This is good-bye,
Janes. "

Janmes could only nod. Katala's people were warriors

and proud and always direct. So Pug had i npressed on
hi m and so she behaved. "You will be nissed," he said at
| ast.

"As | will mss all of you." She placed her hand on his
chest, gently, and he could feel the frail fingers touch-
ing himlightly over his heart. ''W only pass on from
view W live here as long as we are renenbered."

James | owered his head and kissed her lightly upon
the cheek, a gesture of both affection and respect. "Al -
ways renenbered," he said.

She returned his kiss, and then turned away to say
good- bye to her daughter.

Pug notioned Janes to walk with hima short dis-

tance away. Wen they were out of earshot of the oth-
ers, he said, "Katala returns to her homeworld tonight,
James. There's no reason to delay any longer, and if we
linger, she m ght not have the strength to make the
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journey fromthe site of the rift on Kelewan to the
Thuril border. | have friends who will help, but it wll
still be an arduous trip for sonmeone in her condition to
make al one. ™"

James's eyebrows rose in surprise. "You' re not travel -
ing with her?"

Pug just shook his head. "I nust be about other busi-
ness. "
Janmes sighed. "WIIl we see you . . .?" He had been

about to say soon, but sonething in Pug's expression
caused himto let the sentence fall off.

Pug gl anced over his shoul der at his w fe and daugh-
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ter, who stood hol ding hands silently. Both Pug and

Janmes knew they were speaking with their minds.

"Probably not. | suspect if | come this way again, few
will welcome the sight of me, for | inagine it will herald
only the nost dreadful circunstances, perhaps sone-

thing akin to the terrors we faced at Sethanon."

James was quiet a nonment. He had' been only a boy

when the arnies of the noredhel, the Brotherhood of

the Dark Path, marched under the banner of their false
prophet, Mirnmandanus. But that tine was forever

etched in stark relief in his nenory. He still recalled
the battles of Armengar and Sethanon in detail and
could vividly recall the sight of the sky torn open by the
return of the Dragon Lords, and the nearly catastrophic
end of life their return heral ded. The seemingly mirac-
ul ous victory over them directed by Pug, Tomas of

El vandar, Macros the Bl ack, and Arutha was still sone-
thing he could not fully conprehend. Finally Janes
said, "That woul d be when you were the nost needed,

t hough. "

Pug shrugged, as if to say that wasn't necessarily true.

"In any event, | am now dependent upon others to
carry forth the work begun under my gui dance. You
must hel p. "

"What can | do?"

Wth a faint smle. Pug said, "The first should be no
i ssue between us. Love ny daughter and care for her."

James smled. "No nore could any nan do."
"And keep an eye on her brother."

"WIlly is a conpetent officer, Pug. He needs little
| ooking after. | expect he will be the Captain of Arutha's
guard in a few years."

Pug shrugged again, showing only a small hint of his
di sappoi ntnent that his son was not here to follow after
him Whatever difficulty that had passed between Pug
and his son was not discussed. "Secondly, | need your
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voi ce in support of Stardock's autonony."
"Agreed. "

"And remenber what | told you when you need to
speak on ny behal f, the secret | shared with you."

Janes tried to find hunor in the sad departure, but
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could only say, "As you wish. | will renenber. Though
standi ng upon an island where nen work spells of great
art every day nakes nme wonder at what nonsense |'m

to renenber."

Pug patted his armas he noved to return to his wife
and daughter. "Not nonsense. Never fall into the trap of
judging that which you don't understand as nonsense.
That error can destroy you."

James followed after, and then they were | eaving. As
they wal ked to where three large barges waited to ferry
them across the | ake, Janes gl anced over at the Princes.

Borric and Eriand stood chatting about the com ng
trip, obviously relieved to be away from what they

j udged unwel cone tranquillity, and for a brief nonent
James wondered if they mght not all regret having no
nmore such tranquillity.

Li ght gusts bl ew stinging sand, and the twi ns reined

in their horses. Gamina studied the horizon and spoke

| oudly enough for all to hear. "I don't think it's a serious
storm The sky | ooks wong. But it nay be bothersone."
They rode at the edge of the Jal-Pur, along the road to
Nar Ayab, the northernnost city of consequence in the
Enpi re. The rough pl ateau | andscape was al nost as

desol ate as the desert itself, with few trees and bushes,
and nost of those thickly bunched al ong the banks of

the few small streans that coursed down out of the hills
bel ow the nountains called the Pillars of the Stars by

t he Keshi ans.

James notioned toward the far end of the road,

where it crested a distant hill, as a conpany of riders
slowy made their way toward them "Keshian border
guards," he shouted over the rising wind. "Sergeant!
Time to display the guidons." The sergeant of the com
pany notioned two guards forward, and they quickly
broke segnments of wooden standards out of their sad-
dl ebags. Hastily screwi ng the segnents together, they
raised two small standards just as the Keshian riders
breasted the hill upon which James and hi s conpani ons
wai ted. Two Royal Krondorian House flags, each with a
di fferent cadence nmark overlaid, Borric and Eriand's
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royal standards, now greeted the suspicious eye of the
advanci ng Keshi an | eader.

A dark-ski nned man, his knappy beard matted with
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grey dust, notioned his own conpany to halt. They

were a rough-1ooki ng band. Each nan had a bow sl ung

over the saddle horn as well as a round hide shield with
a netal bosk; each rider wore a curved scinmtar at his
belt and carried a light lance. All wore heavy trousers
tucked into high boots, white linen shirts, |eather vests,
and netal helnms with long Iinen head coverings hang-

ing over their necks. Borric notioned to Eriand.

"Clever, isn't it? They keep the sun off their necks and
can hook the cloth over their faces if the wind gets

vi ci ous. "

Eriand sinply let but a heavy breath and sai d noth-
ing. He was feeling the heat in the heavy chai n-nmai
coat .

The | eader of the Keshian patrol kicked his horse and
trotted forward, pulling up before Janes. He exam ned

t he ragged- | ooki ng conpany, unconvinced that such

dirty, tired | ooking travelers would i ndeed be a roya
caravan fromlsles. At “ast he saluted no one in particu-
lar, a lazy gesture of bringing his right hand to his head,
pal mout, then let his hand fall to his horse's neck. "Wl -
come, ny lords . . . and lady."

James nmoved to the fore. "I am Janes, Earl of
Krondor, and | have the honor of presenting Their
Royal Hi ghnesses, Princes Borric and Eriand."

The two Princes inclined their heads slightly, and the
Keshi an patrol |eader bowed his head slighting in re-
turn. "I am Sergeant Ras-al-Fawi, ny lord. Wat con-
spires to bring your august conpany to such a niserable
pl ace?"

"We are traveling to the City of Kesh for the Em
press's Jubilee."

The sergeant shrugged, indicating that the ways of

the gods were not for nortals to understand, nor the
ways of nobility clearly sensible to comon soldiers. "I
woul d have t hought nobl es such as yoursel ves woul d

have been traveling in nore . . . stately conpany."

As the wind increased, the horses began to stamp and
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shy. James raised his voice over the noise, "It seened
better to nove quickly and with stealth than slowy,
Sergeant. The stormrises. May we continue?"

The Captain signed his own nen forward as he said,

"Of course, ny lord. | and ny nen are traveling to the
Inn of the Twelve Chairs, to wait out the stormin com
fort. | suggest you join us."

"I's it dangerous?"

The Sergeant gl anced at the horizon as Gam na had

and said, "Who can say? Dust storns that rise in the Jal-
Pur may bl ow quickly or long. If | was a betting man, |
woul d wager this one will be little nore than an incon-

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (73 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:06 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

venience. Still, | would rather be conveniently inside."

"We'll continue," said Janes. "W stayed | onger at
our last rest than planned, and it wouldn't do to arrive
late to the Jubilee."

The Sergeant shrugged, clearly not caring one way or

the other. "lInsults to the Enpress, blessings be upon

her, are to be strenuously avoided. She is often merciful,
but rarely forgiving. May the gods guide your travels,

my lords.”

Wth a wave, he notioned his patrol to give way as
the Kingdom party resunmed its journey. Janes signal ed
and his snmall band started down the hard-packed dirt
that passed for an Inperial road in the northern fron-
tier.

As they rode past the silent Keshians, Borric nodded
to Eriand, who had al so been studying the tired, dirty
sol di ers. Each man | ooked a seasoned fighter, with not
.one yout hful face in the conpany. To his brother, Er-
i and said, "They keep their veterans al ong our bor-
ders.”

Jimy, overhearing, said |loudly enough for the en-

tire conpany to hear, "They have veterans to spare in
Kesh. A man who retires in their arnmy has spent twenty
years and nore putting down revolts and fighting civi
wars. They keep but a tenth part of their army near our
borders. "

Borric said, "Then why do they fear us?"

James shook his head. "Nations fear their neighbors.
It's a fact of life, like the three nbons in the sky. |f your
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nei ghbor is bigger than you, you fear invasion and occu-
pation. If smaller, you fear their envy, so you invade
them So, sooner or later, there's war."

Eriand | aughed. "Still, it's better than having nothing
to do."

James gl anced at Lockl ear. Both had seen nore than
their share of war before they were the twins' age. Both
di sagreed with Eriand's sentinents.

"Ri ders!"

The soldier pointed to the far horizon, where the
wind bl ew up a dark wall of swirling sand that raced
toward the travelers. And within the dusty nurk, the
shape of approaching riders could be seen. Then, as if
the soldier's warning had been a signal, the riders
spread out and gal |l oped their horses.

"Gamna! Get to the rear," Janes shouted, as he drew
his sword. The soldiers were but a nmonent behind in
rel easing the pack ani mals and bringing their own
weapons to the ready.
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"Bandits!" cried one, as he noved to Borric's side.
Instinctively, the Prince reached for his sword, finding
the odd staff there instead. Cursing fate, he circled his
horse away fromthe attack, noving toward the rear

al ongsi de Gami na, who had taken it upon herself to

herd the shying packhorses in a circle so they didn't run
away. Seeing that the four aninmals were nore than she
coul d manage, Borric |eaped fromhis horse and took

two in hand.

The sounds of steel upon steel caused Borric to pul

the horses around, back to the wind, in tinme to see the
first bandits intercepted by his own soldiers. In the fray,
he sought out sight of Eriand, but the mlling horses and
swirling dust nmade it inpossible.

Then a horse screaned and a rider went down curs-

ing loudly. A clash of sword upon shield and a grunt of
effort were foll owed by a succession of shouts nade

al nost i ncoherent by the rising shriek of the wind. The
bandits had timed the raid with perfection, picking the
monent when the travel ers woul d be nost vul nerable

to the onslaught, al nost blinded by the sandstorm In
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the time it had taken to react and draw weapons, the
bandits had al ready succeeded in throwi ng the nen of
Isles into confusion.

But the nen of Arutha's garrison were tested veter-

ans and quickly they regrouped as the first few bandits
rode past. To a man, they sought sight of Baron

Lockl ear, who shouted orders to those closest to him
Then a trenmendous bl ast of stinging sand and dust hit
the conpany and it was as if the sun had vani shed.

In the biting sand, Borric fought to control horses
terrorized by the sounds of wind and battle and the
snel |l of blood. He could only use his weight to sl ow
their pulling, shouting "Woal" repeatedly. A pair of
war -trained, riderless horses heard his shouts and
halted their trot away fromthe battle, but the pack
animls were ready to bolt.

Borric was suddenly pull ed of f-bal ance and rel eased

his grip on the |l ead ropes. He hit the ground and roll ed,
comng to his feet. He thought of Gamina and won-

dered if she was in any danger fromthe spooked horses.
He | ooked about, but all he could see were riders |ocked
in conbat. He called her nane. In his mnd he heard

her answer, 7 amfine. Borne. See to yourself. | wll
attenpt to keep the pack animals in sight.

Attenpting to "think" back at her, he yelled, "Be
alert for raiders! They'll seek the pack aninmals!" He
gl anced about, hoping to find a dropped weapon, but
saw none.

Then suddenly, a rider was galloping toward him one
of his own guards, shouting at him Borric couldn't un-
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derstand him but sensed somethi ng behind. He spun as
two bandits bore down upon him one pointing a scimni-
tar at the guard who raced toward them the other
veering his horse toward the Prince.

As the guard was intercepted by the first rider, Borric
braced hinself, then junped at the horse's bridle, caus-
ing the mount to stunble and throw his rider. The
horse's chest struck the Prince, the inpact sendi ng Bor-
ric flying back, |anding upon the ground with a heavy
thud. Quickly he was on his feet, poised for the attack
he knew was comi ng. The raider had al so conme up
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ready for a fight, but had the advantage of his weapon.
Borric pulled the glowing staff fromhis belt and at-
tenpted to use it to defend hinmself. The bandit swung
wildly, and Borric slipped the blow, noving inside the
man's guard. He drove the head of the staff into the pit
of the man's stomach, generating a satisfying expl osion

of breath as the bandit went down; the w nd knocked

out of him Borric then broke the staff over the man's
head, |eaving the raider unconscious or dead. The

Prince didn't have tinme to investigate. He picked up

the fallen rider's sword, a short bladed, heavy thing,

sui tabl e for hacking at close quarters, not as sharp as the
scimtar nost of the other raiders used, nor as pointed as
a good rapier.

Borric turned and attenpted to see what was hap-

pening, but all that was visible were mlling, cursing
shadows in sandy gl oom Then he felt nore than heard
sonet hing behind him He ducked to one side as a bl ow
intended to crack his skull glanced off the side of his
head. Falling heavily, he attenpted to roll away from
the rider who had taken himby surprise fromthe rear

He rose to his knees and was alnpst to his feet, when the
chest of a horse struck him as the rider used his nmount
as a weapon. Stunned as he |ay upon the ground, the
Prince barely understood what he saw as the rider

| eaped fromhis nount and cane to stand over him

Thr ough dust and his own nuddl ed senses, the Prince

wat ched with sonme detachnent as the man drew back a

boot and kicked himin the head.

Janmes spun his horse and noved to intercept a bandit
headi ng toward the packhorses. Two sol diers were

down by his count, and Lockl ear was engaged in a run-
ning fight with a raider. The raider veered off, and for
an instant Janmes was in an island of relative calmin the
m dst of the struggle. He glanced about, trying to dis-
cover the whereabouts of the two Princes and saw Er-

| and cl ubbing a raider fromhis horse. There was no sign
of Borric.

Thr ough the how of the sandstorm Janmes heard
Lockl ear's conmand, "To me! To ne!" Abandoning his
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search for Borric, James spurred his horse and headed
toward the gathering band of Islenmen. Quickly com
mands were given and obeyed, and where nonents

before a mlling band of surprised guards had been
fleeing, now a trained unit of the finest horsenen the
Ki ngdom had in service sat ready to receive the next
attack by the bandits.

Then the raiders were upon them and the battle was

joined in full. Furious cries and screans of pain cut
through the constant how of wi nd and the sting of sand.
James felt the giddy mx of elation and fear, a sensation
he hadn't experienced since the Battle of Sethanon. He
struck out at a raider, driving the man back as the sever-
ity of the stormincreased. Then the storm overcane

the battle and all was whirling dust and noi se. Each man
knew he now had a blind spot, for to look into the storm
was i npossible. Men vainly attenpted to cover their

faces with cloths and sl eeves, but the only relief was to
turn away fromthe storm After an instant of scream ng
wi nd, the storm di m ni shed.

A grunt of surprise and a wet sound of blood filling a
throat gasping for breath was followed only by the
sound of metal clanking as horses again noved at their
riders' conmands. Steel upon steel rang out, and again
men strove to kill strangers.

Then there was only the stormand the fighting was
forgotten. The gusts were literally blinding, for to turn
one's face to the shrieking sands was to risk losing sight.
Covering his face, James turned hinmself and his nount

away fromthe wi nd, conscious of his unprotected back,

but there was nothing else to do. He was given at |east
partial confort by the know edge the raiders were as

blind as he.

Agai n the winds | essened, and Janes spun his nount
to face any possible attacker. But |ike phantons of
dream the raiders were gone into the storm

Janes gl anced about and could only see nen of I|sles.
Lockl ear gave orders and the conpany di snount ed,

each man gripping his horse's reins firmy as the inten-
sity of the stormalternately increased and di m ni shed.
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Turning the animals' backs to the wind, they waited for
the seeningly endl ess how of wind to stop
Lockl ear shouted, "Are you hurt?"

Janes i ndicated no. "Gam na?" he asked after his
wi fe.

Lockl ear pointed to the rear. "She was with the bag-
gage animals. Borric was seeing after her."

Then Gamina's voice sounded in Janes's mind. |'m
here, beloved. | amunhurt. But Borric and anot her
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guard were carried off by the raiders.

Janmes shouted, "Gamina says that Prince Borric and a
guard were carried off!"

Lockl ear swore. "There's nothing we can do but wait
for this stormto blow out."

James tried to | ook into the dusty murk and could see
barely ten feet away. Al they could do was wait.

Borric groaned and a rough toe jamed into his ribs

brought himto consciousness. Above him the wind stil
shrieked as the sandstormblew itself to full fury, but the
sheltered gully where the raiders hid was relatively

qui et. He levered hinself up on one el bow and found

hi s hands were shackl ed by a chain of odd design

Besi de himlay an unconsci ous guard fromhis own

band, tied with ropes. The man nunbl ed slightly but

was not conscious. Matted blood dried in his hair

showed he had received a vicious head wound. A rough

hand reached out and grabbed Borric by the chin, yank-

ing his face around to face the man who had ki cked him
The man squatted before Borric. He was thin, wore his
beard cut close so that it |ooked little nore than stubble.
Hi s head was covered in a turban that once may have

| ooked fine but now | ooked only faded and lice ridden

He wore sinple trousers and tunic and high boots. Over

hi s shoul der stood another man, wearing an unador ned

| eat her vest over his bare chest. H s head was shaved,
save a single lock of hair down the mddle, and a |arge
gold ring hung in his left ear. Borric recognized these as
the trademarks of the @uild of Slavers, from Durbin.

The first man nodded at Borric, then | ooked at the
guard with the bl oody face and shook his head in the
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negative. The slaver pulled Borric roughly to his feet
wi thout a word, while the thin man took out a dagger
and before Borric realized his intent, cut the uncon-
sci ous guard's throat.

The sl aver whispered harshly in Borric's ear, "No
tricks, spellcaster. Those chains will blank out your
magi ¢, or Modskatoni the Trader will have ny dagger for
di nner. W nove before your friends can find us. Speak
a single word aloud and I'Il kill you." He spoke in the
nort hern Keshi an dial ect.

Borric, still groggy fromthe blowto his head, only
nodded weakly. The slaver pulled himalong through

the small gully where a group of horsenen were ran-
sacki ng a bundl e of baggage. One of the nen swore
quietly. The slaver's conpani on passed where Borric
stood and grabbed the nman. "Wat did you find?" he
asked, speaking the patois of the desert, a mingling of
Keshi an, King's Tongue, and the | anguage of the
desertnen of the Jal - Pur.
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"Wonen' s cl othing and sone dried neat and cakes.
Wiere is the gold we were prom sed?"

The thin man, obviously the | eader, swore as well.
"Il kill that Lafe. He said nobles brought gold to the
Enpress. "

The sl aver shook his head, as if he had expected this
sort of disappointnent. "You should know better than
to trust fools." He glanced up at where the w nd

shri eked overhead and said, "The storm passes. W're
only yards away fromthis one's conpanions." He in-
clined his head at Borric. "W don't want to be found
here when the stormis over."

The thin man turned to face his conpanion. "I |ead
this band, Kasim" He | ooked to be on the edge of rage.
"I''"l'l say when we nove and when we stay."

The slaver shrugged. "If we stay, we will have to fight
again, Luten. They will be ready this tine. And | see
nothing to make me think we'll find gold or jewelry

with this band."

The man call ed Luten gl anced around, a near-fera
light in his eyes. "These are arned soldiers." He closed
his eyes a nonent as if about to cry, then opened them
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and clenched his teeth. Borric recognized a nan with a
viol ent tenper, who ruled his conpany through intim -
dation and threats as nuch as through any natural | ead-
ership. "Ah!" he exclained. Nodding at Borric, he said,
"Kill himand let us flee."

Kasi m noved Borric behind him as if protecting

him and said, "Qur agreenent was |'would have the
prisoners for slaves. Otherwi se ny nen would not have
joined with yours."

"Bah!" spat Luten. "We didn't need them W were
more than a match for those guards. W were both
m sled by that fool Lafe.”

As the wind began to | essen, Kasimsaid, "I don't
know who is worse, the fool or he who listens to the fool,
but I will have this man for the auction. He is ny profit

in Durbin. My guild would not | ook kindly upon re-
turning without at least this small profit."

Wiirling to face Borric, the nan called Luten said,
"You. Were is the gol d?"

Fei gni ng i gnorance, Borric said, "Gold?"
Luten stepped forward and struck the Prince across

the face. "The gold sonme nobles brought to the Em
press's Jubilee."

Borric extenporized. "Nobles? There was a party of
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nobl es we passed along the way. Two, three nobl enen
with guards, heading for ... an inn. The Inn of the

Twel ve Chairs, | think. We . . . hurried because

the hide trader was anxious to get his hides to the tan-
ner before they turned rotten.”

Luten turned and shrieked his fury into the w nd.
Two nen nearby put hands to swords, startled by the
sound. "Quiet," said Kasim

Luten spun, his dagger out, pointed at Kasim "Don't

order ne, slaver." He then pointed his dagger at Borric.
"This one is lying and I'll have nore than these dam

boots to show for three nen killed!" Borric glanced

down and saw the boots he had won ganbling were

now on Luten's feet. He had been thoroughly searched

whi | e unconscious, it seened. Luten shoved Kasim

aside, comng to face Borric directly. "I'lIl have the truth
out of him as well." He drew back the dagger, as if to
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thrust at Borric, then stiffened. A sad, al nost apol ogetic
expression crossed his face for an instant, then he fell to

hi s knees.

Behi nd hi m Kasi m wi t hdrew t he dagger he had j ust

stabbed into Luten's back. Kasimthen grabbed Luten

by the hair and said, "Never threaten ne, you stupid

man." Then with a quick jerk he pulled back Luten's

head and sliced his neck, sending a fountain of blood
spurting off to one side. "And never turn your back on
me." Luten's eyes turned up in his head and Kasim
released him letting himfall at Borric's feet. "Let this
be a I esson to you in your next life."

To the others in Luten's band, he said, "I lead." There
was no argunent voi ced. d ancing around, he pointed

to a depression in the small gully, overhung by a clunp
of boulders. "Dump himin there." Two nen picked up
Luten and threw himinto the depression. "And the
other." The dead guard was carried and tossed in beside
Lut en.

Turning to face Borric, the slaver said, "Show ne no
trouble, and you'll live. Trouble ne, and you'll die. Un-
der st and?"

Borric nodded. To the others, Kasimsaid, "GCet ready

to | eave now." He then junped up to the edge of the
gully, ignoring the howling wind. The powerful slaver
put shoul der to one of the larger boul ders and shoved it
over, starting a small |andslide which covered the two
bodi es. He | eaped ninbly down into the depression,

and gl anced about as if anticipating trouble from one of
Luten's nen. When no one offered himany difficulty,

he rose to his full height. "To the oasis at Broken

Pal ns. "

"What are your skills?" The slaver stood above Borric,
whose wits were slowy returning to him He had been
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dragged to a horse and forced to ride with his hands.
manacl ed. The poundi ng he had taken had added to the
disorientation he had felt since his capture. He vaguely
recall ed the storm suddenly being over and then arriv-
ing at an odd oasis, surrounded by three ancient palm
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tree trunks, broken off by sone cataclysnic storm of
years gone by.

Borric shook his head to clear it and answered back in
the formal court |anguage of Kesh, "What skills?"

The slaver took his answer as a sign of confusion from
the head blow. "What tricks? What nagics do you do?"

Borric understood. The sl aver judged hima magician

from Stardock, which accounted for the magi ¢ bl anki ng
chains. For an instant, Borric felt an inpulse to explain
who he was, but thoughts of his father receiving ransom
demands on his behalf kept himfrom answering

qui ckly. He could conme forth at anytinme between now

and the slave auction at Durbin, and perhaps between

now and then he could conspire to escape.

Suddenly the man | ashed out and struck the Prince a
back-handed blow. "I've no tinme to be gentle with you
mage. Your party is but a few hours away and no doubt

will be looking for you. O even if they have no | ove of
you in their hearts, there are still nmany Inperial patrols
out. We nmean to be far fromhere, quickly."

Anot her man cane to stand over the kneeling man.

"Kasim just kill himand |leave him No one pays a good
price for a magician at the slave bl ocks. Too much trou-
bl e keeping themin line."

Kasi m | ooked over his shoulder and said, "I lead this
band, now, |'Ill decide who we kill and who we take to
mar ket . "

Borric said, "I'mno magician. | won the robes in a

game of poker."

The second man ran a hand over his dark-bearded
face. "He lies. It's some magician's trick to get free of

the manacles and kill us all with his magic. | say kill him

now—
now

"And | say if you don't shut up and quit arguing,

there'll be another worthless carcass for the vultures to
feast on. Get the nmen ready. As soon as the horses have
been watered and rested, | want to put as nmuch dis-

tance as | can between those guards and us." To Borric

he said, "W found sone pretty baubles in the bottom of

t he baggage, mage. The |lady you road wi th had enough
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gold for ne to pay these brigands. You're ny profit."
Sout hwar d
101

Wth an inarticulate grunt, the raider noved away, sig-
naling the others to ready for riding.
Borric managed to sit upright against a | arge boul der.

"I'"'mno magician."

"Well, you're no fighting man, either. To travel un-

armed at the edge of the Jal-Pur, one nust either have a
great conpany of guards or a great deal of faith. Faith is
for priests, which you're not. You don't |ook the fool, but
then I've never been one for casual appearances."” Shift-
ing fromKeshian to the King's Tongue, he said, "Were

are you fronP"

"Krondor"—Borric decided through his aching head
he woul d be best served by obscuring his identity—but

I've traveled a lot."
The sl aver sat back on his haunches, arns resting on

his knees. "You're not nuch nore than a boy. You speak
Keshian like a courtier and your Kingdomtongue is
nearly as fair. If you're not a spellcaster, what are you?"

I mprovising, Borric said, "I ... teach. | know sev-
eral languages. | can read, wite, and do sums. | know
hi story and geography. | can recite the Iine of Kings and

Enpresses, the names of the major nobles and trading

houses—
"Enough!" interrupted Kasim "You've convinced
me. Atutor, then, is it? Well, there are rich nmen who

need educated slaves to teach their children." Wthout
waiting for any response fromBorric, he stood up. As he
st epped away, he said, "You are worthless to ne dead,
teacher, but | amalso not a patient nan. Do not be too
much trouble and you will live. Cause ne difficulty, and
I"lI'l kill you as soon as spit on you." To his band he said,
"Mount up! We ride to Durbin!"

Chapter Six
D | emma
Eri and turned his horse.

"Borric!" he shouted over the still-howing w nd.
James and the guards watched from where they stood

hol ding their horses. The newy el evated Earl shout ed,
"Get off your horse before she runs away with you!"

The already excited nmount was snorting and whinny-

ing at the frightening noises and stinging blasts from
the sandstorm despite her training and Eriand's firm
control. The Prince ignored Janes's orders and contin-
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ued to circle away fromthe others, shouting his broth-
er's name. "Borric!"

Ganmi na stood beside her husband and said, "It's diffi-
cult to concentrate with this wind screamng in ny ears,
but there are thoughts com ng fromthat direction."

She covered her face with her forearm turned, and
pointed to the west.

"Borric?" asked Locl dear, who stood next to Janes,
his back to the biting wi nd.

Ganina field up her arm letting the sleeve of her

gown shield her face. "No. I'msorry. | don't know these
men, but none of the nminds |'ve touched is his. Wen
attenpt to focus on what | remenber of his thoughts
during the battle ..."

"Not hi ng, " James fi ni shed.

"Coul d he be unconsci ous?" Lockl ear's expression
was hopef ul

Gamina said, "If he's stunned or farther away, then |
woul d not sense him M abilities are limited by the
strength and training of the other mnd. | can speak to

nmy father fromover a hundred miles away and he can

speak to ne across incredible distances. But those who
attacked us are no nore than a few hundred feet away; |
get inmages and stray words about the fight." Wth sad-
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ness in her voice, she said, "I can't sense Borric any-
where. "

Janes reached out to her and she came into the com

fort of his arm H's horse nickered at the change in
pressure on the reins and Janes gave an inpatient yank

on the leathers, silencing the animal. Softly, so that only
Gam na woul d hear, he said, "I pray the gods |let himbe

alive."

For an hour the wind blew, and Eriand circled his
companions to the limt of his ability to see them while
he cried his brother's name. Then the w nds ceased,

and in the silence that followed, his hoarse cries rang
across a desol ate | andscape: "Borric!"

Lockl ear signaled to the Captain of his conpany for a
report. The officer said, "Three nen dead or mi ssing,
m lord. Two nore wounded enough we shoul d get
themto shelter. The rest are fit and ready."

Janmes considered his options, then decided. "You re-
mai n here with Edand and search the i medi ate area,

but don't wander too tar. I'll take two nmen and ride to
the Inn of the Twelve Chairs and see if that Keshian
patrol can help us locate Borric." Wth a gl ance around
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the barren | andscape, he added, "lI'mcertain | have no
i dea where to begin | ooking."

For the next few hours, through the early afternoon,

it took all of Locklear's powers of persuasion, with sone
not-so-idle threatening, to keep Eriand fromriding far-
ther into the wastes than Lockl ear judged safe. The
young Prince was frantic to search for his brother, in
case he was |ying unconscious a few yards away, in a
gully or ravine, in need of care. Locklear spread the
men out to patrol the surrounding area, always keeping
a chain of guards posted so that soneone was always in
sight of the inpronptu canp. Ganmina tended the

wounded, getting themready to ride to the closest shel-
ter when Janes returned

Finally, James returned, acconpani ed by the Keshian

patrol. Sergeant Ras-al -Fawi was obviously displ eased to
have his respite interrupted, especially given the poten-
tial for personal difficulty should his superiors judge him
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sonehow at fault, as the attack cane in his patrol area
He wi shed to put as much di stance between hinsel f

and t hese cursed Islenmen as possible, but the possibility
of an international incident between the Enmpire and

her | argest nei ghbor gave sufficient reason to put his
irritation aside and help in the search for the | ost
Prince.

Experienced trackers quickly discovered the gully

wherein the raiders had hi dden. Shouts brought the

entire conpany to the edge of a gully, where two scouts
were inspecting a large rock fall. One continued poking
about in the rubble while the second scout carried a

single boot up to where the Islenmen waited. There was

no mstaking the scarlet and yell ow desi gn of the boot.

Poi nti ng back down at the mass of boul ders he said,

"Mlord, | found this. Alittle farther in, under the rocks,
I can see what's left of the foot that wore it."

Eriand sat in silent shock as James asked, "Can we dig
hi m out ?"

The Keshi an scout at the bottom of the rockfall shook

his head. "It would take a conpany of engi neers a day
or two at best, milord." He pointed up to the place the
slide had begun. "It was recently done, fromthe signs.

To cover the owner of this boot, and others, perhaps."”
Then he pointed to the far side of the gully. "And if too
much novenent occurred here, the other side nght

come down as well. I'mafraid it will be risky."
Eriand said, "I want himdug out."
Janes said, "l understand—

Eriand interrupted. "No, you don't. That may not be
Borric down there."

Lockl ear attempted to be understanding. "I know
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how you nust feel —=

"No," said Eriand, "you don't know. " To Janes he

said, "We don't know that's Borric down there. He
coul d have lost the boot during the struggle. He could
be a prisoner. W don't know if that's himunder the
rocks."

James said, "Gamina, is there any sign of Borric?"

Ganmi na just shook her head. "The thoughts | de-
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tected earlier were in this gully. But there was no pat-
tern of thinking that was famliar."

Eri and was unnmoved. "That proves nothing." To
Janmes he said, "You know how close he and | are. |If he

were dead ... |1'd feel sonething." Looking across the
broken | andscape of the high desert he said, "He's out
there somewhere. And | intend to find him"

"And what are you going to do, mlord?" asked the

Keshi an Sergeant. "Ride out into the plateau country

al one and wi thout water or food? It doesn't |ook it, but
it's as much a desert here as in the great sand ergs of the
Jal -Pur. Beyond that rise of ridges over there the true
sandy wastes begin, and if you don't know where the

Casis of the Broken Palns is, you'll not |live | ong enough
to find the OCasis of the Hungry Goats. There are thirty
or so places out there you can find water and a few with
food-bearing plants as well, but you can wal k wthin
yards of several and not know them You would die,

young lord."

Turning his horse back toward the way they had

conme, Sergeant Ras-al-Fawi said, "My lords, | grieve for
your |loss, but ny duty dictates | ride on and di scover

ot hers bent upon breaking the Enpire's peace. | shal

file a report on this when | reach the term nus of ny
patrol. If you would like, I'll leave a scout with you and
you may continue your search. Wen you are satisfied

that nothing nore can be done, head back to the road."
Poi nting south, he said, "The road continues past the
foothills of the Pillars of the Stars to Nar Ayab. W keep
many stations and patrols along that route. D spatch
riders nove constantly anong those stations and into

the heart of the Enpire. Send word ahead of your ar-
rival and a state welcome will be nounted by the Gov-
ernor of Nar Ayab. Fromthere, he will send nounted
soldiers to protect you until you reach the city of Kesh."
He left unsaid that had this been done fromthe start,
the bandits woul d never have been able to surprise the
Isleren. "In tine, the Enpress, blessings be upon her,
will order engineers out to retrieve your young Prince,
and he will be returned hone for a fitting burial. Unti
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then, 1 can only wi sh you the gods' favor in your trav-
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el s.

Wth a wave and heels to the side of the horse, the
Sergeant and his patrol headed away fromthe gully.
James skirted the top of the fall and | ooked down to the
| one Keshi an scout who renai ned. "Wat do you see?"

The scout considered the signs, "Many nen, nilling
about. A nurder, there." He pointed to a dark spot
upon the already dry ground.

"Murder!" said Locklear. "How can you be certain?"

"Blood, mlord," answered the scout. "Which would
not be unusual after a struggle, save this is in a |arge
pool, with no signs of a wounded nan approaching this

spot. | would guess a throat was cut." He pointed to two
lines of faint scratches in the dust |eading fromthe
bl oodstain to the rockfall. "Two heel s as someone was

dragged to where the rocks were pushed." He pointed
again to the top of the gully. "One clinbed there." He
gl anced about once nore, then scanpered up the in-
cline to where his horse waited. "They nove south, to
the Casis of the Broken Pal ns."

Lockl ear said, "How do you know?"

The guard smiled. "It is the only place they can go,
mlord, for they nove into the desert, and wi thout bag-
gage horses they cannot carry enough water to see

them through to Durbin."

"Durbin!" Eriand al nost spat the word. "That rat
hol e. Way woul d they risk the dangers of the desert to
go there?"

"Because, " Janes answered, "it is a safe harbor for
every cutthroat and pirate fromevery nation bordering
the Bitter Sea."

"And the best nmarket for slaves in the Enpire," said

the scout. "In the heart of the Enpire, slaves are plenti-
ful, but up here very difficult to find. Only Kesh and
Queg have open narkets for slaves. In the Free Cities

and the Kingdom the practice is discouraged.”

Eriand said, "I don't follow"

Janes turned his horse toward the direction the scout

had indicated and said, "If only tw guards— quickly
he added, "or Borric and one guard remain alive,
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there's enough profit at the Durbin slave auction to
make the raid profitable. If they are taken into the
Empire, the nmoney is less than a third what it is in
Durbin, and then the | eader has an angry crew to gov-
ern, and that can be dangerous." Janes spoke with au-
thority.

Eri and said, "Then why wouldn't Borric just tell them
who he is? He's certainly worth nore in ransomthan
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he'd ever fetch as a slave."

James | ooked out thoughtfully across the wastel ands

at the late afternoon sun. Then he said, "If he is alive, |
woul d have expected a message fromthe raiders, sone-
thing telling us he is well and for us not to follow, and
that a ransom demand woul d be made within a short

time. It's what | would have done. ... | would have

made sure | didn't have a conpany of sol diers doggi ng

my heels.”

The Keshi an scout ventured, "These raiders nay not

be as clever as you, mlord. Your Prince, should he live,
may feel it dangerous to tell themwho he is. They

m ght cut this throat to avoid trouble and flee into the
wast es. He nay be unconsci ous, yet not injured enough
for themto abandon. There nmay be ot her answers,

mlord. "

Eri and said, "Then we nust hurry."

The scout said, "W nust proceed cautiously to avoid
anbush. Hi ghness." He pointed into the sandy | and-

scape. "If slavers attack the road, then out there at an
oasis or in one of the wadis a slave caravan gathers.
Many raiders with many guards will bring their catch to

be taken to Durbi n—+any nore fighters than we could
face, even had ny Sergeant renai ned—ore than both
our conpani es could face. Perhaps a hundred guards."

Feeling the heavy wei ght of despair begin to descend
upon him Eriand said, "W'll find him He isn't dead."
But his own words sounded hollow in his ear.

The scout scranbled up the wall of the gully to where
his horse waited. "If we ride quickly, mlord, we shal
reach the Gasis of the Broken Pal ns at sundown."

Janmes detailed two guards to acconpany the two
wounded nen back to the inn where they would
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recuperate until they were ready to return to the King-
dom He did a swift calculation and realized he now had
only a dozen healthy soldiers. Feeling vul nerable and
somewhat foolish, he ordered that snmall band into the
desert.

The sun was touching the horizon when the scout

rode at a gallop toward the Islenmen. James signaled a
halt. Reining in his nount, the scout said, "lIn the Wad
al Safra, a caravan gathers—ene hundred guards,

maybe nore."

James swore. Eriand said, "Any sign of ny brother?"
"I could not get close enough to tell, nmy Prince."

"I's there any pl ace nearby where we could get close
to the camp?" asked Lockl ear.

"A shal | ow ravi ne courses al ong one side of the wadi,
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and at the far end it becones a gully running close to
the canp, mlord. Four, naybe five nen could ap-

proach unobserved, be they stealthy. But it is danger-
ous. At the far end it becones shall ow enough for a
standing nan to see into the canp, but it is also close
enough for a standing nan to be noticed."

Eri and began to di smount, but James said, "No, you'l
clank like an arnmorer's wagon in that chain. Wit here.”

Ganmi na said, "I should go, Janes. | can tell if Borric's
in the caravan if | can get close enough."

"How cl ose is cl ose enough?" asked her new husband.
"A stone's throw, " answered Gami na.
James asked the scout, "Can we get that close?"

The scout said, "W shall be close enough to see if any
of the pigs have boils upon their faces, mlord."

"Good, " said Gam na, picking up the hem of her rid-

ing gown so it stayed clear of the ground. She tucked it
in her wide |eather belt, in the fashion of the Stardock
fi sherwonen when they waded into the shall ows.

James ignored the unseenmy display, exposing two

sl ender white | egs very high up on the thighs, as he
attenpted to think of a good reason to object to her
com ng along; he couldn't. It's the problemw th having
a logical mnd and giving wonen the same credit for
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ability as men, he nused to hinself as he di smount ed.
You can't contrive reasons to keep them safe.

Lockl ear signaled a pair of guards to acconpany

Janes, Gamina, and the scout and the five set out down

the trail on foot. They noved slowy, as the sun fel
bel ow the western horizon. By the time they ap-

proached the near end of the ravine, the sky was slate
grey and the desert was alive with highlights of crinson
and pink as the reflected sunlight off the clouds over the
di stant sea bathed the | andscape in rose twilight.

Noi se fromthe caravan echoed through the deepen-

i ng gl oomand James gl anced around to see if everyone
had stayed close. Gam na touched his armlightly and
her thoughts came to him | can sense many minds in
the wadi, ny |ove.

BorricP he asked silently.

Not hi ng, she admitted. But | nust get closer to be
certain.

Gipping the scout's arm Janes whi spered, "Can we
get closer?"

Wi spering back, he answered, "There is a bend
ahead, and if we followit, we shall be close enough to
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urinate upon the dogs. But be cautious, ny lord, for it is
a likely place to dunmp of fal and garbage and there may
be guards nearby."

James nodded and the scout led theminto the gl oom

James coul d renenber several tines in his past when

he had taken short journeys that seened to take for-
ever, but none seened to take so long as it took to trave
the short distance to the end of the gully. As they
reached it, the voices of the guards could be heard in
soft conversation as they wal ked easily along the perim
eter of the canp. Not only was the journey nerve-
wracking for the danger, but the end of the gully was
bei ng used as a garbage dunp and privy trench; the
Islemren had to creep through garbage and waste, both
human and hor se.

Janes stepped in sonething wet and soft and from
the odor which hung in the ravine |ike a noisone fog he
was certain he didn't want to know what it was. He
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coul d guess. He signaled to the scout who signal ed back
that they were as close as they dared get.

Cautiously James peeked over the edge of the gully.

St andi ng no nore than ten paces away, two sil houettes
stood outlined against the canpfires. Huddl ed near

them for warmh were at least thirty m serabl e-1ooking
peopl e, but nowhere in the group could Janes see Bor-

ric. Not every face could be seen, but Janes was certain
his red hair would be easily noticeable in the sea of dark
heads, despite the flickering firelight.

Then a man in a purple robe approached the two

guards and for a nonent, Janes's chest constricted. But
it wasn't Borric. The wearer of the robe had the hood
tossed back and the darkly bearded face that scow ed at
the two guards was one James had never seen before.
He.wore a sword at his hip, and ordered the two nen to
cease their chatter and nove on.

The robed nman turned as another joined him a large
man in a |l eather vest, wearing the caste mark of the
Durbin slavers on his arm It was a mark Janmes hadn't
seen since he was a boy, but like all nenbers of the
Mockers, Krondor's @uild of Thieves, he knew it by
reputation. The Durbin slavers were not nen to trouble
lightly.

Janmes chanced another glinpse of the canp, then

hunkered down next to his wife. Her eyes were closed

and her face was set in an expression of concentration as
she sought out Borric anong the prisoners in the canp.
Finally she opened her eyes and her nind' s voice cane

to Janes. There is no thought | recognize as Borric's in
t he canp.

Are you certain? he asked.
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Sadly, she said. If he were in that canp, as close as we
are, | wuld find him Even were he sleeping, | could
sense his presence were he in that canp. She silently

si ghed and he caught the echoes of sorrow in her nind.
There can be no explanation for it save he lay buried
beneath the rubbl e back where we found the boot.

There was a nonent of silence, then she said. He is
dead.

Janmes was notionless for an instant, then he np-
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tioned to the scout. By sign he gave the order to return
the way they had cone. The search was over.

"No!" Eriand' s face was harsh as he refused to accept
Ganmi na's pronouncenent. "You can't know for cer-
tain."

Janmes recounted his observations for the third tinme

since returning to where Eriand and the bal ance of

the conpany waited. "W saw anot her bandit wearing

the robe, so we can assune that it's possible they

took the boots fromhimas well, | grant that. But there
was no sign of himin the canp." To the Keshian scout

he said, "Is there any chance the bandits who rai ded us
were not part of this slaver caravan?"

The scout shrugged, as if to say anything was possible.
"Probably not, my lord. By carrying off sonme of your
men it is unlikely it was but a coincidence you were
rai ded. Any of your nen who remain alive are for cer-
tain in that canmp.”

Janmes nodded. "If he had been alive, Eriand, Gam na
woul d have been able to speak to him"

"How can you be so certain?"

So that all in the canp could hear her, Gam na said,
have control over ny talents, Eriand. | can choose how
many or few |l wish to speak to, and once | touch a m nd
I can recognize its thoughts. Borric's thoughts were not
anong those in the canp.

"Per haps he was unconsci ous. "

Gam na shook her head sadly. "I would have sensed
his presence, even if he were unconscious. There was
an ... absence of him | can't explain it better than

that. He was not anong them"

The scout said, "My lord, if | may remain with you

this night, | shall have to nove on to find ny Sergeant.
He will wish to know of these Durbinites. The Governor

of Durbinis little better than a pirate and renegade

hi nsel f, and sooner or later, word of this outrage wll
reach the Court of Light. Wen the Enpress, blessings

be upon her, at last decides to act, retribution shall be
forthcomng, and it shall be terrible indeed. | know it
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can not ease your burden, but to assault the person of a
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royal famly enroute to her Jubilee is beyond insult. The
Enpress, bl essings upon her nane, will no doubt take it
as a personal insult and act to revenge your famly."

Eriand' s anger was not soothed in the least. "Wat?
The Governor of Durbin reprimnded? Then a fornal

letter of apology, | suppose.”

"More likely she will order the city surrounded and
burned to the ground with all the citizens within, sire.
O if she is feeling merciful, perhaps she will only send

the Governor of Durbin, with his famly and retainers of
course, to your King for punishment, sparing the city. It
wi || depend upon her nood at the time she decides."

Eri and was overwhel med. The shock of Borric's ap-

parent death at |last setting over himand the blas6 atti-
tude of the guard as he recounted such power on the

part of one worman, conspired to render hi mwithout

wit. He just nodded dunbly.

James, seeking to turn talk away fromthe terrible

di pl omatic situation that would arise out of Borric's
death, said, "W shall ask you to bear letters to be for-
war ded back to the Prince of Krondor, so that we may
mtigate any difficulties between our two nations."

The scout nodded. "As one who serves along the bor-

der, | would do so gladly, mlord." He then left to see to
hi s horse. James nodded at Lockl ear, who in turn no-
tioned with his head toward Eriand. Both young nobl es
moved away to speak in private.

Lockl ear said, "This is a fine ness."

"Well, we have faced difficulties in the past. This is
what we were trained for, to make choices."

Lockl ear said, "I think we should consider returning
to Krondor."

Janes said, "If we do, and Arutha orders Eriand back
to the Jubilee, we risk insulting the Enpress by arriving
|ate."

"The festival will last nore than two nonths,"
Lockl ear pointed out. "W would be there before it's
over."

"I still would rather have us there at the beginning."
He gl anced around at the black night. "Qut there some-
thing's going on. | can't help feeling that." He put a
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finger on Locklear's chest. "It's just too nmuch a coinci-
dence that we were the ones raided."

"Perhaps," agreed Locky in part, "but if we were the
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target for a raid, then those behind it were those who
attenpted to assassinate Borric in Krondor."

"VWhoever they are." Janes was silent for a | ong no-
ment, then said, "It makes no sense. Wiy woul d they
wish to kill the boy?"

"To start a war between our Kingdom and the Em
pire."

"No, that's obvious. | nmean why woul d anyone w sh
war ?"

Lockl ear shrugged. "Why does anyone ever wish to
start one? We nust discover who within the Enpire will
profit nost froma destabilized northern border, and
that is our likely culprit.”

Janes nodded. "W will not be able to do that in
Kr ondor . "

Turning to find Eriand al one, facing out into the des-
ert night, Janmes crossed to stand beside him In quiet
tones he said, "You nust cone to ternms with this, Er-
i and. Your grief nust quickly be abandoned and you
must accept the change in circunstances fate has
forced upon you."

Eri and blinked in confusion, as one suddenly thrust
into the light. "What?"

Janes turned and stood before him Wth firm hand

upon the younger man's shoul der, he said, "You are now
Heir. You will be our next King. And you will carry the
fate of your honeland with you when we ride to Kesh."

Eri and seened not to hear him The Prince said noth-

ing as he returned his gaze to the west, to the distant
sl aver caravan. At last, he turned his horse slowy away
and rode to where the others were waiting to resune
their trek southward, into the heart of G eat Kesh

Chapter Seven
Captive
Borric awoke

He lay notionless, straining to hear through the con-
fusion of voices and sounds that were ever-present in

the canp, even at night. For an instant, while still half-
dozi ng, he had thought he heard his name being faintly
cal | ed.

Sitting up, he blinked as he | ooked around. Mst of

the captives still sat huddled near the canpfire, as if its
|ight and warnth woul d sonehow bani sh the cold fear

in their souls. He had chosen to lay as far fromthe

stench of the waste trench as possible, on the opposite
side of the band of slaves. As Borric noved, he was again
reacquai nted with the manacles that bound his wists,

the odd-looking flat silver nmetal with the reputed prop-
erty of blanking out all magic powers of whoever was
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forced to wear them Borric shivered, and realized the
desert night was indeed turning cold. His robe had

been taken fromhimand his shirt as well, leaving him
with only a pair of trousers to wear. He noved toward
the canpfire, eliciting an occasional curse or conplaint
as he forced his way between captives reluctant to

nmove. But as all the fight was gone fromthem his in-
consi derate shoving through the nmass of slaves got him
not hing nore than a glare of anger or a nuttered oath.

Borric sat down between two other nmen, who at-
tenpted to ignore his intrusion. Each lived nmonment to
monent in his own world of msery.

A scream cut through the night as one of the five

woren captives was again assaulted by the guards. Ear-
lier a sixth wonman had struggled too nmuch, biting out
the neck artery of the guard who was raping her, earn-
ing both of themdeath, his the swifter and | ess pai nful

Fromthe sound of the pitiful wail that trailed on after
Capti ve 115

the scream Borric considered her the lucky one. He
doubt ed any of the wormen would be alive by the tine
they reached Durbin. By turning themover to the
guards, the slaver avoided problens for many days to
come. Should any survive the trip, she would be sold
cheaply as a kitchen drudge. None was young enough

nor attractive enough that it was worth the slave mas-
ter's trouble to keep themout of the guards' reach

As if summoned by Borric's thoughts of him the

sl aver appeared at the edge of the canpfire. He stood
there in the golden red glow of the firelight and nade
his tally. Pleased by what he saw, he turned toward his
own tent. Kasim That's what Borric had heard him
called. He had marked himwel |, for soneday the

Prince was certain he would kill Kasim

As he noved away fromthe closely guarded sl aves,

anot her man call ed his nane and approached. The

man' s name was Sal aya, and he wore the purple robe
Borric had won two nights before in Stardock. When
Borric had first come to canp in the dawn hours that
mor ni ng, the man had demanded the robe at once and

had beaten the Prince when he appeared slowto re-

move it. The fact Borric was wearing manacl es at the
time seenmed to make no difference. After the Prince

had been struck repeatedly, Kasimhad intervened,

poi nting out the obvious. Salaya was hardly nollified as
Borric had one wist, then the other, freed while he
renmoved the robe. He seemed to blanme Borric for that
enbarrassnent before the others his own inpatience

had caused, as if it had been the Prince's fault sonmehow
that Salaya was a stupid pig. Borric had marked himfor
death as well. Kasimgave sonme instructions to Sal aya,
who seened to listen with a surly half-attention. Then
the sl aver was gone, heading off toward the string of
horses. Most likely, thought Borric, he's off to supervise
anot her band of sl aves being brought to the inmpronptu
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caravansary.

Several tines during the day, he had considered re-
vealing his identity, but caution always overrul ed him
There was a good chance he woul d not be believed. He
never wore his signet, always finding it inconvenient
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when riding, so it was |ocked away i n his baggage,
anong those packs the bandits did not conspire to cap-
ture. While red hair m ght nmake them pause to con-
sider the probability of his claim it was in no way
uni que anmong those who lived in Krondor. Bl ond hair
nm ght be the normfor fair-skinned people living in
Yabon and al ong the Far Coast, but Kro'ndorians num
bered as many redheads as bl onds anmong their citi-
zenry. And proving he was not a magician woul d take
sonme doing, for what difference was there between
sonmeone who doesn't know any magi ¢ and soneone

who knows magi ¢ but pretends he doesn't.

Borric was decided. He would wait until he reached

Durbin then seek to find someone a little nore likely to
understand his circunstance. He really doubted Kasim

or any of his nen—especially if they all were as bright as
Sal aya—aoul d ei t her understand or believe him But

someone with the intelligence to be the naster of such

as these might. And if so, Borric could nost likely ran-
som hinself to freedom

Taki ng what confort he could fromthoughts |ike

these, Borric pushed a hal f-dozing captive, noving him
a fewinches, so Borric mght |ie down again. The bl ows
to the head had nade hi mvery groggy and sl eep beck-
oned often. He closed his eyes, and for a nonent the
sensation of the ground spinning beneath nmade hi m
nauseous. Then it passed. Soon a fitful sleep descended.

The sun burned |like the angry presence of Prandur,

the Fire God, hinself. As if hanging only a few yards
above him the sun beat down on Borric's fair skin,
searing it. Wile Borric's hands and face had been
lightly tanned when serving at the northern borders,
the scorching desert sun burned himto weakness. Blis-
ters had erupted along Borric's back the second day,
and his head swam fromthe pain of his burn. The first
two days had been bad enough, as the caravan had
moved fromthe rocky plateau country down into the
sandy wastes the | ocal desert nen called the ergs of the
Jal -Pur. The five wagons noved slowy over what was

Capti ve 117

|l ess dirt than hard-packed sand baked to brick finish by
the sane sun that was slowy killing the sl aves.

Three had di ed yesterday. Salaya had little use for
weakl i ngs; only healthy, strong workers were wanted
on the slave blocks at Durbin. Kasimhad still not re-
turned from what ever busi ness he was upon, and the
deputized caravan | eader was reveal ed for the sadistic
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pig Borric had marked himin their first mnute of neet-
ing. Water was handed out three tines a day, before
first light, at the noon break when the drivers and
guards halted to rest, and then with the evening neal —
the only neal, Borric corrected hinmself. It was a dried
mush bread, with little flavor and little that gave
strength. He hoped the soft things in the bread were

i ndeed raisins; he had not bothered to | ook. Food kept
himalive, no matter how distasteful it mght be.

The slaves were a sullen group, each man lost in his
own suffering. Weakened by the heat, few had anything
to say to each other; talk was a needl ess waste of energy.
But Borric had managed to glean a few facts from one

or two of them The guards were |ess vigilant now that
the caravan was into the wastes; even should a sl ave
escape, where would he go? The desert was the surest
guard of all. Once in Durbin, they would rest for a few
days, perhaps as long as a week, so bloody feet and
burned skins could heal, and wei ght coul d be regai ned
before they were offered upon the bl ock. Travel -weary

sl aves brought little gold.

Borric attenpted to consider his choices, but the heat
and sunburn had weakened him nade himill” and the

| ack of food and water was keeping himdull and stupid.
He shook his head and tried to focus his attention on
ways to escape, but all he could manage was to nove his
feet, one then the other, pick themup and let themfal
before him over and over, until allowed to halt.

Then the sun vani shed and it was night. The sl aves

were ordered to sit near the canpfire as they had been

for the last three nights and listened to the guards hav-
ing sport with the five remaining wonen captives. They

no |l onger struggled or screaned. Borric ate his flat

pi ece of bread and sipped his water. The first night after
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entering the desert, one man had gul ped his water,

then vonmited it a few mnutes |ater. The guards woul d
give himno nore. He had died the next day. Borric had

| earned his | esson. No matter how nuch he wished to

tilt back his head and drain the copper cup, he |lingered
over the stale, warmwater, sipping it slowy. Sleep
came qui ckly, the deep dream ess sl eep of exhausti on,
with no real rest obtained. Each time he noved, angry
sunburns brought himawake. If he faced away fromthe
fire, his back smarted at any touch of heat, yet if he
moved fromthe fire, the cold brought himchills. But no
matter how cl ose or far the source of his disconfort, he
soon was overcone by his fatigue, until he noved,

when the cycl e began again. And then suddenly, spear
butts and boot kicks roused Borric to his feet with the
ot hers.

In the cool of the norning, the alnost danp night air
seemed nothing so nuch as a lens for the sun, bringing
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the searing touch of Prandur to torment the slaves.
Bef ore an hour was passed, two nore nen were fallen,
|l eft where they hit the sand.

Borric's mind retreated into itself. An animal con-

sci ousness was all that remai ned, a cunning, vicious ani-
mal that refused to die. Every iota of energy he
possessed was given over to but one task, to nove for-
ward and not to fall. To fall was to die.

Then after a time of mndless noving forward, hands
seized him "Stop," commanded a voi ce.

Borric blinked and through flashing yellow |ights, he
saw a face. It was a face conposed of knots and | unps,
angl es and pl anes, skin dark |ike ebony over a curly
beard. It was the ugliest face Borric had ever beheld. It
was magni ficent in its repul siveness.

Borric began to giggle, but all that cane fromhis
parched throat was a dry wheeze. "Sit," said the guard,
hel ping Borric to the ground with a surprising gentle-
ness. "It's time for the mdday halt." @ ancing around to
see if he was being observed, he opened his own water
skin and poured some out upon his hand. "You north-
erners die fromthe sun so quickly." He washed the

back of Borric's neck and dried his hand by running it
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through Borric's hair, cooling his baking head slightly.
"Too many have fallen along the way; Kasimw ||l not be
pl eased. " Quickly he poured a nouthful for the young
Prince, then noved on, as if nothing had passed be-
tween them

Then anot her guard brought around the water skin

and cups and the clanmor for water began. Each sl ave

who could still speak announced his thirst, as if to re-
mai n silent was to chance being ignored.

Borric could barely nove, and each notion brought

waves of bright yellow and white light and red fl ashes
behind his eyes. Yet, alnost blindly, he pushed out his
hand to take the netal cup. The water was warm and
bitter, yet sweeter than the finest Natal ese wine to Bor-
ric's parched lips. He sipped the wine, forcing hinself
to hold it in his nouth as his father had taught him
letting the dark purple fluid course around his tongue,
regi stering the subtle and conpl ex conponents of the
wine's flavor. A hint of bitterness, perhaps fromthe
stens and a few |l eaves left in the vat of nust, while
the wi nenmaker attenpted to bring his wine to just the
proper peak of fermentation before barreling the w ne.

O perhaps it was a flaw. Borric didn't recogni ze the
wine; it |acked noticeable body and structure, and was
deficient in acid to balance the fruit. It was not a very
good wi ne. He would have to see if Papa was testing

hi mand Eriand by putting a poor |local wi ne on the

table, to see if they were paying attention

Borric blinked and through eyes gunmy from heat
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and dryness, he couldn't see where the tip was. How

was he to spit the wine if there was no tip bucket to spit
into? He nustn't drink it, or he would be very drunk, as
he was only a small boy. Perhaps if he turned his head
and spit behind the table, no one would noti ce.

"Hey!" shouted a voice. "That slave is spitting out his
water!"

Hands ripped the cup fromBorric's hands and he fel

over backwards. He lay on the floor of his father's dining
hal | and wondered why the stones were so warm They

shoul d be cool. They al ways were. How did they get so

war nf
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Then a pair of hands lifted himungently fromhis
sitting position, and another helped to hold himup
"What's this? Trying to kill yourself by not drinking?"
Borric opened his eyes slightly and saw the vague out -
line of a face before his.

Weakly, he said, "I can't nane the wi ne, Father."

"He's delirious," said the voice. Hands lifted him and
carried himand then he was in a darker place. Water

was daubed over his face and poured over his neck,
wists, and arns. A distant voice said, "I swear by the
gods and denons, Sal aya, you haven't the brains of a
three days' dead cat. If | hadn't ridden out to neet you,
you' d have let this one die, too, wouldn't you?"

Borric felt water course into his nouth and he drank.
Instead of the bitter half-cup, this was a veritable
stream of al nost fresh water. He drank

Sal aya' s voi ce answered: "The weak ones fetch us
nothing. It saves us noney to let themdie on the road
and not feed them™

"You idiot!" shouted the other. "This is a prine slave!
Look at him He's young, not more than twenty years, if

I know ny business, and not bad | ooking under the
sunburn, healthy—er at |east he was a few days ago."
There was a sound of disgust. "These fair-skinned
northerners can't take the heat |ike those of us born to
the Jal-Pur. Alittle nore water, and sonme covering, and
he' d have been fit for next week's block. Now, I'll have
to keep himan extra two weeks for the burns to hea

and his strength to return.”

"Mast er —

"Enough, keep him here under the wagon while

i nspect the others. There may be nore who will survive
if I find themin time. | do not know what fate befel
Kasim but it was a sorry day for the Guild when you
were left in charge.”

Borric found this exchange very odd. And what had
happened to the wine? He let his mnd wander as he | ay
in the relative cool, under the wagon, while a few feet
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away, a Master of the Guild of Durbin Slavers inspected
the others who in a day's tine would be delivered to the
sl ave pens.

Captive 121

"Durbin!" said Sal man. H s face of dark knots split in a
wide grin. He drove the |ast wagon in the train, the one
in which Borric rode. The two days since Borric was
carried into the shade of the wagon had returned him
fromthe edge of death. He now rode in the | ast wagon
with three other slaves who were recovering from heat -
stroke. Water was there for the taking, and their burned
skins were dressed with a soft oil and herb poultice,

whi ch reduced the fiery pain to a dull itch.

Borric rose to his knees then stood upon shaky | egs as
the wagon |urched across the stones in the road. He saw
little remarkabl e about the city, save the surrounding

| ands were now green rather than sandy. They had

been passing small farns for about a half-day. He re-
menber ed what he had been taught about the infa-

nmous pirate stronghold as a boy.

Dur bin cormmanded the only arable farmland be-

tween the Vale of Dreans and the foothills of the Trol -

I home Mountains, as well as the one safe harbor to be
found fromLand's End to Ranom Al ong the south coast

of the Bitter Sea the treacherous reefs waited for ships
and boats unfortunate enough to be caught in the unex-
pected northern winds that sprang up routinely. For
centuries, Durbin had been hone to pirates, weckers

and scavengers, and sl avers.

Borric nodded to Sal man. The happy little bandit had
proved to be both friendly and garrulous. "I've |lived
there all nmy life," said the bandit, w dening his grin.
"My father was born there, too."

When the desert nen of the Jal -Pur had conquered

Dur bi n hundreds of years before, they had found their
gateway to the trade of the Bitter Sea, and when the
Enpi re had conquered the desert nmen, Durbin was the
capital city of the desert nen. Now it was the hone of
an | nperial governor, but nothing had changed. It was
still Durbin.

"Tell nme," asked Borric, "do the Three Quilds stil
control the city?"

Sal man | aughed. "You're a very educated fell ow Few
out si de Durbin know of this thing. The Guild of Slavers,
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the Weckers Guild, and the Captains of the Coast. Yes,
the Three still rule in Durbin. It is they, not the Inpe-
rial Governor, who decide who is to live and die, who is
to work, who is to eat." He shrugged. "It is as it has

al ways been. Before the Enpire. Before the desert

men. Al ways. "
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Thi nki ng of the power of the Mdyckers, the Guild of
Thi eves, in Krondor, he asked, "What of the beggars
and thieves? Are they not a power?"

"Ha!" answered Sal man. "Durbin is the npst honest

city in the world, ny educated friend. W who |live
there lay at night with doors unlocked and may wal k

the streets in safety. For he who steals in Durbin is a
fool, and either dead or a slave within days. So the
Three have decreed, and who is foolish enough to ques-
tion their wi sdon? Certainly not I. And so it must be,
for Durbin has no friends beyond the reefs and sands."

Borric lightly patted Sal man on the shoul der and sat
down in the back of the wagon. O the four sick slaves,
he was the quickest to recover, as he was the youngest
and fittest. The other three were ol der farnmers, and
none had shown any inclination to quick recovery. De-
spair robs you of strength faster than sickness, Borric
t hought .

He drank a little water and narveled at the first hint
of ocean breeze that came into the wagon as they

headed down the road toward the city gate. One of his
father's advisors, and the man who had taught Borric

and Eriand how to sail, Anps Trask, had been a pirate in
his youth, rading the Free Cities, Queg, and the King-
dom under the nanme Captain Trenchard, the Dagger of

the Sea. He had been a renowned nember of the Cap-

tains of the Coast. But while he had told many tal es of
the high seas, he had said al nost nothing of the politics
of the Captains. Still, sonmeone m ght renenber Cap-

tain Trenchard and that night stand Borric in good

st ead.

Borric had decided to keep his identity hidden a

whil e [ onger. Wile he had no doubt the slavers would
send ransom denmands to his father, he thought he

m ght avoid the sort of international difficulties that
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woul d arise should it come to pass. |Instead, he m ght
bide his tine in the slave pens a few days, regain his
strength, then flee. Wiile the desert was a fornidable
barrier, any small boat in the harbor woul d be his pas-
sage to freedom It was nearly five hundred mles of
sailing against prevailing winds to reach Land's End,
Baron Locklear's father's city, but it could be done.
Borric considered all this with a confidence of one who,
at the age of nineteen, did not know the meani ng of
defeat. His captivity was nerely a setback, nothing

nor e.

The slave pens were sheltered by shingle roofs rested
upon tall beams, protecting the slaves fromthe noon
heat or unexpected storns off the Bitter Sea. But the
sides were open slats and crossbeans, so the guards
could watch the captives. A healthy man could easily
climb over the ten-foot fence, but by the time he
reached the top and crawl ed t hrough the space be-
tween the fence and the crossbeans supporting ,the
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roof three feet above, guards woul d be waiting for him

Borric considered his plight. Once he was sold, his
new master mght be lax in his security, or he mght be
even nore stringent. Logic dictated he attenpt to es-
cape while confined close to the sea. H s new owner
could be a Quegan nerchant, a traveler fromthe Free
Cities, or even a Kingdom nobl e. Wat woul d be worse,
he coul d be carried deep into the Enpire. He was not
sangui ne about letting fate make the choice.

He had a plan. The only difficulty lay in getting coop-
eration fromthe other prisoners. If a |long enough diver-
sion could be arranged for, then he could be over the
fence and out into the city. Borric shook his head. He
realized as plans go, it wasn't nuch.

"Pssst!”

Borric turned to see fromwhere the odd sound carne.
Seei ng not hing, he turned back into hinself as he con-
sidered inprovenents on his plan.

"Pssst! This way, young noble." Borric |ooked again
through the bars of the pen, but this tine down, and in
the scant shadows he saw a slight figure.
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A boy, no nore than el even or twelve years old,
grinned up at himfromthe neager shelter of a |large
roof support. If he noved nmore than inches in any di-
rection, he would certainly be spotted by the guard.

Borric glanced around, seeing the two guards at the
corner speaking to one another. "Wat?" he whi spered.

"Shoul d you but divert the guards' attention for an
instant, noble sir, | will be indebted to you for ages,"
cane the answering whi sper.

Borric said, "Wy?"

"l need but a nobnent's distraction, sir.

Counting no harmfromit, save perhaps a blow for
i nsol ence, Borric nodded. Moving to where the guards
stood, he said, "Hey! Wen do we eat?"

Bot h guards blinked in confusion, then one snarl ed.
He jammed the butt of his spear through the staves of
the fence, and Borric had to dodge not to be struck.
"Sorry | asked," he said.

Chuckling to hinself, he noved his shoul ders under

the rough shirt they had given him fighting the inpulse
to scratch. The sunburn was healing after being dressed
for the last three days, but the peeling skin and the

i tching were maki ng hi mdoubly cross. The next slave
auction was over a week away, and he knew he woul d

be on the block. He was regaining his strength quickly.

A tug at his sleeve caused himto turn and there
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besi de hi mwas the boy. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

The boy gave him a questioning | ook. "Wat do you
mean, sir?"

"l thought you were trying to escape the pens," said

Borric in a harsh whisper.

The boy | aughed. "No, noble youth. | needed the
di straction you so nmagnani nously provided, so | night
enter the pen."

Borric | ooked heavenward. "Two hundred prisoners
all dreamng continuously of a way out of here, and
have to neet the one madman in the world who w shes
to break in! Wy me?"

The boy | ooked up to where Borric's gaze went, and
said, "To which deity does ny |ord speak?"

"Al'l of them Look, what is this all about?"
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The boy took Borric's el bow and steered himto the
center of the pen, where they would be the | east con-
spicuous to the guards. "It is a matter of sone conpl ex-

ity, nmy lord."
"And why do you address nme as 'ny lord"' ?"

The boy's face split with a grin, and Borric took a
good | ook at him Round cheeks burned red by the sun
dom nated a brown face. What he could see of the boy's
eyes, made narrow slits by nerry amusenment, sug-
gested they were dark to the point of being black. Un-
der a hood several sizes too large, ill-cropped coarse
bl ack hair shot out at differing | engths.

The boy made a slight bow "All nen are superior to
one as lowas I, ny lord, and deserve respect. Even
those pigs of guards.”

Borric couldn't help but snmile at this inp. "Wll
then, tell ne why you, al one anpbng sane nen every-
where, would wish to break into this niserable com
pany?"

The boy sat upon the ground and notioned Borric to

do likewise. "I amcalled Suli Abul, young sir. | ama
beggar by trade. | amalso, | amashaned to admt,

under threat of punishnent fromthe Three. You know

of the Three?" Borric nodded. "Then you know their
wath is great and their reach long. | saw an old ner-
chant who had paused to sleep in the mdday sun. Frbm
his torn purse, sone coins had fallen. Had | waited unti
he had awoke, and chanced he would not niss his coins,
then I woul d have but found them upon the ground,

and none woul d think the worse of me. But not trusting
the gods to keep the man fromnoticing his loss, | sought
to pick themup while he dozed. As the Lady of Luck
decreed, he did awake at the worst nmonent, and cried
"thief!" to all who were nearby. One who recogni zed me
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added ny nane to the shout, and | was pursued. Now
am bei ng sought after by the Three for puni shnent.
Wiere better to hide than anong those already con-
demmed to sl avery?"

Borric was silent for a noment, at a | oss to answer
that. Shaking his head in wonder, he asked, "Tell ne, in
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ni ne days when we are to be sold, then what shall you
do?"

Wth a laugh, the boy said, "By then, gentle lord,
shal | be gone."

"And where shall you go?" asked the Prince, his eyes
narr ow ng.

"Back to the city, young sir. For ny transgressions are
slight and the Three have nuch to concern their atten-
tions. Some great issue is being decided now, at the
CGovernor's palace, or so the runors in the streets tell
Many officials of the Three as well as Inperial envoys
come and go. In any event, after a few days, those who
are searching for nyself will be about other business
and | nmay safely return to ny craft."”

Borric shook his head. "Can you get out as easily, as
you got in?"

The boy shrugged. "Probably. Nothing in life is cer-
tain. 1 expect | shall be able to. If not, it's the gods' wll."

Borric gripped the young beggar's shirt, pulling him
close. In whispers, he said, "Then, ny philosophica
friend, we shall cut a bargain. | helped you in, and you
shall help me out."

The boy's dark face paled. "Master," he said, alnost

hi ssing between his teeth, "for one as adroit as I, we
m ght contrive a neans to rel ease you fromyour captiv-
ity, but you are the size of a mghty warrior, and those
manacl es upon your wists confine your movenent."

"Have you the neans for ny rel ease of these?"
"How coul d 1?" asked the frightened boy.
"You don't know? \What kind of a thief are you?"

The boy shook his head in denial. "A poor one, mas-

ter, if the truth be known. It is the height of stupidity to
steal in Durbin, therefore | amalso a stupid one. My
thievery is of the | owest order, the nbst inconsequen-

tial of thefts. Upon the soul of ny nother, | so swear,
master! Today was ny first attenpt.”

Shaki ng his head, Borric said, "Just what | need—an

i nconpetent thief. | could get free nyself if |I had a
pick." He took a breath, calning hinself so as not to
frighten the boy nore. "I need a hard piece of wire, so

long. Athin nail might work." He showed the boy by
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hol ding up thunb and forefinger, two inches of |ength.
The manacl e chain nade the gesture difficult.

"l can get that, naster.”

"Good," said Borric, releasing the boy. The instant he
was released, he turned as if to flee, but anticipating just
such a reaction, Borric's foot went out and tripped the
beggar. Before the boy could scranble to his feet, the
Prince had himby the shoulder of his garnent. "You
make a scene," said the Prince, indicating the guards a
short distance away with a nod of his head. "I know
what you are going to do, boy. Don't seek to flee ny
grasp. If I'mto be sold at auction in a week's tine, |
m ght as well not go alone. G ve ne one nore excuse to
turn you over to the guards and | will. Understand?"

"Yes, master!" whispered the boy, now conpletely
terrified. Borric said, "I know you, boy. |I've been taught
by one who was to you as you are to the fleas who live in
your shirt. Do you believe ne?" Suli nodded, unwilling

to trust his voice. "If you seek to betray ne or |eave ne,
I will insure | don't go to the block alone. W are in this
as one, do you understand?" The boy nodded, and this

time Borric saw his agreenment wasn't just to gain his
freedom but to show he believed Borric would indeed

turn himover to the guards if he attenpted to abandon
the Prince. Borric released him and the boy fell hard
upon the ground. This tine he didn't attenpt to run,

but sinply sat upon the hard-packed dirt, a | ook of fear
and hopel essness upon his face. "Oh, Father of Mercies,

| pray you, forgive ny foolishness. Wy, oh, why did you
cast me in with this nad | ord?"

Borric settled to one knee. "Can you get ne the wre,
or were you just |ying?"

The boy shook his head. "I can get it." He rose to his
feet and notioned Borric to foll ow.

Borric followed himto the fence. The boy turned his
back so the guards would not see his face should they
|l ook in his direction. Pointing to the boards, the boy
said, "Sone of these are warped. Look for what you
need. "

Borric turned his back as well, but studied the fencing
fromthe corner of his eye. About three boards down, a
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warp had bowed the fence outward slightly, pushing a
nail out. The Prince | eaned agai nst that board and coul d
feel the nail head poking himin the shoul der

Borric turned suddenly and pushed the boy agai nst

the board. The boy leaned into it and, in one notion,
Borric hooked the edge of his netal cuff over the nail.
"Now pray | don't bend it," he whispered. Then with a
qui ck yank, the nail was free
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Stooping to pick it up, he noved to hide his prize
fromany watching eyes. d ancing around, he saw with
relief that no one had bothered to take note of his odd
behavi or.

Wth little novenents, he had one, then the other
manacl e of f. He quickly rubbed his chafed wists, then
put the manacl es back on.

"What are you doi ng?" whi spered the young beggar

"I'f the guards see me without the bracelets, they'l
come investigate. | just wanted to see how difficult it
was going to be to get themoff. Cbviously, not very."

"\Where has a noble son such as yourself |earned such
a thing?" asked Suli.

Borric smled. "One of ny instructors had a ... col -
orful childhood. Not all his | essons were standard teach-

ing for—= He had al nost said "Princes," but at the | ast
instant, he said, "noble sons."

"Ah!" said the boy. "Then you are one of noble birth.
t hought as nuch from your speech."

"My speech?" asked Borric.

"You speak |ike one of the compns, nobst noble |ord.
Yet your accent is that of one fromthe highest born
famlies, even royalty itself."

Borric considered. "W're going to have to change
that. If we are forced to hide in the city for any length of
time, | nust pass as a commoner."

The boy sat. "I can teach you." Looki ng down at the
manacl es, he said, "Wy the special confinenent, son of
a nost noble father?"

"They think I'ma nmagician."

The boy's eyes wi dened. "Then why have they not
put you to death? Magi ci ans are nost troubl esone to
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confine. Even the poor ones can visit boils and harry
warts upon those who displ ease them"

Borric smled. "I've al nbst convinced them!| am a
poor tutor."

"Then why have they not renoved the chai ns?"
"I've al nost convinced them"
The boy sniled. "Were shall we go, master?"

"To the harbor, where | plan to steal a small boat and
make for the Kingdom"

The boy nodded his approval. "That is a fine plan.
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shal | be your servant, young lord, and your father will
reward ne richly for hel ping his son escape this evil den
of bl ack-soul ed nmurderers."

Borric had to laugh. "You're given to a noble turn of
phrase yoursel f, now, aren't you?"

The boy brightened. "One nust be gifted in the use

of words to earn one's living as a beggar, ny nost glori-
ous lord. To sinply ask for alns will bring nothing but
kicks and cuffing fromall but the kindest of nen. But to
threaten themw th curses of the npst el aborate sort

will bring gifts.

"I'f | say, 'May your wife's beauty turn to ugliness,’
what nerchant woul d bother to hesitate in his passing.
But should | say, 'May your mistress grow to resenble
your wife! And rmay your daughters do |ikew se!' then
he' Il pay many coppers for me to renove the curse, |est
hi s daughters grow to |l ook like his wife and he can find
no husbands for them and his nmistress growto |ook Iike
his wife and he | ose his pleasure."

Borric grinned, genuinely amused. "Have you such
powers of cursing that nen fear you so?"

The boy | aughed. "Wio's to say? But what man woul d
hoard a few coppers agai nst the chance the curse m ght
wor k?"

Borric sat down. "I shall share my neals with you, as
they account the bread and stew. But | rnust be free of
this place before they finally tally for auction."

"Then they will raise alarmand search for you."
Borric snmiled. "That is what | wish themto do."
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Borric ate his half of his dinner and gave the plate to
the boy. Suli wolfed the food down and licked the tin
plate to get the last bits.

For seven days they had shared Borric's rations, and
while they both felt hunger, it was sufficient for them

the sl avers gave generous portions for those heading
toward the auction. No dark circles under eyes, nor
hol | ow cheeks, nor shrunken franes woul d | ower price
if a fewneals would prevent it.

If any others had noticed the unorthodox manner in
whi ch the boy had joined the conpany in the pen, no
one comrented upon it. The sl aves were quiet, each
man lost in his own thoughts, and little attenpt was
made to converse. Why bother to make friends with
those you would nost |ikely never see agai n?

Wi spering so that no one woul d overhear, Borric

said, "We nust flee before the norning tally." The boy
nodded, but said, "I don't understand." For seven days,
he had been hiding behind the assenbl ed sl aves, duck-
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ing to not be included in the head count. Perhaps he
had been seen once or tw ce, but the guards would not
bot her to recheck the number if they had one too many
heads, sinply assum ng they had miscounted. If there
had been too few, they would have recount ed.

"l need as much confusion in their search for us as
possible. But | want mpst of the guards back at the
auction the day follow ng. You see?"

The boy made no pretense of understanding. "No,
master."

Borric had spent the |ast week profitably picking the
boy's brain for every piece of infornmation he could

about the city and what lay in the area surrounding the
Slavers @uild. "Over that fence is the street to the har-
bor," Borric said, and Suli nodded to show he was cor -
rect. "Wthin mnutes, dozens of guards will be racing
down that street to find us before we can steal away on a
boat for Queg or el sewhere, right?"

The boy nodded. It was the | ogical assunption. "No
one in his right mind would risk the desert, right?"

"Certainly."

"Then we're going to head toward the desert."
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“Master! W will diel"

Borric said, "I didn't say we'd go into the desert, just
we'd head that way and find a place to hide."

"But where, master? There are only the houses of the
rich and powerful between here and the desert, and the
sol diers' barracks at the Governor's house."

Borric grinned.

The boy's eyes w dened. "OCh, gods preserve us, mas-
ter, you can't nean ..."

Borric said, "OF course. The one place they'll never
| ook for two runaway sl aves."

"Ch, kind master. You nust be joking to tornent your
poor servant."

"Don't look so crestfallen, Suli," said Borric, glancing
around to nake sure no one was watching. "You gave
me the idea."

"I, master? | said nothing about delivering ourselves
up to the Governor."

"No, but if you hadn't been trying to hide fromthe
slavers in the slave pen, |I'd have never thought of this."

Borric slipped the manacl es and notioned for the boy
to stand. The guards at the far end of the pen were
pl ayi ng a game of knuckl ebones and the one del egated
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to keep watch was dozing. Borric pointed upward and
the boy nodded. He stripped his robe, |eaving hinself
uncl ot hed save for his breechcloth, and Borric nade a
cup with his hands. The boy took one step and Borric
hal f-lifted, half-threw himup into the overhangi ng
beans of the roof supports. The boy noved agilely

al ong the beans to the farthest corner fromthe gam
bl i ng guards, near where the single guard dozed.

Hesitation and any sort of noise would undo them so
Borric found hinmself holding his breath while the little
beggar scanpered to the corner of the pen. There Bor-
ric quickly clinbed a few feet of fence, and reached up
to grip the robe the boy had tied around the beam
Haul i ng hinself over the fence with two pulls, he

swung down to where the sleeping guard lay. Suli Abul
clinmbed down to hang al nmost directly over the sl eeping
guard.
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In a coordinated novenent, the boy lifted the

guard's netal helmfromhis head as Borric swing

the manacl es. The iron struck the guard on the side of
the head with a dull crack, and the man sl unped down.

Not waiting to see if they were observed—f one of
the other guards noticed they might as well give up
now-Borric | eaped and grabbed the hangi ng robe.

Pul l'ing hinself up beside the boy, he paused a second
to gulp his breath back into his lungs, then notioned.
Suli set off in a crouched-over, silent walk, along the
beamthat ran the I ength of the roof. Borric foll owed,
though his bulk forced himto nove on hands and

knees, craw ing behind the slight boy.

Over the ganbling guards they noved, then into the

gloom At the far end of the conpound, they dropped to
the top of the last pen, then | eaped to the outside wall.
Hal f-falling, half-junping, they hit the ground and were
off in the night, running as if the entire garrison of
Durbin was on their heels, heading straight for the

honme of the city's Governor

Borric's plan had worked as he had thought it woul d.

In the busy house of the Governor of Durbin, there was
much confusi on and many peopl e noving. A nanel ess

pair of slaves crossing the courtyard to the kitchen elic-
ited no coment.

Wthin ten mnutes, the alarmhad been raised, and

many of the city's watchmen were in the streets, crying
that a sl ave had escaped. By then, Borric and Suli had
found a nice attic in the guest wing of the house, vacant
and, fromthe amount of dust on the floor, unused for
years.

Suli whispered, "You are certainly a nmgician, ny
lord. If not of the sort they thought, of a different kind.
No one will think to search the Governor's hone."
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Borric nodded. He held up his finger to indicate si-
| ence, then lay back as if to sleep

The excited boy could hardly believe his eyes when

the young man fell into a fitful doze. Suli was too tense
and excited—and afraid—to try to sleep. He glanced
through the small roof wi ndow they had used to enter
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the attic, one which gave thema clear view of part of
the Governor's courtyard and sonme of the other w ng
of the house.

After watching the occasional conmi ngs and goi ngs of

the househol d, the beggar turned to inspect the rest of
the attic. He could stand easily enough, though Borric
woul d have to stoop. He wal ked carefully upon the
beans of the room |est any who m ght happen to be
beneath the attic hear novenent.

At the far end of the attic, he found a trapdoor. Put-
ting his ear against it, the boy heard nothing. He waited
along tine, or at |least what he felt was a long tine,
before prying the door up slightly. The room bel ow was
enpty and dark. The boy noved the trap carefully,
attenpting not to cause dust to fall in the room bel ow,
and stuck his head through the trap.

He al nbst cried out as he turned to see a face inches
fromhis own. Then his night vision adjusted and he saw
he was nose to nose with a statue, the sort inported
from Queg, life-size and carved frommarble or sone

ot her stone.

The boy put his hand upon the stone head and | ow

ered hinmself into the room He gl anced around and was
satisfied the roomwas being used for storage. In a cor-
ner, under sone bolts of cloth, he found a dull kitchen
knife. A poor weapon was better than none, he thought,
and he stuck the knife in his robe.

Moving as quietly as possible, the boy inspected the
only door in the room He tested it and found it un-
| ocked. Opening it slowy, he peered through a tiny

crack, into an enpty, dark hall.

He noved cautiously into the hall and slowy wal ked

to where the hall met with another, also dark. After
listening, Suli was certain no one was using this w ng of
the CGovernor's large home. He scurried al ong, check-

ing in rooms randomy, and found that all were de-
serted. Many were enpty, and a few had furnishings
covered with canvas tarps.

Scratching his arm the boy gl anced around. Nothing
suggested itself to himas |likely plunder, so he deter-
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mned to return to the attic, to see if he could get sone
rest.
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Then, at the far end of the hall he was |eaving, he
noticed a faint line of light. At the sanme instant, the
silence was broken by the distant sound of an angry

Voi ce.

Caution and curiosity fought. Curiosity won. The boy
stole down the hall, to find a door through which muf-
Sed voices could be heard. Putting his ear to the wood,
the boy heard a nman shouting. " Fool s! I f we had
known ahead of tine, we could have been prepared."

A second, cal ner voice answered. "It was chance. No
one knew what that idiot Reese neant when he
brought word fromLafe that a princely caravan with
few guards was ripe for the taking."

"Not 'princely,' said the first voice, anger barely
contained. " 'Princes' caravan.' That's what he neant."

"And the prisoner who escaped tonight was the
Prince?"

"Borric. Or the Goddess of Luck is having nore sport
with us than | care to inmgine. He was the only red-
headed sl ave we took."

The cal mer voice said, "Lord Fire will be displ eased

that he lives. Wth Borric thought dead, our naster's

m ssion is conpleted, but should a living Prince of Isles
make his way hone ..."

The angry voice said, "Then you nust insure that he
does not, and for good measure, that his brother dies, as
wel . "

Suli attenpted to peek through the crack of the door

and saw not hing, then he | ooked through the keyhol e.

He could only see a man's back and part of a man's hand
resting upon a desk. Then the man at the desk | eaned
forward, and Suli recognized the face of the Governor

of Durbin. H's was the angry voice. "No one outside this
room can know the escaped slave is Prince Borric. He

must not be allowed to identify hinself to anyone. Gr-
culate the runor he killed a guard whil e escaping, and
order that the slave be killed the instant he is caught."

The man with the cal mvoi ce noved, blocking Suli's
view. The beggar stood back, fearing the door was
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about to be opened, but the voice said, "The slavers will
not like a kill-on-sight order. They will want a public
execution, preferably death by exposure in the cage, to
warn ot hers against attenpting to escape."”

The Governor said, "I will placate the guild. But the
fugitive must not be allowed to speak. Should any dis-

cover we had a hand in this— He left the thought
unfinished. "I want Lafe and Reese silenced, as well."

Suli moved away fromthe door. Borric, he thought to
hi nsel f. Then his new master was . . . Prince Borric,
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of the House of conDoin, son of the Prince of Krondor

Never before had the boy known fear as he knew this

m nute. This was a game of dragons and tigers and he

had stunbled into the nmiddle of it. Tears ran down his
face as he hurried to the attic, barely keeping his wits
about hi m enough to close the door silently when he
passed through into the storage room

Usi ng the Quegan statue, he boosted hinsel f back

into the attic and carefully put the trap back. He then
scanpered to where the dozing Prince lay. Softly, he
whi spered in his ear, "Borric?"

The young nman was instantly awake, and said,
"What ?"

Wth tears running down his face, Suli whispered,

"Ch, ny magnificent |ord. Have nmercy. They know

who you are and they are searching for you in force
They seek to kill you before others discover your iden-
tity."

Borric blinked and gri pped the boy by the shoul ders.
"Who knows about ne?"

"The Governor and another. | could not see who.

This wing connects to where the Governor hol ds coun-
sel with others. They speak of the slave with red hair
who escaped this night, and they speak of the Prince of
Isles. You are both."

Borric swore softly. "This changes nothing."

"It changes everything, gentle master,"” cried the

boy. "They will not stop searching for you after a day,
but will hunt you down for as long as they nust. And
they will kill me for what | know, too."

Borric let go of the frightened boy and swal |l owed his
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own fear. "Then we'll just have to be nore clever than
they are, won't we?"

The question sounded hollow in his own ears, for if
the truth were to be known, he had no i dea what he
woul d do next.

Chapt er Ei ght
Escape
The boy shook his head no.

"Yes," repeated Borric.

Suli agai n shook his head. He had been al nbst speech-
|l ess since returning to the attic. In a hoarse whisper, he
said, "If | go back they shall kill nme, ny Prince."

Borric leaned forward and firnly took the boy's
shoul ders. He attenpted to fill his voice with as nuch
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menace as possible while whispering. "And if you don't,
I will kill you!™ Fromthe terror that shone fromthe
boy's eyes, he nust have succeeded.

The debate was over the boy's refusal to return to his
|'i stening post near the Governor's chanbers to di scover
nmore of what was said there. Borric had told himthat
the nore information they possessed, the better their
chances of survival. The theory seened | ost upon the
terrified boy.

Di scovering that the prisoner who escaped was a

royal prince froma nei ghboring ki ngdom was a shock,
enough of a shock to push the boy to the brink of hyste-
ria. Then by the time the boy had returned to the attic,

it had sunk in that every power in the city of Durbin

was being turned toward finding that Prince, with one
thought in mnd, to kill him That had himteetering

over the edge of hysteria. Then it hit himthat whoever
was found in the conpany of said Prince would be dis-
posed of at the same tine, to insure his silence, and the
boy found hinself hangi ng out over the brink of hyste-

ria, his feet churning in air as he clung with all his m ght
to what remained of his wits. He sat silently crying, only
his fear of discovery keeping himfromwailing |ike a

scal ded cat .

Borric at |ast saw the child was beyond reason. Shak-
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ing his head in disgust, he said, "Very well. You remain
here and 1'Il go. VWiich way was it?"

The prospect of this large warrior knocking over stat-
ues and banging into furniture in the dark and naking
enough noise to wake the city hit the boy like cold
water. It was an even nore fearful choice than risking
capture one nore tine. Shivering, the boy swal |l owed

his fear and said, "No, ny good master, |'ll go." He took
a nonent to collect hinself, then said, "Stay quiet, and
I will go listen to what is said.”

Once he had nade the choice, the boy acted without
hesitation, and noved back to the trapdoor. He | evered
it up and slipped through silently. Borric thought that
despite everything, the boy showed a particular type of
courage, doing what had to be done regardl ess of how
frightened he was.

Time passed slowy for Borric and after what seened

an hour, he began to worry. What if the boy had been
caught? What if instead of a round-faced little beggar
com ng through that trap, an armed warrior or assassin
clinmbed into the attic?

Borric picked up the dull kitchen knife and held it
tightly. It was scant confort.

More m nutes passed, and Borric was |eft alone with
the sound of his own heartbeat. Soneone wanted him
dead. He had known that since the football match in
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Krondor. Someone nanmed "Lord Fire." A silly nane,

but one designed to hide the identity of the author of
that order to kill the son of the Prince of Krondor. The
Governor of Durbin was part of the plot, as was a man in
a bl ack cloak. Probably a nmessenger fromthis Lord

Fire. Borric's head ached fromstress, fatigue, hunger,
and the aftereffects of his journey across the desert. But
he forced hinmself to concentrate. For the Governor of
even a pest-hole city like Durbin to be involved in such
a plot nmeant two things: the author of the plan to

pl unge the Enpire into war with the Ki ngdom was

pl aced hi ghly enough to influence many peopl e of rank,
and the plot was far flung, as there were few pl aces
within the Enpire farther away fromthe capital city as
Dur bi n.
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The trap opened and Borric tensed, bringing his

knife to the ready. "Master!" a famliar voice whis-
pered. Suli had returned. Even in the dark, Borric could
sense his excitenent.

"What ?"

The boy hunkered down close to Borric, so he could

whi sper the news. "Mich consternation in the city from
your escape. The auction is closed tonorrow This is an
unprecedented thing. Al wagons and packtrains from

the city are to be searched. Any man with red hair is to
be arrested at once, gagged so he may not speak, and
brought to the palace for identification."

"They really want to insure no one knows |'m here."

Borric could al nbst sense the boy's grin as he said,
"Difficult, master. Wth so much alarmin the city,
sooner or |ater sonmeone will discover the cause. The
Captai ns of the Coast have agreed to sweep the sea-

| anes between the reefs and Queg, from.here to

Krondor, to find the runaway slave. And every buil ding
inthe city is to be investigated, the search is underway
even as we speak! | do not understand this thing."

Borric shrugged. "I don't know either. How they

could get so many people to agree to this sort of business
wi thout telling themwhat they were after " Borric
moved toward a tiny gap in the support beam of the

roof, where he could peek into the courtyard. "It's an-
other five, six hours to dawn. W might as well get some
rest."

"Master!" hissed the boy. "How can you rest? W
must flee!"

Borric said softly, "Fleeing is what they expect. They
are |l ooking for a man who is fleeing. Alone. A red-
haired man."

"Yes," agreed the boy.

"So we wait here, steal alittle food fromthe kitchen,
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and wait for the search to wind down. In a household as
big as this, we should be able to pass unnoticed for a few
days. "

Sitting back on his haunches, the boy let out a |ong
sigh. It was clear Suli wasn't pleased to hear this, but

J
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havi ng nothing nore intelligent to offer, he remined
silent.

Borric awoke with a gulp of breath, his heart pound-

ing in his chest. It was still dark. No, he corrected him
self as he spied a bit of light entering through the crack
at the roof line, it's still dark in this attic.

He had been dreaning, of a tine when he and his

brot her had been playing in the pal ace as children,
usi ng the so-called secret passages that were used by
servants to nove unseen between the different suites.
The boys had split up and Borric had becone | ost. He
had waited a long, lonely tine before his Uncle Jimy
had conme | ooking for him Borric sniled as he remem
bered. Eriand had been the nore upset of the two.

Movi ng to peer through the tiny crack at the sliver of
courtyard he could see, Borric had little doubt it was
much the sane now. "Eriand nust think nme dead," he
muttered to hinself.

Then he realized he was al one. The boy, Suli, was
gone!

Borric patted around in the dark for the knife and

found it where he left it. Feeling only slightly better for
the presence of the indifferent weapon, he wondered

what the boy could be up to. Perhaps he figured to

bargain his owm life in exchange for know edge of the

wher eabouts of a certain red-haired slave?

Borric felt close to panic. If the boy had indeed tried
to bargain for his own safety, both were as good as dead.
Forcing hinself to cal mess, he again peered through

the little crack. It was nearly sunrise, and already the
CGovernor's househol d was busy, with servants hurrying

bet ween the outbuil dings, the kitchen, and the main
house. Still, there was nothing to suggest other than the
normal norning's activities. No armed nen were in

sight, no shouting voices woul d be heard.

Borric sat back and thought. The boy m ght not be
terribly educated, but he was not stupid. No doubt he
knew his own life was forfeit if anyone |learned of his
i nvol venent with the escaped slave. He nost |ikely was
hi ding in another part of town, or perhaps even on a
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ship heading out of the city, working as a comopn sea-
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Always a hearty eater, Borric felt his stomach knot.

He had never truly been hungry before in his life, and
he didn't care for the feeling. He had been too m sera-
ble while traveling to Durbin to dwell nuch on his
hunger; it was nerely one anmong many afflictions. But
now with his sunburn turned to a deep reddi sh tan and
his strength alnost returned in full, he was very aware
of his enpty stomach. He wondered if he could slip out
into the early norning bustle, and deci ded against try-
i ng. Redheaded sl aves over six feet tall were certainly
not comon in this city and he woul d probably be

caught before he got within a hundred paces of the
kitchen. As if fate conspired to torment him a famliar
odor came wafting in on the nmorning breeze. The

ki tchen cooked bacon and ham for the Governor's
househol d. Borric's mouth began to water, and he sat
for a miserable mnute, thinking of breakfast cakes and
honey, boiled eggs, fruit with cream hot slabs of ham
steanmi ng fresh bread, pots of coffee

"No good can cone fromthis," he scol ded hinself,

forcing hinmself back fromthe crack. Hunkering down

in the dark, he attenpted to discipline his mnd away
fromthe tornment of hunger. Al he need do was wait for
night to fall and then he could steal into the kitchen and
nick sone food. Yes, that's all he need do. Wiit.

Borric discovered, that |ike hunger, waiting was not

to his liking. He would lay back for a tine, then cross
over to the crack in the roof, peer through, and wonder
how rmuch time had passed. Once he even dozed for a
whil e, and was di sappoi nted to discover that—udging
fromthe nearly unchanged shadow angl es—enly m n-

utes had passed when he had hoped for hours. He re-
turned to his place of resting, a section of attic where
the floor seened a little |l ess unconfortable than the
rest of the floor, nore likely due to his inmagination than
any real difference. He waited and he was hungry. No,

he corrected hinself. He was ravenous.

More time passed and agai n he dozed. Then to break
the routine, he practiced some stretching exercises a
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Hadati warrior had once taught himand Eriand, de-
signed to keep muscl es | oose and toned at tinmes when
there was no roomfor sword practice or the other rigors
common to warcraft. He noved one way then anot her,

bal anci ng tension and relaxation. To his astonishnent,
he di scovered that not only did the exercises take his
m nd off of his stomach, they nade himfeel better and
cal ner.

For the better part of four hours, Borric sat near the
crack, observing the com ngs and goings of those in the
CGovernor's courtyard. Several times, soldiers running
messages hurried through Borric's field of vision. He
considered: if he could stay hidden here | ong enough—
assunmi ng he could steal food and not get caught—n a
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few nore days they woul d assune he had sonehow
slipped out of their grasp. At that tinme he nmight be able
to sneak aboard an out bound shi p.

Then what ? He thought upon that prickly issue. It

would do little good to return home, even if he should
find a way. Father would only send fast riders south to
Kesh with warnings to Eriand to be cautious. No doubt
he coul d be no nore cautious than he already was. Wth
Borric's di sappearance, Uncle Jimy was sure to as-
sune the worst and count Borric dead. It would take a
gifted assassin to win past Earl Janes's notice. As a boy,
Jimy had rightly been counted sonething of a | egend
in*"the city. Wen years younger than Borric's present
age, he was already a naster thief and counted an adult
by the Mockers. No nmean feat that, Borric thought.

"No," he whispered to hinself. "I nust get to Eriand
as quickly as possible. Too nmuch tine will be lost if |
return hone first." Then he wondered if perhaps he
shoul d attenpt to reach Stardock. The nmgicians coul d
do astoni shing things and perhaps could provide him
with a faster way yet to reach Kesh. But Ji my had
menti oned Pug was | eaving the day after they de-
parted, so he was already gone. And the two Keshi an
magi ci ans he left in charge were not nen who ap-

peared to Borric as |ikely candi dates for generous help.
There was sonet hing decidedly off-putting about both
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of them And they were Keshian. Who knows how far
this Lord Fire's plotting reaches? Borric consi dered.

Looking up fromhis nusing, he realized that night

was falling. The evening neal was being prepared in

the kitchen and the snell of neat roasting over a spit
was nearly enough to make himnmad. In a few hours, he
told hinself. Just relax and let the tinme pass. ... It
won't be long. In just a few nore hours, the servants wl|l
be in their owm beds. Then it will be time to steal out
and—

Abruptly the trap noved and Borric's heart raced as

he readied the knife to defend hinmself. The trap raised
up and a slight figure pulled hinself into the trap. Sul
Abul said, "Master?"

Borric al nost |aughed fromrelief. "Here."

The boy scurried over and said, "I feared you ni ght
have been found, though | suspected you were w se
enough to stay here and await ny return.”

Borric said, "Were did you go?"

Suli was carrying a sack that Borric could barely make
out in the gloom "I stole out before dawn, master, and
as you were sleeping soundly | chose not to disturb you.
Since then | have been many places." He opened the

bag and brought forth a |oaf of bread. Borric tore off a
hunk and ate wi thout having to be asked twi ce. Then
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the boy handed over a bl ock of cheese and a snall skin
of wi ne.

Through his full nouth, Borric asked, "Where did
you get this?"

The boy sighed, as if being back in the attic was a
relief. "I have had a nost perilous day, ny kind master

| fled with the idea of perhaps |eaving you, then consid-
ered what fate has offered. Should | be caught, | will be
sold for a slave because of ny inconpetent theft. If I am
linked with your escape, | will be dead. So, what are the
risks? By hiding until you are caught and hopi ng you

wi Il not speak the nane of Suli Abul before they kil

you, | wager a death sentence against the possibility of
regaining the life | had before these recent turns of
events, which upon consideration is not a very grand
thing. O | can risk that poor life and return to help ny

144 Prince of the Bl ood

young master against the day you return to your father,
to reward your faithful servant."”

Borric |laughed. "And what reward shall you have if
we get safely back to Krondor?"

Wth a solemity that al nost nade Borric |augh

again, the boy said, "I wish to beconme your servant,
master. | wish to be known as the Prince's body ser-
vant . "

Borric said, "But what about gold? O perhaps a
trade?"

The boy shrugged. "Wat do | know of trade, naster?

I would be a poor nerchant, and perhaps be ruined

within a year. And gold? | would only spend it. But to be
the servant of a great man is to be close to greatness in a
way. Do you not see?"

Borric's laughter died in his throat before it was
voiced. He realized that to this boy of the street, the
position of a great man's servant was the highest attain-
ment he could inagi ne. Borric thought about the

countl ess and nanel ess bodi es that had surrounded him
all his life, the servants who had brought this young son
of the Royal House his clothing in the nmorning, who
washed his back, who prepared his neals, each day. He
doubt ed he knew nore than one or two by nane and

perhaps only a dozen by sight. They were . . . part of
the | andscape, no nore significant than a chair or a
table. Borric shook his head, and sighed.

"What is it, master?"

Borric said, "I don't knowif | can pronise you a
position that close to ne, personally, but | wll guaran-
tee that you'll have a place in ny household and that

you will rise as high as your talents will take you. Is that
fair enough?"

The boy bowed with solemm formality. "My master is
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nost generous."

Then the boy pulled sone sausage fromthe sack. "I
knew you woul d be a generous, kind naster, so | re-
turned with many thi ngs—

"Hold a moment, Suli. Were did you get all this?"

The boy said, "In one of the roons bel ow, a wonan's

sl eeping chanber fromits look, |I found a conb with
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turquoi se set within silver, left behind by a thoughtless
mai d when the quarters were last vacated. | sold this to
a man in the bazaar. | took the coins he gave ne and
purchased many things. Not to worry. | noved al ong

and purchased each itemfroma different merchant,
i nsuring no one knew what business | was upon. Here."
He handed Borric a shirt.

It was nothing fancy but obviously a significant im
provenment over the rough homespun the slavers had

given him Then the boy passed over a pair of cotton
trousers, the kind worn by sailors throughout the Bitter
Sea. "I could not find boots, master, that | could pur-
chase, yet have enough left for food."

Borric smled at the boy. "You did well. | can go wth-
out the boots. If we're to pass as sailors, bare feet will not
bring us any notice. But we'll have to sneak to the har-

bor at ni ght and hope no one sees this red hair of mne
under a | anp."

"l have taken care of that, master." The boy handed

over a vial of sone liquid and a conb. "I have this from
a man who sells such to the ol der whores down by the
waterfront. He clains it will not wash out nor run with

water. It is called oil of Macasar."

Borric opened the vial and his nose was assaulted by a
pungent, oily odor. "It better work. The snell wll have
peopl e marking ne."

"That will pass, according to the nerchant."

"You'd better put it in ny hair. I wuldn't want to
pour it over half my head. There's barely enough |ight
for you to see what you're doing."

The boy noved behind himand ungently rubbed the

vial's contents into the Prince's hair. He then conbed it
through, many tines over, spreading it as evenly as
possible. "Wth your sunburn, H ghness, you will |ook
every inch the Durbin sailor."

"And what of you?" asked Borric.

"l have trousers and a shirt in the bag, too, nmy master.
Suli Abul is known for his beggar's robe. It is |large
enough for nme to hide |inbs when | play at being de-
formed."
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hair. He sighed in relief as he thought. Just maybe we do
have a chance to get out of this trap.

Just before dawn, a sailor and his younger brother
ventured into the streets near the Governor's estate. As
Borric had surmised, there was little activity near the
Governor's honme, as it was |logical to assume the fugi-
tive was unlikely to be anywhere near the heart of
Durbin authority. Wich is why they nade back toward

the slave pens. If the Governor's house was an unlikely
pl ace for the fugitives to hide, the slave quarters were
even less likely. Borric was not entirely confortabl e
being in a rich part of town, as the presence of two
obvi ously shabby figures near the residences of the

weal thy and powerful was in and of itself sufficient to
bring unwanted scrutiny upon them

When they were but a block fromthe slave quarters,
Borric halted. Upon the wall of a storage shed was a
new y hung broadside. Painted by skilled craftsmen, it
proclained in red letters a reward. Suli said, "Master
what does it say?"

Borric read al oud. "Murder nost foul!' it says. It says
that | killed the wife of the Governor." Borric's face
went pale. "Gods and denons!" He quickly read the

entire broadside, then said, "They say a Kingdom born
house sl ave raped and killed his mstress, then fled into
the city. They've put a reward of one thousand Gol den

Ecu on ne." Borric couldn't believe his eyes.

The boy's eyes wi dened. "A thousand? That is a for-
tune."

Borric tried to calculate the worth. It canme out to
roughly five thousand Ki ngdom Soverei gns, or the in-

come froma snmall estate for a year—a staggering sum

i ndeed for the capture, dead or alive, of a runaway

sl ave, but one who had murdered the city's forenost

| ady of society. Borric shook his head in pained realiza-
tion. "The swine murdered his own wife to give the
guards a reason to kill me on sight," he whispered.

Suli shrugged. "It is no surprise when you understand
that the Governor has a mistress who demands nore
and nore fromhim To put aside his first wife and
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marry his mistress—after the appropriate period of
mour ni ng, of course—will ease two sources of concern
for him keeping his mstress and Lord Fire happy. And
whi | e astoundingly beautiful, the m stress would do
well to consider the future of one who marries a man
who killed his first wife to nake her his second. Wen
she becomes ol der and less fair of face—=

Borric | ooked around. "W better keep noving. The
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city will be at full speed within the hour."

Suli seemed unable to stifle his incessant chatter, ex-
cept under the nmpost dire circunstances. Borric didn't
attenpt to shut himup, deciding the garrul ous |ad
woul d | ook | ess suspicious than one who was sullenly
glancing in all directions. "Now, master, we know how
the Governor convinced the Three to hel p apprehend

you. The Three and the Inperial Governor have little

| ove anongst them but they have | ess |ove for slaves
who nmurder their lawful lords."

Borric could only agree. But he found the Governor's
means to achieve that reaction chilling. Even if he
hadn't | oved the woman, he had lived with her for sone
nunber of years. Wasn't there any conpassion in hinf
wonder ed Borri c.

Roundi ng a corner, they saw the side of the slave

pens. Because the auction had been cancel ed, the pens
were especially crowded. Borric turned his face toward
Suli and noved steadily, but not so hurried as to attract
attention. To any guards who m ght be | ooking, he was
sinmply a sailor speaking to a boy.

A pair of guards wal ked around a corner and ap-
proached them Instantly, Suli said, "No. You said
woul d have a full share this voyage. | am grown now. |
do the work of a man! It was not ny fault the nets
fouled. It was Rasta's fault. He was drunk—=

Borric hesitated only an instant, then replied in as

gruff a voice as he could nuster, "I said | would consider

it. Be silent or I'lIl leave you behind, little brother or not!
See how you |ike another nonth working in Mother's

kitchen while |'mgone." The guards gave the pair a

qui ck gl ance, then continued on.

Borric resisted the tenptation of looking to see if the
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guards were paying attention. He woul d know qui ckly
enough if they becane suspicious. Then Borric turned
anot her corner and collided with a man. For a brief
instant the stranger | ooked into his eyes with a threat-
ening mutter, his alcohol-ladened breath in Borric's
face, then the man's expression turned from drunken
irritation to nmurderous hatred. "You!" said Sal aya,
reaching for the large dagger in the belt of his robe.

Reacting instantly, Borric put his fingers together in a
point and drove it as hard as he could into Sal aya's chest,
right below the bottomnost ribs. As his fingers

smashed into the nerves there, Salaya's breath was
driven fromhis lungs. As he struggled to catch his
breath, Salaya's face turned crimson and his eyes went
unfocused. Borric then struck hard into his throat,
pul l ed himforward, and smashed down as hard as he

coul d manage on the back of the slaver's neck, at the
base of the skull. Borric had himby the arm before

the slaver hit the ground, and if any nore guards
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chanced to glance their way a nonent after the en-
counter, they would see nothing nore suspicious than
two friends,, a man and boy, hel ping horme a friend who
had had too nuch to drink

Hal fway down the street they cane to an alley and
turned into it, dragging the now unconsci ous nman

along li ke so many sacks of rotten vegetables. Borric
deposited himon a pile of refuse and quickly had his
purse off. A fair nunber of Keshian and Ki ngdom coi ns
wei ghed down the heavy | eather pouch. That went in-
side Borric's shirt. He renoved the belt knife and
sheat h, wi shing the slaver had carried a sword as wel |
As he hesitated as to what to do next, Suli stripped
Sal aya of his rings, four fromhis hands, two fromhis
ears. Then the boy took off the slaver's boots and hid
them "If we |eave anything of value behind, it will |ook
suspi ci ous." Stepping back, he said, "You can kill him
now, master."

Borric halted. "Kill hinP" Suddenly it registered. He
had dreaned of revengi ng hinself upon this sw ne, but
all those visions had involved killing himin a duel, or
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bringi ng himbefore a magi strate on charges. "He's un-
consci ous. "

"All the better, naster. There will be no struggle."
Seeing Borric hesitate, he added, "Quickly, master, be-
fore soneone chances upon us. The city stirs and this
alley will be traveled shortly. Sonmeone is bound to find
hi m soon. If he is not dead ..." He let the conse-
quences of that go unspoken

Steeling hinself, Borric withdrew the knife he had
taken from Sal aya and held it. But then he was con-
founded by a conpl etely unexpected concern: how to

do it? Should he drive the knife into the man's stonach,
cut his throat, or just what?

Suli said, "If you wish not to kill a dog, master, let your
servant do it for you, but it nust be done now Pl ease,
master. "

The thought of letting the boy kill was even nore
repugnant to Borric, so he pulled his arm back and
drove the knife into the slaver's throat. There was not
the slightest novenent from Sal aya. Borric stared in
astoni shent, then with a bitter |augh, he said, "He was
al ready dead! The second bl ow nust have broken his
neck." Borric shook his head in astoni shment. "The
punch to the chest and throat was one of the dirty
fighting tricks taught nme by Janes—not the sort of
things nobl e sons usually | earned—but one which | am
glad to have been taught. | didn't know the blow to the
neck woul d be lethal."

Not caring for explanations, Suli said, "Let us go now,
master! Please!" He tugged on Borric's tunic, and the
Prince let the boy pull himout of the alley.
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When he was cl ear of the sight of the dead sl aver,
Borric turned his thoughts away fromrevenge and back
toward escape. Putting his hand upon Suli's shoul der,
he said, "Which way to the harbor?"

Suli didn't hesitate. He pointed down a |ong street
and said, "That way."

"Then lead on," was Borric's answer. And the beggar
boy led the Prince through a city ready to kill them
both at a noment's noti ce.
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"That one,"” said Borric, indicating a snmall sail boat
tied to a relatively lonely dock. It was a pinnace, the sort
used as a tender, to run to and fromlarger ships in the
harbor, carrying passengers, nessages, and very snal |
cargo. But if handled right, it would do well upon the
open sea, as long as the weather remained fair. As the
entire Heet of Durbin pirates had put out the day before
to intercept the nurdering slave, there was al nost no
activity in the harbor. But that condition wouldn't |ast
Il ong, Borric was certain, as there were commpn citizens
who had no concerns with the hunt for the nurderer of
the Governor's wi fe. Soon the docks woul d be busy and
the theft of the boat would be observed.

Borric | ooked about and pointed to a coil of old, filthy
rope that lay nearby. Suli picked it up, and slung the
wet, foul-snelling coil over his shoulder. Borric then
pi cked up a di scarded wooden crate, pushing the open
slats closed. "Follow ne," he said.

No one paid any attention to two sailors wal ki ng pur-
posefully toward the small boat at the end of the docks
Borric put the crate down and junped into the boat.

qui ckly untying the bowline. He turned to find Sul
standing in the rear of the boat, an open | ook of perplex-
ity upon his face. "Master, what do | do?"

Borric groaned. "You've never sailed?"

"l have never been on a boat before in ny life, nas-
ter."

Borric said, "Bend down and | ook |ike you're doing
something. | don't want anyone to notice a confused
sail or boy on board. When we're underway, just do
what | tell you."

Borric quickly had the boat pushed free of the dock,

and after a fitful start, the sail was up and the boat
nmoving steadily toward the harbor nmouth. Borric gave
Suli a quick list of terns and sone duties. Wen he was
done, he said, "Cone take the tiller." The boy noved to
sit where the Prince had, and Borric gave himthe tiller
and the boom hawser. "Keep it pointed that way," the
Prince instructed, pointing at the harbor nouth, "while
| see what we have here."

Borric went to the front of the boat and pulled a snall
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boat's | ocker out from under the foredeck. The box was

unl ocked and inside he found little of value: a single sail
a rusty scaling knife left over fromwhen the boat had

bel onged to an honest fisherman, and some frayed |ine.

He doubted any fish caught on that |line would be big
enough for nore than bait. There was also a snal

wooden bucket bound in iron, used as a bailer or to pul

up water to keep a catch wet, back when this boat was

used for fishing. Arusty lantern without oil was his only
ot her discovery. Turning to face the boy who studied

the sail and held the tiller with fierce concentration on
his face, Borric said, "I don't suppose you have any

nmore bread or cheese left?"

Wth a | ook of sincere apology, the boy said, "No,
master."

One thing about this change in his circunstances,
Borric commented to hinsel f; hunger was beconm ng a
way of life.

The wind was a brisk nor'easter, and the pinnace was
fastest in a broad beamreach, so Borric turned her

north by northwest as he left the harbor nouth. The

boy | ooked both terrified and exhil arated. He had been
babbl i ng nost of the way through the harbor, obviously

his means of dealing with his fear, but as they had exited
the harbor nouth, with no nore than a casual gl ance by
the deck crew of a large |ateen-rigged caravel, the boy's
fear had vani shed. Borric had sailed intentionally close
to the ship, as if unconcerned by its presence, but rather
irritated by the need to sail around it.

Now wi th the harbor nmouth behind them Borric
said, "Can you clinb?"

The boy nodded, and Borric said, "Fromthe front—

and nind the sail—linb the mast to that ring up there
and hang on. Look in all directions and tell ne what you
see."

The boy shinnied up the mast |ike one born to it and
gri pped the observation ring at the top of the snal
mast. It swayed dramatically with the additional weight
at the top, but the boy didn't seemto mind. Yelling
down, he said, "Master! There are small white things
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al ong that way!" He pointed eastward, then swept with
his hand toward the north.

" Sai | s?"

"I think so, master. They mark the horizon as far as
can see."

"What about to the north?"

"I think | see sone sails there, too, nmster!"
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Borric swore. "What of to the west?"

The boy squirnmed and shouted, "Yes, there are sone
there, too."

Borric considered his choices. He had thought to es-

cape to Ranom a snall trading port to the west, or if
needs be, LiMeth, a nodest city high up on the south-

ern peninsula below the Straits of Darkness. But if they
had sonme pickets established just against that choice, he
woul d have to put out farther north, perhaps reaching

the Free Cities eventual |l y—f he didn't starve first—er
brave the straits. This tinme of the year the straits were
only noderately dangerous, unlike the w nter when

they were inpassable, save for an exceptional brave, or
stupid, sailor.

Borric signaled for Suli to clinb down and when the

boy was near, the Prince said, "I think we'll have to run
to the northwest and get around the pickets. He
gl anced at the sun and said, "If we steer away from

those western pickets, they' re sure to come running,

but if we hold a steady course as if we're sinply going
about our business, we may fool them" He | ooked

down. "See how the water changes color from here"—

he poi nted—to there?"

The boy nodded. "That's because this is a deep chan-

nel, and that is a coral reef. This boat has a very shall ow
draft, so we can slip above those reefs, but that big ship
we saw at the harbor would bottom out here and crash

We nust al so be cautious; sone of these reefs are too

near the surface for even our small boat, but if we are
alert, we can avoid them"

The boy | ooked at Borric with fear in his eyes. He
obviously felt overwhel med by what the Prince was

saying and didn't understand. "That's all right," said
Borric. "I'lIl tell you what to look for if we have to flee."
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He gl anced at the distant western horizon, where he

could barely see a single white dot on the surface of

bl ue-green. "Anything in close to shore will have just as
shal l ow a draft as we have and probably be faster."
Checking the luff of the sail to nake sure he was at the
proper angle to the wind for maxi mum speed, Borric

sai d, "Just keep watching that white speck on the west-

ern horizon, Suli, and tell me if it starts to get bigger."

Wth concentration that bordered on the single-

m nded, the boy hung over the wi ndward side of the

boat, using the angle of the craft as a neans to sit at the
hi ghest perch possible, short of clinbing the nast again.
For the better part of an hour the white spot appeared

to neither shrink nor grow, then suddenly it was head-

ing straight at them "Master!" the boy yelled. "They

are com ng!"

Borric turned the craft, attenpting to get the maxi-
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mum angle to the wind for speed, but the sail slowy
grew. It was a faster craft. "Dam," he swore. "They'l
overtake us if we keep running."

Suli shouted, "Master, another!"

As if summoned by the first ship to intercept the

pi nnace, a second sail appeared upon the northern hori -
zon. "We're cut off," yelled Borric. He swing the tiller
hard about, cursing hinself for a fool. O course the
guards at the harbor nmouth had been |l ax. They were
instructed to intercept only those who | ooked |ike the
runaway, and could clearly see that the two sailors were
nei t her redheaded. But the ships on picket would only
know a sail was on the horizon. They would intercept,
and Borric wanted nothing to do with close inspection

In Durbin, he mght have tried to bluff his way out with
a contrived story, but out here, with freedom so cl ose,
he wasn't going to chance another capture. To be

caught was to be killed, he rem nded hinself.

Borric | ooked about and said, "Cone here!"

The boy hurried to Borric's side and the Prince gave
himthe tiller and boomline. "Hold on this course."”

Borric nmoved quickly to the front of the boat and
took the second sail fromthe | ocker. He attached it to
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the front of the mast, but didn't raise it. "Hurry, nas-
ter!" cried the boy.

"Not now. It would only slow us down. We're at the
wong angle." Borric returned to the tiller.

The two ot her boats were turning to give chase and

now Borric could nmake them out. The northern inter-
ceptor was a |large two-masted gall eon, fast running
before the wind, but slowto maneuver and with a deep
draft. He knew that captain wouldn't follow himinto
the reefs. But the first boat they had seen was a fore-
and-aft-rigged, sleek-looking sloop. Newy found upon
the Bitter Sea over the last twenty years, they were
favored by pirates working the shoals of the southern
coast. Faster than the pinnace in a light wind, they were
nmore maneuverabl e and had al nost as shallow a draft.
Borric's only hope was to get past the sloop, put on
nmore canvas, and get into the shall owest water possible.
Only in a very heavy wind in a broad reach could his

pi nnace possibly outrun that boat.

The | arger boat nmoved to cut off Borric's smaller craft
and he eased off the tiller, turning nore and nore

upwi nd. Then he jibbed his boat and left the galleon
wal | owi ng cl ose-hauled into the wind, its speed evapo-
rating |ike water on a hot stone.

The sloop turned to cut himoff as he sail ed back
toward the reef, and Borric spilled wind fromhis sail
letting the captain of the larger boat think he had cut off
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the fugitives. Borric concentrated, as it was going to be
a very close thing, and any niscal cul ati on woul d | eave

hi m either too nmuch room between the sloop and pin-

nace, so the larger boat could turn again and intercept
him or bring themtoo close, so they could be grappl ed
and boarded. Borric pulled hard over on the tiller, as if
attenpting to turn back away once nore. Sailing just

shy of directly into the eye of the wind was the only
point of sailing he was faster than the sloop in this |ight
breeze, but not by rmuch. And if he attenpted to stay

that course he would end up sailing directly back to the
gal | eon.

Borric let the pursuing craft get near enough to nake
out the crew, nearly thirty unsavory-Iooking thugs, all
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armed with sword and pike. If there are archers on the
boat, he thought to hinself, we'll never nake it alive.

Then he surprised the crew of the sloop and Suli both,

by jibbing his boat directly toward the larger craft. Sul
cried out and threw his arnms before his face, expecting
a collision, but rather than the crack of splitting tim
bers, the only sound above the sounds of the sea were
the |l oud oaths fromthe sailors on the sloop, taken by
surprise. The sloop's hel msnan reacted as Borric hoped
he woul d, turning his wheel hard over. The sloop's cap-
tain's curses filled the air. The hel nsman was now steer-
ing away fromthe boat they wanted to cone al ongside

and grapple, and he started to turn the wheel back. But
the damage had been done.

Borric's pinnace stood still, trenbling in the teeth of
the wind, then started noving slightly backwards. Like

a dancer spinning on her heels, the boat swung away
fromthe sloop, comi ng quickly around. The sound of

the canvas snapping taut echoed across the waters as

the pinnace seenmed to junp away, running before the

wi nd. Astonished-1ooking sailors stood at the rail of the
sloop with their nouths open. Then one nade so bold as

to attenpt to | eap across the narrow gap between. He

fell only a few feet short of the stern of Borric's craft.

Borric yelled, "Suli! Come here!"

The boy scanpered to take the tiller fromBorric,

while the Prince raced the nmast. The instant he was
sure they were on a running broad reach again, he

haul ed the second sail aloft, making a crude spinnaker.
He hoped it would give the pinnace just enough extra
speed to stay away fromthe sl oop

The captain of the sloop, swearing mghtily, ordered
his men to cone about. Quickly, the ninble boat turned
and gave chase. Borric divided his attention fore and
aft, watching to see if the | arger boat was overtaking
them and then | ooking to see they stayed clear of dan-
ger ous shoal s.

Suli sat with eyes wide with terror, listening as Borric
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shouted, "Alittle nmore to starboard!"
The boy yelled, "Wat, master?" He stared at the
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Prince in confusion, not understanding the nautica
term

Borric yelled back, "More to the right!" Borric turned

his attention back to the dangers ahead. He shouted to

Suli, directing himfirst to come a little right, then left.
then right again, as they steered a maddeni ng course

t hrough the shoal s.

Borric glanced back and saw the | arger boat had

cl osed sone distance, and he cursed. Even with the
spi nnaker, they were not noving fast enough. He
yelled, "Turn toward shore!"

The boy reacted instantly, turning so hard Borric al-

most | ost his footing. Borric | ooked for rocks, rocks just
bel ow the surface of the water that they could avoid but
that would bring their pursuer to a nasty halt.

As they noved closer to shore, the boat's up and
downward novenent becane nore pronounced, as

the ground swells noved toward the breaker line. The
sound of surf could now be heard clearly. Borric

poi nted with one hand. "There! Steer there!"

Praying to the Goddess of Luck, Borric said, "Let us
hit that on the crest!"

As if the Laughing Lady had heard him Borric felt

the boat on the rise as they passed over the spot he had
mar ked. Even so, as they started to feel the boat cone
down, a groaning, tearing sound of the bottom scraping
rock could be heard and a teeth-jarring vibration canme
up through the hull of the boat.

Suli's face turned ashen as he crouched, holding on to

the tiller as if it were his only connection to life. Borric
shouted, "Conme left!" and the boy yanked upon the

tiller. Again the sound of wood scraping over rock filled
their ears, but the boat settled down into a trough and

rose without further difficulty.

Borric glanced back and saw the sl oop heeling over as

the captain gave orders to his frantic crew to turn away
fromshoals too lethal even for his shallow craft. Borric
gave a low whistle of relief.

Turning his nind to what to do next, he signaled Sul
to head slightly away fromthe coast, picking up speed
as they noved out of the tide's pull and into a better
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angle away fromthe wind. The freshening breeze

nmoved the boat along, and Borric could see the sloop
fall farther behind with every mnute as the captain had
to stay outside the reef that now | ay between the two
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boat s.

Borric |l owered the makeshift spinnaker and took the
tiller fromSuli. The boy grinned at himwi th an expres-
sion that was hal f-delight, half-terror. Perspiration
soaked the lad's tunic and Borric found hinself w ping
hi s drenched brow.

Borric pointed the boat slightly upwi nd and coul d see

the sloop's sail falling off even farther as the reef ran off
toward the northwest. He |aughed. Even with the head-

sail jib the sloop's crew was running out, it was too |ate.
By the tinme they rounded the reef, the pinnace woul d

be so far ahead they could be anywhere upon the sea. It

woul d be nightfall before the distance could be nmade

up, and Borric planned on being far away by nightfall

The next two hours passed uneventfully, until Sul
left his place at the bow and came toward Borric. Borric
noti ced water splashing under the boy's feet.

Borric | ooked down and saw water was gathering in
the bilge. "Start bailing!" he yelled.

"What, master?"

Real i zing the boy didn't understand that termeither,
he said, "Get the bucket fromthe | ocker and start
scooping up the water and pouring it out!"

The boy turned, got the bucket, and began bailing

out the water. For an hour or so it seemed the boy kept
even with the incom ng water, but after another hour

of the exhausting work, the water had gathered about

his ankles. Borric ordered himto switch places and took
over. After another hour, it was clear that even when
bailing at a furious rate, it would prove an eventually
hopel ess undert aki ng. Sooner or |ater the boat was go-
ing to sink. The only question seenmed to be when and
wher e.

Borric glanced to the south and saw that not only had
the coastline been running southwest, away fromthem
but their course was northwest, toward the Straits of
Dar kness. By his reckoning, they were now as far away
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fromthe coastline as they could get, slightly northeast
of Ranom where the coastline would turn northward
Borric had to make a quick choice, either head for the
south shore, or hope that between Suli and hinself they
coul d keep the boat afloat |ong enough to reach the
coast somewhere south of LiMeth. As he was about

equal distance between either part of the shoreline, he
deci ded his best choice was to keep as much speed as
possi bl e and hold his present course.

As the sun sped westward, Borric and Suli alternated
bailing out the boat and keeping it pointed toward
Li Met h. Near sundown, a scattering of clouds appeared
in the north and the wind turned, now blowing into
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their faces. The pi nnace was decent enough traveling

into the eye of the wind, but Borric doubted they woul d
survive long enough to reach land if it started to rain. As
he considered this, the first drops hit himin the face,
and |l ess than an hour later, the rain began to fall in

ear nest .

As the sun rose, a ship was upon them Borric had

seen its approach for the last quarter hour, as it sud-

denly had appeared out of the predawn gl oom Both

the Prince and Suli, exhausted froma night's bailing to
keep afloat, could barely nove. Yet Borric nustered

what little reserve of energy he possessed and stood up

They had taken down the sail at sundown, decided it

was better to drift in the dark and have both of them
bail for periods, than to sail blindly in the dark. The
sound of breakers would alert themto any chance of
comng too close to shore. The only probl em was that
Borric didn't have any idea of how the currents in this
part of the Bitter Sea ran.

The ship was a small three-nasted nerchant man,
square-rigged with a lateen sail on the back. It could
have come fromany nation on the Bitter Sea, so it could
be their salvation or their doom

When the ship was close enough for himto be heard,
Borric called out, "What ship?"

The Captain of the vessel canme to the rail as he or-
dered the hel mput over, bringing the ship to a slow
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pace as it passed Borric's sinking pinnace, wallowing in
the chop. "The Good Travel er, out of Bordon."

"Where are you bound?"
"Bound for Farafra," came the reply.

Borric's heart began to beat again. It was a Free Cities
trader bound for an Enpire city on the Dragon Sea
"Have you berths for two?"

The Captain | ooked down at the ragged pair and
their rapidly wall owi ng boat and said, "Have you the
price of passage?”

Borric did not wish to part with the coins he had
taken from Sal aya, as he knew they woul d need them
later. He said, "No, but we can work."

"I"ve all the hands | need," called back the Captain.

Borric knew by stories that the Captain woul d not

likely | eave themto drown—sailor's superstition for-
bade it—but he could exact a price of an indenture for
several cruises; seanen were an inconstant | ot and
keeping a steady crew was difficult. The Captain was
bargai ning. Borric pulled out the rusty fishing knife and
brandi shed it. "Then | order you to strike your colors;
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you are all mny prisoners."”

The Captain stared in wi de-eyed disbelief, then be-

gan to | augh. Soon every sailor on the ship was | aughing
uproariously. After a nonent of genuine anusenent,

the Captain called out, "Bring the madman and the boy
aboard. Then neke for the Straits!"

Chapter N ne
Wl come
The trunpets sounded.

A thousand soldiers canme to attention and presented
arnms. One hundred drumers on horseback began a
rhythnmic tattoo. Eriand turned to James, who rode to
his left, and said, "This is unbelievable!"

Bef ore them stood the Inperial Cty, Kesh. They had
entered the "lower city" an hour earlier, to be net by a
del egation fromthe City Governor and his retinue. It

was the same cerempony they had been forced to endure

at each stop al ong the wearisone journey from Nar

Ayab to the capital. Wen the Governor of Nar Ayab

had net themat the outskirts of town, Eriand found the
wel cone a relief fromhis black nood. He had been

nunb with Borric's death for nearly a week, giving

hi nsel f over to dark bouts of depression, interspersed
with rage at the unfairness of it all. The pageantry of the
Governor's wel come had taken his nmind off the anbush

for the first tine, and the novelty of seeing such a dis-
pl ay had kept himdiverted for over three hours.

But now, the displays wore upon his patience. He had
recei ved anot her extravagant wel cone at the cities of
Kh' nrat and Khattara, and a hal f-dozen ot her

wel cones that m ght have been smaller in scale, but
were just as formal and tedious at snmaller towns al ong
the way. Fromany official from Regional Governor

down to town el derman, Eriand had been forced to
endure wel com ng speeches fromthem all

Eri and gl anced behind to where Locklear rode with

the Keshian official sent to neet themat the lower-city
gates. The Prince signal ed, and both nmen set heels to
their nounts, trotting themto where Eriand rode. The
official was one Kafi Abu Harez, a noble of the Beni-
Wazir, one of the desert people of the Jal-Pur. Many
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desertnen had conme to Inperial service over the |ast
hundred years, with a marked preference and tal ent for
di pl omacy and negoti ations. Kesh's ol d Anbassador to
the Western Real m Abdur Rachman Meno Hazar a-

Khan, deceased for ten years now, had once told Eriand
and his brother, "W are a horse people, and as such we
are rigorous horse traders." Eriand had heard his father
curse the man with grudgi ng respect enough tines to
believe it so. He knew that whatever else this protoco
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of ficer might be, he was no man's fool and he needed to
be wat ched. The desertnen of the Jal-Pur were terrible
enem es.

Kafi said, "Yes, Your Hi ghness. How may | serve you?"

Eriand said, "This is a bit of a change from what we've
been seeing. Wio are these sol diers?"

Kafi pulled his robe around himslightly as he rode.

H's outfit was simlar to those Eriand had seen before in
Krondor, head covering, tunic, trousers, |ong vest,
knee- hi gh boots, and belt. But where this costune dif-
fered fromthose Eriand had seen before was in the
intricate designs sewn into the fabric. Keshian court
officials seenmed to display an al nbost unnatural affection
for gold thread and pearl s.

"These are the Inperial Household Guard, High-
ness."

Eri and casual ly said, "So nmany?"
"Yes, Hi ghness."

"It looks alnpst like a full city garrison," observed
Lockl ear.

The Keshian said, "It would depend which city,
mlord. For a Kingdomcity, it is. For a Keshian city, not
quite. For the city of Kesh, but a small part."

"Whuld it be giving mlitary secrets away to ask how
many sol di ers guard the Enpress?" asked Eriand drily.

"Ten thousand,"” answered Kafi.

Eri and and Lockl ear exchanged gl ances. "Ten thou-
sand!" said the Prince.

"The Pal ace Guard, which is a part of the Househol d
Guard, which is but again a part of the city garrison—
that is the heart of Kesh's armies. Wthin the walls of the
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upper and lower city, ten thousand sol diers stand ready
to defend She Who Is Kesh."

They turned their horses along the route |ined by

sol diers, and curious citizens, who stood and observed
the passing Islenen in relative quite. Eriand saw the
road turn upward and clinb an incline, a gigantic high-
way of stone that wound its way up to the top of the

pl ateau. Hal fway up the ranp, a gol d-and-white banner
flew and, Eriand took note, the uniformof the soldiers
above and bel ow changed. "These are different regi-
ments, then?" he asked.

Kafi said, "In ancient times, the original people of
Kesh were but one of nmany nations around the Overn
Deep. Wien pressed by enemies, they fled to the pla-
teau upon which the palace rests. It has becone tradi-
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tion that all who serve the Enpire, but who are not of
true Keshian stock, live in the city bel ow the pal ace."
He pointed up the ranp to where the banner flew "Al
the sol diers you see here in Kesh are of the Inperia
garrison, but those above the Inperial banner are all
sol diers of true blood. Only they may serve and live in
the palace." There was a faint edge to his voice as he
added, "No one who is not of the true Keshian bl ood

may live within the palace." Eriand | ooked cl ose, but
there was nothing to indicate any feelings one way or
the other in the protocol officer. He snmiled, as if to say it
was a mere fact of Keshian life.

As they neared the bottom of the ramp, Eriand al so
could see that those who stood guard along the route
were much as he had seen throughout the Enmpire so

far: men fromall races and of all appearances—nore
dark skins and hair coloring than in the Kingdom to be
certain, but a few redheaded and blond citizens. But
those above the banner were of nearly uniform appear-
ance: dusky skin, but not black or dark brown, nor fair.
Hair uniformy black or dark brown, wi th an occasion-
ally red cast to it, but no real redheads, blonds, or I|ight
browns in sight. It was clear that this company of

sol diers came frombloodlines with little interm xing
with the other peoples of Kesh.

Eriand studied the wall that ran along the edge of the
Vel cone 163

pl at eau above, noticing the nany spires and towers visi-
ble fromwhere he rode. Considering the size of the

pl ateau, he said, "So then all who live in the city above,
but outside the palace, are also of 'true' blood?"

Kafi smled indulgently. "There is no city atop the

pl at eau, Your Highness. Al you will see atop the plateau
is the palace. Once there were other buildings atop the
pl ateau, but as the pal ace grew and expanded over the
centuries, they were displaced. Even the great tenples
were rel ocated bel ow so that those not of true Keshian

bl ood coul d worship."

Eri and was i npressed. Under the rul ership of Md

King Rodric, the city of Rillanon had been beautified to
becone the nost splendid city on M dkem a, or that

was Rodric's stated anbition. But Eriand was forced to
admt that even had Rodric's plan conme to fruition,

even with the marble facings on all public buildings, the
gardens al ong the wal ki ng paths throughout the city,

t he wat erways around the pal ace, even with all that,

Ri Il anon was a poor thing next to the city of Kesh. It was
not that Kesh was a lovely city; it wasn't. Many of the
streets they had ridden were packed tight with dirty
little buildings thick with the odors of |ife—ooking, the
acrid snmell of the forge, the pungent |eather of the
tanner, and the ever-present stink of unwashed bodies

and human waste.

There was little that was lovely in the city of Kesh.
But it was ancient. It held the echoes of centuries of
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history, a mighty nation rising to becone a great em
pire. There was a culture that produced artists and mnu-
sicians here when Eriand's own ancestors were

fi shermen who had just turned their hand to raiding

their neighboring islands fromtheir safe harbor at Rill a-
non. The point had been nade to himby his history
teacher as a child, but now he could see exactly what his
teacher had neant. The stones under his horse's hooves
were worn with the passage of raiders, captive chief-
tains, and triunphant captains before Rillanon had

cone under conDoin rule. And conquering armes un-

der | egendary general s passed here to bring subjuga-

tion to other nations when Ri|llanon and Bas-Tyra first

Pri nce of the Bl ood

began their trade wars, two city-states seeking dom -
nance over what would cone to be called the Kingdom
Sea. Kesh was old. Very old.

Kafi said, "OF course. Your Highness, those who are
guests of the Enpress, will be housed in a special wng
of the pal ace, overlooking the Overn Deep. It would be
unkind to require you to ride this route daily."

Eri and came out of his reverie and said, "But you ride
this route each day, do you not?"

There was a tiny tightening around the man's nouth

as he said, "OF course, but those of us not of true
Keshi an bl ood understand our place in the schene of
things. W serve gladly, and such a snmall inconvenience
is not even to be discussed."

Eriand took the clue and | et the subject drop. Com ng
down to neet himwas an assortnent of officials, each
more colorfully dressed than the one before. The thun-
dering druns ceased, and a band of mnusicians played
sonet hi ng that sounded suspiciously like a Kingdom
tune but played by those who had never heard such

To Janes, he said, "Wl coned in grand fashion."

James nodded absently. Since reaching the city, he

had | et old habits of watchful ness come to the fore. Hs
eyes constantly scanned the crowd, |ooking for any sign
that trouble was conming at Eriand. Messages had been

di spatched to Krondor and an answer had overtaken

them as the Keshian rider post had operated with
amazing efficiency in carrying word to Arutha of Bor-
ric's death and bringing his answers. There had been
many letters in the pouch the rider had carried. The

Ki ngdom ri der was exhausted as he had been ordered

not to surrender the contents of the diplonmatic pouch
to any but Earl Janes, Baron Locklear, or Prince Er-

i and. He had been escorted by a changi ng successi on of
Keshi an post riders, changing fresh horses at stations
al ong the way. The man had ri dden wi thout stopping

for over three weeks, halting only when exhaustion was
overwhel mi ng, otherw se napping in the saddle as well
as eating while riding. Janes had commended the nman

and sent back word to Krondor with him along with an
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recomrendation for pronotion and reward for his he-
roic ride.

Arutha's reply to the news of Borric's death had been
what Janes expected: closed off, all personal reaction to
the news absent. The Prince of Krondor |et nothing

sway himfromthe hard choices he faced as ruler of the
Western Real m He had cautiously instructed Earl

Janmes to see to recovering Borric's body, but that under
no circunstances was there to be any significant change
in their demeanor. The envoy's first duty was to pay the
Ki ngdomi s respects to the Enpress, on the event of her
seventy-fifth birthday Jubilee, and nothing was to cause
more friction between the two nations. Janes snelled
trouble. Borric had been nurdered to plunge the Em

pire into war with the Kingdom but Arutha had re-

fused to rise to the bait. This could only nmean an
escalation in the provocations. And the only thing

Janmes coul d i magi ne nore provocative than killing one
Prince of the Blood would be killing both of them

He felt personally responsible for Borric's death, and he
had put his own grieving aside for a tine while he
protected Eriand. d ancing at his side, he noticed his
wi fe watching him To Ganina, he thought. How are

you doi ng, ny |ove?

I will be glad to be off this horse, at last, ny |ove,
came the answer, as Lady Gam na showed no outward

signs of disconfort. She had born up under the rigors of
the long trip w thout conplaint, and each ni ght as she
lay at Janes's side, she was well aware that their happi-
ness at being together took away the day's disconfort

but could not eradicate James's pain at Borric's death,
nor his concern for Eriand s well-being. She nodded
toward the front of the procession. The nost officia

wel come yet, ny darling.

At |east a hundred officials stood just a short distance
beyond t he white-and-gold banner, to wel cone the

Prince and his retinue to the upper city. Eriand s eyes
opened slightly at the sight. The first inpression was
disbelief, as if sone odd joke was being perpetrated
upon him For standing before himwere nen and

worren wearing very little clothing and a great deal of
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jewel ry. The common dress was a sinple skirt or kilt,
fashi oned from gauzy silk, wapped once about the

hips, fromwaist to md-thigh. Onate belts held the kilt
in place, with golden clasps of conpl ex designs com

mon t hroughout the party. But both nmen and wonen

al i ke were bare-chested, and the footgear of choice was
an unadorned cross-gartered sandal. Al the men had

their heads shaved and the wonen wore their hair cut
short, at the shoulder or at the ear, with magnificent
rows of genms and gold woven into the tresses.
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Kafi spoke with his head turned slightly toward Er-

| and. "Perhaps Your Highness didn't know, but the

nudity taboo conmon to your nation and sone of the

peopl e of the Enpire does not exist anong those of

the true Keshian blood. |I also had to become accus-

tomed to the sight—anong nmy people, to see another

man's wife's face is to die." Wth an ironic note, he said,
"These people are froma hot |and. H ghness, but not so

hot as nmy hone desert, where to dress such would be to
invite death. \When you experience the |ong, hot, w ndy
nights up on the plateau, you will understand why here
clothing is a matter of fashion only. And the Keshian
truebl oods have never been terribly concerned with

the sensibilities of their subject peoples. 'In Kesh you do
as the true Keshians do,' goes an ol d adage."

Eri and nodded, attenpting not to stare at so nuch

skin. A man stepped forward, not nuch ol der than Er-

| and, powerfully nmuscled and carrying a shepherd's

crook and a bow, both which appeared cerenpnia

rather than functional. H's head was shaved |ike the
others, but for a lock of hair, tied with | oops of precious
stone, gens, and gold. An instant |ater, another man,

stout and obviously disconforted by standing in the hot

sun, stepped to the first's side. lIgnoring the perspiration
whi ch coursed off his reddening skin, he said, "W wel-
come our guests."

To the heavy man, Kafi said, "My lord Nironme. | have
the honor of presenting H's Hi ghness, Prince Eriand,

Heir to the Throne of Isle, Knight-Captain of the Ar-
m es of the West, and envoy to She W |Is Kesh."

"Your Hi ghness," said the stout Nironme. "To honor
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your arrival, one of the Inperial blood cones to greet
you. It is ny great honor to present Prince Awari, son of
She Who |Is Kesh."

The young man stepped forward agai n, and spoke

directly to Eriand. "W wel come our brother Prince.

May your stay here be happy and for as long as it pleases
you. Prince Eriand. For the King of Isles to send his heir
is an honor indeed. She Wio Is Mother To Us All is

pl eased enough to have sent her poor son to bid you
welcone. | amto tell you that all Kesh's hearts are

gl addened the nonent you cone to us and that each

monent of your stay is as riches in our treasury. Your

wi sdom and val or are unrival ed and She Wwo |s Kesh

waits with anticipation at welconing you to her court."
So saying, Prince Awari turned and began wal ki ng up

the road. The men and wonen of the I|nperial welcom

ing commttee stepped aside so the Prince and Lord

Ni rone coul d pass, then Kafi indicated the Prince and
Baron Lockl ear should follow, with hinself and Earl

James behi nd.

As they noved up the ranp, Janes turned to Kafi and
said, "In truth, we know so little about the Enpire, save
what we see along its northern border. It would please
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Hi s Hi ghness if you could guest with us and perhaps tel
us nore of this wondrous place."”

The man smiled and Janmes saw something in his eyes.
"Your wi sh has been anticipated. | shall be outside your
door at first |light each day and not be gone from your
side until you have given ne | eave to depart. The Em
press, bl essings be upon her, has ordered it so."

Janes smled and inclined his head. So, he's our
wat chdog

Gamina sniled at those nearby and sai d Among
many, |'m sure, bel oved.

James turned his attention to the front of the com
pany, where Eriand followed the Inperial welcom ng

del egation. His wits and talents nmight be tested in the
next two and a half nonths, he knew. And he had but

two basic tasks: keep Eriand alive and the Ki ngdom out
of war.
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Eri and was al nbst incapable of words. H s "apart-

ment" was a six-roomconplex set off in the "wing" of

the pal ace set aside for them which itself was nearly as
large as his father's palace in Krondor. The | nperial

pal ace was indeed a city unto itself. And the guest apart-
ments were opul ent beyond i magi ning. The stone walls

had all been faced with marble, polished to a brilliance
that reflected back torchlight like the sparkle of a thou-
sand jewels. Rather than the Kingdom fashion of many

small roons, all the roons in the apartnment were |arge,
but able to be partitioned by hanging curtains of vary-
ing opacity. Right now, the only curtains were to his
right and left, and both were transparent gauze, al-
lowing himto see that divans and chairs were arrayed

in anticipation of his need for hol ding conferences. And
at his left, a large terrace permtted a stunning view of
the Overn Deep, the gigantic freshwater |ake that was

the heart of this Enpire. The sl eeping chanber |ay just
beyond a pair of doors in this, the audi ence chanber,
where he could neet with his advisors if needed.

Eri and signal ed one of his two guards, detailed to act
as servants, to open the large door. Before they could
react, a young wonman appeared at his side. "Mlord,"
she said, clapping her hands |oudly, once.

The doors swung open and Eri and nodded absently

as he stepped through to what was his sleeping cham
ber. The Prince halted at the sight which greeted him
Everywhere he gl anced, he saw gold. It was used on the
tabl es and divans, stools and chairs that were arrayed
around the room for whatever needs he m ght have

whi | e dressing, conposing nessages, or eating a solitary
meal . Hi gh upon the wall, the nmarble ceased and was
repl aced by sandstone, upon which nmurals of bright
col or had been pai nted agai nst the nuted ocher of the
sandstone. In the stylized Keshian fashion, they showed
warriors, kings, and gods, nany depicted wth aninal
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heads, as the Keshians gave aspects to the gods that
differed markedly from how they were perceived in the
Ki ngdom

Eriand stood silently taking in the splendor of the
room A giant bed dom nated the chanber, surrounded
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on three sides by gauzy silk curtains, hanging froma
ceiling twenty feet above his head. The bed was twice
the size of his own |large bed at hone, which had
seened i mense when he and Borric had returned
fromtheir service with Lord Hi ghcastle, given what
they had been used to sl eeping on, the narrow cots of
H ghcastl e's barracks.

Thi nki ng about Borric nade Eriand wistful for a no-

ment, as he wi shed he could share his astoni shnent

with his brother. For a countless time again since the
attack, Eriand could not admit to his brother's death.
Sonehow it just didn't feel within as if Borric was dead.
He was out there somewhere, Eriand was certain. The
young wonman who had entered with them cl apped

agai n, and suddenly the roomwas filled with activity.

The Prince's guards stood in nute anazenent at the

seem ngly endl ess parade of Keshian servants who

paraded through the suite, first for their quick efficiency
i n unpacking the Prince's baggage and | aying out for-

mal cl ot hi ng upon an arnvire nearby, but nostly for

the fact they were wonen, all beautiful and all clad

in the sane scanty fashion as the welcom ng commt-

tee. The only difference was the lack of jewelry. The

plain kilt was bound about the waist with a |inen belt.

O her than that, the wonen were naked.

Crossing to where the two guards stood, Eriand said,
"Go get sonmething to eat. If | need you, I'll send word."

The two saluted and turned, obviously uncertain of
where to go, but as if reading the Prince's mnd, a young
worman said, "This way," and |led them off.

Anot her young wonman, with eyes mahogany brown,

came to stand before Eriand. "If it pleases mlord, your
bath is ready." Eriand noticed her belt was red, with a
gol d clasp, instead of the combn white one, and as-
sunmed her to be the one in charge of this host of young
wonen.

Feel ing suddenly both overdressed in the still hot air

in the palace, and dirty fromtwo days' ride, Eriand

nodded and foll owed the woman into the next cham

ber. There a pool at least thirty feet Iong awaited. At the
far end a gold statue of sone sort of water spirit held a
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vase pouring water into the pool. Eriand gl anced
around, for at least five wonen waited for himin the
pool, all w thout clothing.
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Two others stepped to his sides, while the one who
I ed himturned and began unfastening his tunic.
"Br . . ." began Eriand, reflexively stepping away.

"I's there sonmething amss, nmlord?" asked the young
worman wi th t he mahogany eyes. Eriand was suddenly
aware that her dark skin was several hues: a reddish
warnth of suntan over the naturally dark olive-tinged
duski ness. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight
braid, and Eriand noticed her very |ong neck.

Eriand started to speak, then stopped, uncertain of

what to say. Had Borric been with him he was sure the
two of them would both be splashing about in the pool
testing the limts of their prerogatives with the lovely
serving wonmen. But alone ... he felt awkward.

"What is your nanme?"

"Mya, mlord."

"Ah, Mya . . ." He glanced at all the lovely | adies

waiting for himto nake his requirenments known. "

Inmy land it is not the customfor so nany servants to
so many are not needed."

The young wonan's eyes searched his for an instant.
Softly she answered, "If mlord would indicate which

servants he finds pleasing, | will send the rest away."
She hesitated a second, then added, "O should you
wi sh but one, | would be nost honored to ... care for

your needs, mlord." The last was said with cl ear nean-
i ng.

Eri and shook his head. "No, | nmean ..." He sighed
in resignation. "Just get on with it."

Deft hands stripped himof his clothing, and when he
was nude he stepped quickly into the pool, feeling awk-
ward and sel f-conscious. The water was hot, he was
surprised to discover, when he descended the steps into
the shal |l ow pool. Feeling foolish, he sat upon the bot-
tom step, the water comng to his chest. Then Mya

uncl asped her own belt and her snmall kilt fell to the
floor. Unself-consciously she entered the water and sat
upon the step just behind Eriand. C apping once, an-
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other bath attendant signal ed those outside of the poo
to begin bringing oils, soaps, and unguents.

Wth gentle pressure on his shoulders, Mya drew him
back until his head was resting upon her soft breasts.
Then he felt her fingers working upon his scalp as she
rubbed scented oils into his hair. Two other servants
were now at his side, rubbing his chest with soaps that
smelled faintly of flowers. Another two then began to
clean and trimhis fingernails, while two nore were
busy kneading the tired nuscles in his |egs.

After the first noment of tension at being handl ed so
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intimately by seven strange wonmen, Eriand took a deep
breath, willing hinmself to relax. This was not mnuch dif-
ferent from having one of the serving men scrub his
back at hone, he told himself. Then he gl anced around

at the dozen beautiful wonen standing on the side of

the pool, and the seven in the water with him and
chuckl ed. Sure it was just |ike back hone.

"Ml ord?" asked Mya.

Eriand let out a long breath. "This takes sone getting
used to."

The wonman ceased washing his hair, rinsing his head

with water froma gol den bow, then she began to

knead the nuscles of his neck and shoul ders. Despite

his sel f-consci ousness at being in the pool with the nude
servants, he found that the persistent massage was caus-

ing his eyelids to feel heavy. Snelling the |ovely sun-
touched fragrance of Mya's danp skin along with the

soft aromas of the oils, he closed his eyes and felt fatigue
and worry begin to slip away from him

He sighed deeply, and Mya spoke softly. "Does
m | ord desire anything?"

Eriand smled for the first tinme since the bandits
attack and said, "No, | think | could get used to this.

"Then rest, ny handsonme young lord with the fire
hair," she whispered in his ear. "Rest and refresh your-
self, for tonight She Wwo Is Kesh will receive you."

Eriand settl ed back against the soft body of the ser-
vant and let the warnth of the pool and the kneadi ng
fingers of the women, as they probed tense and tired
muscl es, overtake him Soon he felt hinself drifting off
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into a hazy, sensuous doze, and as he rel axed, he felt

hi nsel f responding to the gentle caresses of the wonen.
Through | owered | ashes he saw sniling faces | ooking at
himw th expectation, as two of the servants exchanged

whi spers and stifled a giggle. Yes, he thought, | could get
used to this.

One of the servants shook his foot, as she whi spered,
"M lord!"

Eri and el bowed hinmsel f up to see what was occurring
and blinked through sleepy eyes. Rousing hinself fully
awake, Eriand said, "Wat?"

"The Lord Janmes sends word he will be here within
the hal f-hour, mlord. He advises you to be ready for
your presentation to the Enpress. You nust get
dressed. "

Eri and | ooked first right, then left, and found hinself
hemred in on both sides by two notionl ess bodies; on
his right, the sleeping Mya nmade soft breathing sounds,
while on the left, another servant—the one with the
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startling green eyes, he renenbered, but he couldn't
recal | her name—wat ched hi mthrough hal f-cl osed eye-
lids. Slapping Mya playfully on her bare buttocks, he
said, "Tine to get ready, ny darlings!"

M ya responded by coming fully awake and out of the
huge bed in one fluid notion. She signal ed by cl apping
her hands once and instantly a hal f-dozen nore sl aves
appeared with Eriand' s wardrobe, cleaned and ready to
wear. FEriand junped out of bed and notioned for them
to wait and hurried into the roomw th the pool. M-
tioning the servants to stay out of his way, he wal ked
down the three steps, dunked hinself under, and rinsed
off. To Mya, who had followed him he remarked, "I
was drenched. And | needed this."

The worman smiled slightly. "You were . . . very ac-
tive for atine, mlord."

Eriand returned the slight smle. "lIs it always so hot?"

The girl said, "This is the sunmer season, so it is like
this. Fans are used to cool those who wish them In the
winter, it is really very cold at night and many furs are
needed upon the beds to keep warm"
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Eriand found that hard to imagine as he left the pool
Three worren dried him quickly, and he returned to
the bed chanber.

Bei ng hel ped to get dressed turned out to be nore
difficult than he had i magi ned. He kept trying to do
things for hinself and that interfered with the wonen
attenpting to fasten | aces or buckle clasps. But he was
fully dressed when Earl Janes was announced. Eriand
nodded pernission for himto enter.

James appeared and said, "Well, you | ook better
Have a nice nap?"

Eri and gl anced about at the abundant ferale flesh on
display and said, "Quite nice, actually."

James | aughed. "Gamina was not pleased to see so

many beautiful young wonen in our suite, so they sent

some handsone young nen. She becane very dis-

tressed when they offered to help her bathe." He

gl anced about. "I would call them a wanton people, but
to themthis is normal. To them we nust appear ... |

don't know how we nust appear."

Motioning Eriand to cone with him the Earl led the
young man into a |l arge hallway, where Locklear and
Ganmi na were speaking. As they entered the hall,
Ganmina's mind spoke to Eriand: Eriand, Janes has al -
ready marked two |istening posts in our chanbers. Be
wary of what you say al oud.

I would be willing that at |east one of ny "servants"
is a Keshian intelligence officer, he thought back at her
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There was a silence as a Keshian court officer, in the
same dress they had seen everywhere, the white kilt

and sandal s, came for them But he al so wore an ornate
torque of gold and turquoise and carried a staff of office.
"This way, Your Highness, mlords, nlady."

He I ed them down a long hall, where the entrances to
vast chanbers and apartments were alternated with

open breezeways. Through the breezeways, fountains

and smal | gardens would be illum nated by standards

with torches placed atop them As they passed many

such gardens, Janmes said, "You might as well get used to
those naps, Hi ghness. It's the custom here. Court busi -
ness in the norning, the Enpress and her privy officers,
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an afternoon neal, nap fromafter lunch to evening,
court business from sundown to about the ninth hour,
t hen supper.”

Eri and gl anced at several serving wonen passing by,
again wearing nothing but the small kilt. "I'll manage,"
he sai d.

A thought canme from Gam na, not a vocalized word,
but an attitude, and it was whol |y disapproving.

At the end of the hallway, they intersected and en-
tered an even |l arger hallway. Colums of stone were all
faced with narble and rose to a height of three stories
over head. The walls on both sides of the hallway were
painted with stylized renderings of great events and
myt hi cal battl es between gods and denons. Down the
center of the hall they wal ked, their feet treading on a
carpet of fabul ous design and weave, inpossibly |ong,

yet w thout apparent flaw.

Every twenty feet or so, a Keshian guard stood at the
ready. Eriand noticed how little these men | ooked |ike
the famous Dog Sol di ers who manned the frontier with
the Kingdom These soldiers seemed to have been cho-
sen for their appearance nore than their experience,

Eri and thought. Each wore only the short kilt, though
of different design, cut away in front so that the | egs
m ght nove nore freely. Each man wore a breechcloth

of the same white linen as the kilt, and an ornate belt
fashi oned of many colors, closed in front by a silver

cl asp. Each soldier wore the plain cross-gartered san-
dal's, as well. Upon their heads were helns of fascinating
design to Eriand, barbaric, primtive |ooking. One wore
a |l eopard skull atop his head, with the skin of the aninma
allowed to fall around his shoulders. A few others wore
el k heads and bear heads in a simlar fashion. Many
wore hawk or eagle feathers attached to ivory rings set
upon their heads, or helns fashioned frombrightly

col ored parrot plumes, and a few high conical hel ns
made of reeds dyed bright colors, that | ooked far from
functional for battle.

James spoke aloud, "A grand display, isn't it?"
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Eri and nodded. Nothing he had seen so far in the
upper city of Kesh spoke of anything | ess than excess. In
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contrast with what they had seen in the lower city, it
was even nore overwhelmng. In even the nbst m nor
detail, richness and opul ence was the order of the day.
Wher e sonet hing base could suffice, it was replaced by
sonet hing noble: gold in place of common iron, gens in
pl ace of glass, silk where cotton would be expected.
And after passing through nore chanbers and halls, he
knew the sane held true for the servants. If a man was
needed, he not only nust be fit and able, he had to be
handsone. If a worman were to be seen wal ki ng through
the halls, even by chance, then she nust be |ovely and
young. A few nore days of this, thought Eriand, and ||
wel conme the sight of a plain face.

Reaching a massive pair of doors, gold | eafed over all
the officer who | ed them brought the netal butt of the
staff down on the floor, announcing, "The Prince Er-
iand, the Earl Janes, the Countess Ganmina, and the
Baron Lockl ear!"

The doors swung open w de, and through them Er-

iand could see a vast hall, at least a hundred yards from
where they stood to the opposite wall, and agai nst that
distant wall, a high dais rose, upon which sat a gol den

t hr one.

Qut of the side of his nouth, Eriand said, "You didn't
tell me it was a fornmal reception.”

Janmes said, "It isn't. This is a casual, intinmate dinner.'

"I can hardly wait for formal court." Taking a deep
breath, Eriand said, "Well, then, let us take a bite with
Her Mpjesty." Stepping forward. Prince Eriand led his
advisors into the hall of the Enpress of G eat Kesh.

Eri and marched purposefully and directly down the

center of the hall. The sound of boot heels cracking
agai nst the stone floor seened alien, a |oud and brash
intrusion in this hall where the soft |eather of sandals
and slippers were the norm Silence drank the noise, as
no one in the hall spoke and all eyes were upon the
retinue fromthe Kingdom of the Isles.

Upon the dais, before a golden throne, a pile of cush-
i ons had been placed. Laying upon this was an old
worman. Eriand tried to look directly at her, yet not
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stare, and found the task inpossible. Here, reclining
upon cushi ons before the mghtiest throne in the

known world, was the single nost powerful ruler in the
known world. And she was a tiny, w thered wonan of

unr emar kabl e appearance. Her costume was simlar to

the customary short white kilt, though hers was | ong,
reachi ng past the knees. Al so her belt was studded with
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magni fi cent gems which caught the torchlight and sent
sparkl es dancing upon the walls and ceiling. She wore a
| oose vest of white fabric, clasped in front by a gol den
brooch set with a stunning pigeon's-blood ruby. Upon

her head a di adem of gold rested, set with sapphires and
rubi es equal to any the Prince had ever seen before

The ransom of a nation rested upon the body of this old
woman.

Her dusky skin couldn't hide the pallor of age. And
her nmovenents were those of a woman ten years noie
than her seventy-five, but it was her eyes that made
Eri and sense greatness, for they still had fire.

Dark eyes, with lights as brilliant as those in the sap-
phires and rubi es upon her brow dancing in them re-
garded the Prince as he wal ked al ong the ai sle between
the diners who shared the evening with the Enpress
Around the base of the dais a dozen |ow tables had been
placed in a semicircle, and around each round table,
reclining upon cushions, were those whomthe Enpress
deenmed worthy of such honor

Eri and cane to stand before the Enpress and bowed

his head, no nore than he would do to his own uncle,
the King. Janmes, Ganina, and Locklear bent their knee,
as they had been instructed by the protocol officel,
waiting the signal to rise

"How fares our young Prince of the Isles?"

The woman's voice was |ightning cutting through a

| angui d sunmmer's afternoon, and Eriand al nost

junped at the tone of it. That sinple question con-

tai ned nuances and neani ngs beyond the young nan's
ability to articulate. Overcom ng an unexpected attack
of panic, Eriand answered as calmy as possible, "Wll,
Your Majesty, ny uncle, the King of the Isles, sends his
wi shes for your continued good health and well -being."
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Wth a chuckle, she answered, "As well he should, ny
prince. | amhis best friend in this court, have no
doubt." She sighed, then said, "Wen this business of
Jubilee is over with, return Kesh's fondest w shes for
I sl es' continued well-being. W have much in conmmon
Now, who is this with you?"

Eri and made introductions, and when that was done,

the Enpress surprised themall by sitting up slightly
and sayi ng, "Countess, would you do ne the courtesy of
approaching. "

Gani na flashed a quick glance at Janes and then

moved up the ten steps that put her before the Em

press. "You of the North can be so fair, but | have never
seen your like," said the old woman. "You are not from
the area near Stardock, originally, are you?"

"No, Your Majesty," answered Gamina. "I was born in
the mountains north of Romey."
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The Enpress nodded, as if this explained everything.
"Return to your husband, ny dear. Your |ooks are |ovely
in their exotic fashion."

As Gami na descended fromthe dais, the Enpress
sai d, "Your Hi ghness, a table has been set aside for your
party. You will do ne the pleasure of dining with us."

The Prince bowed again and said, "It is our honor,
Your Mpjesty.”

When they were seated at the indicated table, that

one cl osest to the Enpress, save one, another courtier
appeared and announced, "Prince Awari, son of She

Wio I's Kesh!" The Prince who had net Eriand that
afternoon nmade his entrance froma side door that FEr-
i and assunmed cane from another, different wing of the
pal ace than the one in which his party was housed.

"If I may advise Hi s Highness," canme a voice from
Eriand's right, and he turned to find that Kafi Abu
Harez had insinuated hinmself between the Prince and
Earl Janes. "Her Majesty, nay she prosper, considered
your potential for disconfort at so many new things and
instructed ne to sit at your side and answer whatever
questions you m ght have."

And di scover what it is we are curious about, cane
Ganmi na' s thoughts.
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Eri and nodded slightly, and to Kafi it appeared he

was nmerely considering this, but Gani na knew he was
agreeing with her. Then the courtier cried, "The Prin-
cess Sharana!" Behind Awari cane a young wonan

near Eriand' s age from her appearance. Eriand felt his
breath catch in his throat at sight of the Enpress's
granddaughter. In this pal ace of beautiful wonmen, she
was stunning. Her dress was in the fashion of all others
he had seen, but |ike the Enpress, she also wore the
linen vest—and her allure was hei ghtened by nore of
her being hidden fromview Her arnms and face were

the color of pale al nonds, turned gol den by the hot
Keshi an sun. Her hair was cut at the forehead and
shoul ders, square and wi thout fashion, but she wore a
Il ong braid in back, interwoven with gens and gol d.
Then the courtier shouted, "The Princess Sojiana."

Lockl ear al nost came out of his seat. If the Princess
Sharana was loveliness in its first bloom then her

mot her, Sojiana, was beauty at its height. A tall woman
of athletic stature, she noved |ike a dancer, each step
desi gned to show her body to maxi mum advant age.

And an exceptional body it was, long-linmbed, flat stom
ach, and anple breasts. She had the | ook of fullness
without hint of fat, of softness over firmnuscle. She
wore only the white kilt, with a golden girdle rather
than the white belt. Around her arns two gol den ser-
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pents coiled and around her neck she wore a gol den

torque set with fire opals, all of which set off her dusky
tan skin. Her hair was the brown of w ne-soaked wood,

red as abundant as brown. And froma face as striking as
her body, eyes of the nost startling green regarded her

nmot her.

"Gods," said Locklear, "she is astonishing."

The desertman concurred. "The Princess is conceded
anong the nost beautiful of the trueblood, nmlord
Baron." There was a guarded tone in his observation.

Janes | ooked at Kafi with an odd, questioning expres-
sion on his face, but the desertman seenmed unwilling to
speak. After enduring Janes's stare a nonent, he took
note of Locklear's rapt attention to the Princess as she
came to stand before her nother, and at |ast said, "Lord

Wel cone 179

Locklear, | feel the need to add a note of caution." He
gl anced back at the Princess Sojiana as she reached the
dai s, and whispered, "She is the nobst dangerous woman
in their court after the Enpress. And that nmakes her
the second nobst dangerous worman in this world."

Wth a defiant grin, Locklear said, "I can well believe
that. She is breathtaking. But | think | could rise to the
chal | enge. "

Gami na gave hima dark | ook at the crude joke, but

the desertman forced a snile. "She may give you the
opportunity. It is said her tastes are . . . adventure-
some. "

James didn't miss Kafi's true nessage, even if
Lockl ear was too enanored of the woman to |isten
Janmes gave Kafi a slight nod of thanks for the warning.

Unli ke Awari and Sharana, Sojiana did not sinply

bow before the Enpress and retire to the table set aside
for the Inperial fanmly, but she bowed and spoke. "Is

my nother well?" she asked in a fornmal tone.

"I amwell, my daughter. W rule another day in
Kesh. "

The Princess bowed and said, "Then ny prayers are
answered." She then noved to sit beside her brother
and daughter, and the servants entered the hall.

Di shes of remarkable variety were presented one af-
ter the other, and Eriand had to consider what to try
every mnute or two. Wnes were brought forth, dry
and sweet, red and white, the latter chilled by ice
brought down fromthe peaks of the Guardi an Moun-

tai ns.

To the Keshian, Eriand said, "Tell ne, then, why
were the Inperial famly menbers last to enter?”

Kafi said, "In the strange way we in Kesh do things,
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those of the |east inportance enter first, the slaves and
servants and minor court officials, who nmake all ready
for the highborn. Then, She Wo Is Kesh enters and

takes her place upon her dais, then conme the others of
noble birth or special nerit, again in the order of |east
to nost inportant. You're the only ranking noble in
attendance besides the Inperial family, so you entered
just before Prince Awari."
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Eri and nodded, then found hinmself struck by an odd-
ity. "That would nean his niece, Sharana, is—

"H gher inrank in this court than the Prince," fin-
i shed Kafi, glancing about the room "This is sonething
of a famly dispute, nmy Prince."

And sonet hing he doesn't wish to speak of here,
added Gamina. Eriand gave her a glance and she said,

I"mnot reading his thoughts. Hi ghness. | would not do
that with anyone who did not give ne pernission, but
he's . . . announcing it. | can't explain it better, but he

is straining to not speak about many things.

Eriand let it drop, and began aski ng questi ons about
the court. Kafi answered in nmuch the sane way a bored
hi story teacher m ght, save when questions could | ead
himinto funny, enbarrassing, or scandal ous anecdot es.
He was reveal ed to be sonet hing of a gossip.

James chose to let the others do nost of the speaking,
while he sifted through the answers Kafi gave. Wile

the nmeal continued, he pieced together hints and tanta-
lizing bits of this and that and fitted theminto the pat-
tern of what he already knew. Kesh was as conpl ex as

an anthill, and it was only the presence of this hill's
gueen, the Enpress, that nmintained order. Factions,

old national rivalries, and age-old feuds were facts of
Keshian court life, and the Enpress kept her Enpire

intact by playing off one faction agai nst anot her.

James sipped a fine dry red wine and consi dered what
part they were to play in this drama, for he knew as
certain as he knew boots hurt his feet that their pres-
ence woul d be seized upon by someone to further his
own political ends. The question would be who woul d
try the seizing and what his notives woul d be.

To hinmsel f, he added, not to nmention how such a

person would attenpt to enploy Eriand' s presence in
court. It was clear that at |east one faction in court
want ed Eri and dead and war between the Ki ngdom

and the Enpire. Janes gl anced around the room and

then tasted the dry red wine again. As he savored it, he
considered that he was a stranger in a very strange |and
and he woul d quickly have to learn his way around. He

| et his gaze wander, studying faces here and there and
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found nore than a hal f-dozen faces studying himin
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turn.

He sighed. There would be tine, and he doubted

much trouble would arrive the first night they were in
the palace. For if he were in charge of nurdering Er-

i and, he would do so when there were nore guests to
throw of f suspicion and the effect of the death would do
more to ruin the Enpress's Jubilee. Unless, of course, he
anended, it's the Enpress herself who w shes Eriand

dead.

He picked up a delicately seasoned piece of nelon off

his plate and ate it. Savoring the taste, he decided to |let
matters of state go for a few hours. But less than a

m nute |ater, he found his gaze wandering agai n about

the room as he sought sone clue, some hint of from

where the next attack m ght originate.

Chapter Ten
Conpani on

The | ookout poi nted.
"Farafral"

The captain called to trimsails as they rounded the
headl ands and cane into view of the Keshian seaport. A
sailor at the rail turned to Borric and said, "Sone fun
toni ght, eh. Madnman?"

Borric snmiled ruefully. From behind, the Captain

said, "Get aloft and nmake ready to reef in sail!" The
sailors junped to obey. "Two points to port," com
manded the Captain, and Borric turned the large ship's
wheel to bring the ship to the indicated heading. Since
joining the crew of The Good Travel er, he had earned
the grudgi ng respect of the Captain and crew. Sone
tasks he did well, while others he seemed to have no
under st andi ng of, but learned quickly. H's sense of the
ship, and shifts in current and wind, |earned while sail-
ing small boats as a boy, had earned himthe job of

hel rsman, one of three sailors the Captain all owed the
t ask.

Borric glanced upward, where Suli ran along a spar,

negoti ati ng the sheets and hawsers |ike a nonkey. Sul

had taken to the sea like one born to it. In the nonth
they had been at sea, his child' s body had put on a little
bul k and nuscl e, nade strong by constant exercise and

the plain but filling food, hinting at the man he would

be soneday.

The Prince had kept his identity to hinself, which
probably woul dn't have mattered. After his lunatic be-
havior with the knife, he was called by crew and Cap-
tain alike "the Madman." Claimng to be a Prince of
Isles was unlikely to change their mnds, he was sure.
Suli was just "the Boy." Nobody had pressed them for
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why they had been drifting at sea in a boat near to

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (146 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:07 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

sinking, as if to know such things was to invite trouble.

From behi nd, the Captain said, "A Farafran pilot will
take us into harbor. Bl oody nui sance, but that's the way
the Port Governor likes it, so we nust heave to and
wait." The Captain called out to reef sails and nmade
ready to drop anchor. A pair of green and white pen-
nants were run up, a request for a pilot. "Here's where
you | eave us, Madman. The pilot will be here within the
hour, but I'mputting you over the side and will have
you rowed to a beach outside the city."

Borric said nothing. The Captain studied the Prince's
face and said, "You're a fit |lad, but you were no kind of
real sailor when you canme aboard." Hi s eyes narrowed

as he said, "You know a ship like a sailing master knows
one, not |ike crew, you knew nothing of the nmbst com

mon sailor's duty." As he spoke, the Captain kept gl anc-
ing about, insuring everyone was perform ng his tasks

as he should. "It's like you've spent your days upon the
quart erdeck and never a minute below or aloft, a boy
captain.” Then his voice lowered, "Or the son of a rich
man who owns ships." Borric noved the v 'heel slightly
as the ship's speed dropped off, and the Captain contin-
ued, "Your hands showed cal | uses, but those of a horse-
man, a soldier, not a sailor." He glanced about to see if
anyone was shirking his duty. "Well, I'mnot asking to
know your story. Madnman. But | do know that the pin-

nace you had was from Durbin. You'd not be the first

pair to want out of Durbin in a hurry. No, the nore
think onit, the less | wish to know. | can't say you've
been a good sailor, Madman, but you've given your

best, and been a fair deck hand with no conpl ai ni ng,

and no man can ask for more." He glanced al oft, saw the
sails were all in, and called out for the anchor to be
dropped. Lashing the wheel while Borric held it steady,
the Captain said, "Normally, I'd have you bursting your
liver hauling cargo until sundown with the rest of the
men, not counting your work for passage finished unti
then, but there's something about you which tells ne
trouble's following in your wake, so I'll have you oS and
unnoticed." He | ooked Borric up and down. "Well, get
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bel ow and get your things. | know you robbed nmy nen
blind with your card tricks. It's a good thing | haven't
paid themyet, or you'd have all their earnings, as well
as the rest."

Borric saluted and said, "Thank you, Captain."

He turned toward the conpani onway and slid dov n
the | adder to the main deck, yelling up to Suli, "Bo\ 1
Cone bel ow and get your things!"

The Durbin beggar boy swung down the ratlines and

met Borric at the entrance to the forecastle. They went

i nside and gathered together their few belongings. E

sides the sheath knife and belt, Borric had won a smi |,
stake of coins, a pair of sailor's tunics, a second pair "'
trousers, and a couple of |ike pieces of clothing for Sul
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By the tinme they energed from bel ow, the crew was

idly standi ng around, waiting upon the arrival of the
Farafran pilot. Several bade the two good-bye as they
crossed to the rope | adder which hung off the |ee side of
the ship. Below, a small captain's boat waited, with two
sailors to row themto shore.

"Madman. Boy!" said the Captain as they turned to
descend the | adder. Both hesitated. He held out a tiny
pouch. "It's a quarter wages. |'ll not turn a nman penni -
less into a Keshian city. It would be kinder to have |left
you to drown."

Suli took the pouch and said, "The Captain is kind
and generous."

As the boat was rowed toward the breakers, BoYric

took the pouch of coins and hefted it. He put it inside his
tunic, next to the pouch he had taken off of Sal aya.
Letting out his breath, he considered his next action. To
get to the city of Kesh, obviously, but how, that was the
question. Deciding not to dwell on that until |and was
underfoot, he asked Suli, "Wat did the Captain nmean

he'd not turn a nman penniless into a Keshian city?"

It was one of the two sailors who answered, before the
boy coul d speak. "To be penniless in Kesh is to be a
corpse. Madman." He shook his head slightly at Borric's
i gnorance. "Life is cheap in Kesh. You could be the

bl oody King of Queg and if you didn't have a coi n upon
you, they'd let you die in the street, step over you as
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thev go about their business, and curse your soul to the
Seven Lower Hells for your corpse being in the way."

Suli said. "It's true. Those of Kesh are animals."
Borric |aughed. "You' re of Kesh."

The boy spit over the side. "W of Durbin are not

truly of Kesh, no nore than the desert nen. W have

been conquered by them we pay their taxes, but we are
not Keshians." He pointed toward the city. "Those are

not Keshians. W are never allowed to forget this. In the
city of Kesh the true Keshians are found. You shall see!"

"Boy's right. Madnan," said the tal kative sail or

"True Keshians are a strange lot. Don't see nmany al ong
the Dragon Sea or anywhere el se 'cept near the Overn
Deep. Shave their heads and wal k around naked t hey

do and don't care if you nake free with their wonen.

It's a fact!" The other sailor grunted, as if this was but
anot her story yet to be proven to his satisfaction. The
Brst said, "They ride in their chariots, and they think
they're better "en us. They'd kill you as soon as | ook at
you." Both sailors pulled hard as they neared the

breaker line, and Borric felt the boat rising on the back
of a comber. The first sailor returned to his narrative.
"And if one of 'emdoes kill ya, why the courts' 11l just
turn "imloose. Even if'n he's just as conmon as you are,
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Madman. 1t's being truebl ood."

The second sailor said, "That's fact enough. Watch

yourself with the truebl oods. They think different than

the rest of us. Honor's different. If you chall enge one, he
n? "~ht fight you, might not, won't care a fig about honor.
But if he figures he's a grievance agin' you, why he

tracks you, like you'd hunt an aninal."

The first sailor added, "And he'll follow you to the
edge of the world if he has to; that's a fact, too."

The breaker caught the boat and propelled it into the
beach. Borric and Suli junped out into waist-high water
and hel ped the two rowers turn the boat around, then
when the tide began to surge back out toward sea, they
gave the boat a shove, so that the rowers woul d have
sonme nonmentumto carry them over the breakers

Wadi ng out of the water, the Prince turned to the beg-
gar boy and said, "Not the sort of welcone to Kesh | had
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anticipated, but at least we're alive"—he jiggled the
pouch under his tunic—have sone neans to eat, and

are free of pursuit." He glanced back to where the ship
wai ted for the Keshian pilot. He knew that sooner or

| ater one of the seamen would nention the man and

boy picked up outside of Durbin, and those who ni ght

be in this part of the Enpire seeking news of himwould
connect that fact with his escape. Then the hunt woul d
be on again. Taking a deep breath, Borric said, "At |east
no pursuit for the nmonent." Sl apping the boy playfully
upon the back, he said, "Cone along and let's see what
this Keshian city has to offer by way of a good, hot
meal !"

To that prospect, Suli agreed vigorously.

Where Durbin had been crowded, dirty, and m sera-

ble, Farafra was exotic. And crowded, dirty, and nisera-
ble. By the time they were halfway to the center of the
city, Borric understood exactly what the Captain had
meant by his remark. For within twenty yards of the sea
gate, next to the docks where they entered the city, a
dead body lay rotting in the sun. Flies crawl ed over it
and fromthe mangl ed appearance of the tors6” dogs

had feasted sonetinme before dawn. Peopl e passing the
corpse ignored it, the only noticeable reaction being an
occasi onal averting of the eyes.

, Borric |ooked around and said, "Doesn't the city
wat ch or soneone do somet hi ng?"

Suli was peering in every direction, constantly on the
| ookout for any opportunity to nake a coin or two.

Absently he said, "If sone nerchant nearby decides the
stink is bad for business, he'll pay sone boys to drag it to
the harbor and toss it in. Oherwise it will lie there unti

it's no longer there." Suli seenmed to take for granted
that eventually sone magi c agency woul d di spose of
the corpse
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A few feet away, a nan in a robe squatted, ignoring

t hose who passed by. As Borric watched, the nman stood,
and noved into the flow of traffic, |eaving behind fresh
proof he hadn't been squatting to say devotions to sone
god, but rather to answer the call of nature. "Gods
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above," said Borric. "Aren't there public Jakes in this

city?
Suli | ooked at himwi th a curious expression. "Public?

I'"ve never heard of such a thing. Who would build them
and cl ean then? Why woul d anyone bot her?"
Borric said, "Never mnd. Sone things are just hard

to get used to."

As they entered the flow of traffic fromthe docks into
the city, Borric was astounded by the inpossible variety
of people. Al manner of speech could be heard, and al
fashions of dress could be observed. It was unlike any-
thing he had seen before or expected to behold. Wnen
passed by dressed in desert garb, covered fromhead to
foot in plain blue or brown robes, nothing shown but
their eyes, while a few feet away, hunters fromthe
grassy plains stood inspecting goods, their dark, oiled
bodi es naked save for a sinple thong breechcl out, but
their vanity showed in the copper bracel ets, neckl aces,
and earrings they wore and in their choice of weapons.
Clan tattoos marked faces here, and odd tenple robes

mar ked beliefs there. Winen with skin as dark as norn-
ing's coffee passed wearing brightly colored cloth

wr apped round from under-armto knee, with high

conical hats of the sane cloth. Babies with serious eyes
seemed to guard the rear fromslings hung over their

nmot hers' backs. Children of every possible description
raced through the street, chasing a dog who dodged
through the forest of hunman |l egs before him Borric

| aughed. "That dog runs as if his |life depended upon it."

Suli shrugged. "He does. Those street boys are hun-
gry.”

Borric could hardly take it all in. There was just too
much that was too new to conprehend. Everywhere he

| ooked, hundreds of people noved by, going one way or
anot her, sone strolling, others hurrying, but all oblivi-
ous to the throng surrounding them And nore than the
press of bodies and the constant babble of voices, there
was the snmell. Unwashed bodi es, expensive perfunes,

human excrement, cooking, exotic spices, aninmal odors,

all filled his nose with the reek of this alien land. The
street was packed, with little roomto nove w thout
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coming in contact with strangers. Borric was aware of
the weight of his two purses in his tunic, as safe a place
for them as he coul d manage. Any pi ckpocket was goirg
to have to stick his armdown the front of Borric's shu t,
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whi ch seened unlikely. Borric felt his senses assaulter,
and he needed a respite.

They came to an open-front 'al ehouse and the Prince
motioned the boy to turnin. In the relative dark, they
saw a pair of nen speaking softly at a corner table, but
otherwi se the roomwas enpty. Borric ordered a bitter
ale for hinmself and a light ale for the boy, paying from
the meager purse the Captain had given him prefer-

ring to keep his nore anple purse hidden in his shirt
front. The brew was average in quality, but wel cone

for the long interval since Borric had tasted such.

"Clear the way!" A worman's shriek was foll owed b\

the clatter of hooves and nore shouts, punctuated by

the crack of a whip. Borric and Suli both turned to see
what the fuss was. Before the open front of the ale-
house, a strange scene was unfolding. A pair of splendid
bay horses pulling an ornate chariot were rearing and
whi nnyi ng as they were halted by their driver.

The cause of the sudden stop was a | arge man, who

stood fore square in the center of the street. Behind the
driver, the charioteer shouted, "Fool! Idiot! Get out of
the way!"

The man in the street wal ked toward the two horses

and grabbed the bridle of each. He clucked with the
side of his tongue and pushed, and the horses noved
backwards. The driver cracked his whip behind the ear

of one of the horses, shouting loudly. But the horses
obeyed the constant pressure fromthe front, rather

than the noise fromthe back. The chari ot was being
backed up despite the driver's curses and protestation; -
whil e the charioteer behind himlooked pn in stunnec.

di sbelief. The driver drew back to crack a whip again
and the man pushing the horses said, "Crack that thing
once nore, and it will be the last stupid act of your life!"

"Fascinating," Borric remarked. "I wonder why ou
|large friend is doing that?"

The "large friend" was a nercenary soldier by his
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| ook, wearing |leather arnor over his green tunic and
trousers. Upon his head rested an old nmetal helm nuch
dented and in desperate need of a wire brush and pol -

i sh, and across his back was a | eather sheath, containing
what appeared to be a half-and-a-half-, or bastard-

sword. Upon his sides, two |ong dirk handl es showed
weapons at his belt.

The man behind the chariot driver |ooked upon the

man bl ocking his way in outrage. He was undressed,

save for a white kilt and an odd weapons har ness,

crossed | eather straps over his shoulders, formng an X
across his chest. Spears were within easy reach of him
tied to the side of the chariot, looking Iike a boat's mast
as they pointed straight up. A bow was also slung to the
side of the vehicle. Wth his face turning crinson, the
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charioteer shouted, "Mike way, you idiot!"

Suli whispered to Borric, "The man in the chariot is of
true Keshian blood. He is also a nenber of the O der of
I mperial Charioteers. He is therefore upon the business
of the Empire. The man who has halted themis a very
brave man or a fool."

The man who hel d the horses nerely shook his head

and spit. He forced the horses to retreat until the char-
iot began to turn to the right, backing into a pot dealer's
smal | shop. The pot nerchant shouted in al arm and

junped to get out of harms way, but the man with the

| arge sword ceased pushing the horses just short of

wr eaki ng havoc on the man's livelihood. The nerce-

nary rel eased the bridle and bent down to pick sone-

thing up, then sauntered aside. "You can go now, " he

sai d.

The chariot driver was about to start the horses on

their way again, when the charioteer pulled the whip

out of his hand. As if anticipating the nove, the warrior
wheel ed about as the | eather [ash sang through the air

and let it catch upon a | eather bracer he wore on his left
arm Qui ckly grabbing the whip, he yanked hard and

al rost pulled the charioteer over the side of his chariot.
Then just as the nan was regai ning his bal ance, the
mercenary drew one of his two long dirks and cut the

| ash. The charioteer fell backwards and al nbost went
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over the other side. As the angry charioteer started to
right hinself again, the nercenary struck the nearest

horse on the flank, shouting "Ya!" at the top of his |ungs.
Caught unawares, the driver was barely able to pul

them around and head them down the street w thout

driving through a packed nob of nerchants and shop-

pers.

Laughter filled the boul evard as the enraged chari o-
teer called back curses upon the large warrior. The
warrior watched the departing chariot, then entered
the ale shop and cane to stand beside Suli

"Ale," he said, putting down what he had picked up
in the street. It was a copper coin.

Borric shook his head. "You were al nost run down
because you stopped to pick up a copper?”

The man renoved his nmetal helmet, revealing danp

hair clinging to his head, where he had hair, for the man
was at least in his forties or fifties and had | ost nost of
the hair on top. "You can't take the chance of waiting,
friend," he said slowy, his accent giving hima full-
mout h sound as he spoke, as if he was speaking around
cotton wadded in his cheeks. "That's five luni, it's nore
nmoney than |'ve seen in a nonth."

Sonething in his accent sounded famliar upon Bor-
ric's ear, and he said, "Are you fromlsles?"
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The man shook his head. "Langost, a town in the

foothills of the Peaks of Tranquillity. Qur” people were
fromlsles stock, though. My grandfather's father was
fromDeep Taunton. | take it you're fromlsles?"

Borric shrugged as if it really didn't natter. "Most
recently fromDurbin," he said. "But before that | was
inlsles."

"Farafra isn't paradise, but it's a better place than
that pest-hole Durbin." The man stuck out his hand
"CGhuda Bul e, caravan guard, |ate of Hansule, and be-
fore that Gnalin, and before that |shlana."

Borric shook the man's hand, heavily callused from
years handling both sword and livestock. "My friends
call me Madman," he said with a grin. "This is Suli."

Suli solemly shook hands with the fighter, as if one
anong equal s.
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"Madman? Must be a story aboui. that name, or didn't
your father |ike you?"

Borric laughed. "No, | did sonme crazy things once
and the nanme stuck." Borric shook his head. "Caravan
guard? That woul d explain why you knew how to nove
those chariot horses.”

The man smiled, little nmore than curling his lip

slightly, but his blue eyes danced. "Charioteers and

their drivers give me gas. And one thing | do know

about horses is that when soneone is pushing on their

faces, they don't like it and will back up. You can try that
with a fool wiggling their reins and trying to flick a whip
behind their ear, but | wuldn't try it with a rider on
their back with a strong leg and a pair of spurs." He

chuckl ed. "Pretty stupid, wasn't it?"

Borric laughed. "Yes, it was."

Ghuda Bul e drained the last of the ale fromhis cup

and said, "Well, best be off to the caravansary. My nost
recent woman threw ne out of her crib this norning

when she finally figured out I wasn't going to marry her

and get a job in the city, after all. So, I'mwthout funds
"'nd that neans tine to find work. Besides, |'ve about
had nmy fill of Farafra and could do with a change of

scenery. Good day to you both."

Borric hesitated an instant, then said, "Let nme buy
you one."

Ghuda put the helmhe had just retrieved back on the
bar. "You talked nme into it. Madman."

Borric ordered another round. Wen the barkeep

had put the drinks down, Borric turned to the nerce-
nary and said, "I need to get to the city of Kesh,
Ghuda. "
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Ghuda turned about as if |ooking to see where he was.
"Well, first wal k that way," he said, pointing down the
street, "until you reach the southern tip of the Spires of
Light—+t's a large mountain range; you'll notice them
right away. Then turn left to bend around them then

right where the River Sarn6 runs along the north tip of
the Guardians. Follow the river to a place on the O\ ern
Deep where a lot of people live, and that's the city of
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Kesh. Can't miss it. If you start now, you should get
there in six or eight weeks."

"Thanks," said Borric drily. "I nean | need to get
there and I'd like to hire on a caravan headi ng that
way. "

"Uh- huh," said Ghuda noncommittally, nodding.

"And it would help if | had soneone known around
here to vouch for nme."

"Uh- huh," said Giuda. "So you'd like me to take you
along to the caravansary and tell some unsuspecting
caravan master that you're ny old friend fromhone, a
truly cracking good swordsman, who, by the way, is
called the Madman."

Borric closed his eyes as if he had a headache. "Not
quite.”

"Look, friend, | thank you for the drink, but that
doesn't entitle you to risk my good nane by making
recommendati ons that are bound to reflect badly on ne
intime."

Borric said, "Wait a minute! Who said it would reflect
badly on you. I'm a conpetent swordsman.”

"W thout a sword?"

Borric shrugged. "That's a long story."

"I't always is." Chuda picked up his helmand put it
crookedly upon his head. "Sorry."

"Il pay you."

Ghuda took his helmet off and put it back on the bar.
He signaled to the barman for another round. "Well
then, let's cut to the heart of it. Reputations have a
certain value, don't they? What do you suggest?"

"VWhat will you earn on a trip fromhere to Kesh?"

Ghuda considered. "It's a pretty uneventful route,

wel| patrolled by the arny, so there's little pay, which is
why there are always caravans needi ng guards. A |l arge
caravan, perhaps ten ecu. A small one, five. And food on
the trip of course. Maybe a bonus if there are bandits

al ong the way we have to fight."
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Borric did a quick calculation in his head—he could
only think in terns of Ki ngdom coi ns—and revi ewed
the money he had in his purse from Sal aya and hi s poker

Wi nnings on ship. "I'll tell you what. Get the three of us
Conpani on 193

hired on to guard a caravan and |'ll doubl e whatever is
paid you."

"Let me get this right: we get you on a caravan to

Kesh and you'll give ne your wages when we get

t here?" "

"That's right.

“No," he said, drinking down his ale. "Wat guaran-
tee do | have you'll not skip out with the noney before
can coll ect?"

Borric gave him an exasperated | ook. "You'd doubt
nmy word?"

"Doubt your word? Sonny, we've just met. And what
woul d you think if you were me and this was being
proposed to you by someone who's called ' Madman.
He | ooked significantly down at his enpty cup

Borric signaled for another round. "All right, I'll pay
you half on account before we | eave and the rest when
we get there.”

CGhuda still wasn't convinced. "And what about the
boy? No one will consider hima likely guard."

Borric turned to |l ook at Suli,,who was now clearly
wobbling fromthe influence of three ales. "He can pass
work. We'll hire himon to the caravan as a cook's non-
key."

Suli just nodded, bleary-eyed. "Cook."

"But can you handl e a bl ade, Madnman?" asked
Ghuda, seriously.

Borric said matter-of-factly, "Better than any nan
I"ve nmet."

Ghuda' s eyes wi dened. "That's a boast!"
Borric grinned. "lI'mstill alive, aren't [?"

Ghuda stared at Borric a nonent, then threw back

his head and | aughed. "Ah, that's good." Killing what

was |l eft of his ale, Ghuda pulled out his two |ong dirks,
and reversed the one in his left hand, handing it to
Borric. "Show me what you've got. Madman."

Suddenly Borric was tw sting and parrying a vicious
lunge, barely able to avoid a potentially killing stroke.
He didn't hesitate as he struck the nercenary as hard a
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blow to the head as he could with his left hand. As
Ghuda shook his head to clear it, Borric lunged, and the
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nmercenary was falling away fromthe point, striking a
table with his back.

The barman shouted, "Here you two! Stop breaking
up my shop!"

Ghuda sidl ed along the table, as Borric measured

him "W can stop any time you' re convinced," said the
Prince, balancing his weight on the balls of his feet,
shoul ders hunched, the point of the dirk ained at
Ghuda.

The nercenary grinned, his manner playful. "I'm
convi nced. "

Borric flipped the dirk, catching the bl ade between
thunb and forefinger, and handed it back to Chuda.

The nmercenary took it and said, "Well, we'd better find
a weapons deal er and get you set up. You may know

how to handl e a weapon, but it does you little good if
you don't have one."

Borric put his hand down the front of his baggy tunic
and pulled out his purse. He took out a pair of copper
coins and handed themto the furious barkeep. "Suli

let's be off = He discovered the boy was sl unped down
at the foot of the bar, snoring |oudly.

Ghuda shook his head. "Can't say as | trust anyone
who can't hold his drink."

Borric |laughed as he pulled the drunken boy to his
feet. Shaking himseverely, he said, "Suli, we have to

go."

Through bl eary eyes, the boy said, "Master, why is
the room spi nni ng?"

Ghuda grabbed his helmand said, "I will wait for you
out side. Madman. You tend the boy." The nercenary
exited the shop and stood next door exam ning sone
copper jewelry while the sounds of a boy being very
sick energed fromthe ale shop

Three hours later, two men and a very pal e boy

passed through the eastern city gate, and entered the
caravansary. The large field, surrounded on three sides
by tents and sheds, was |located just to the east of the
city, less than a quarter nmile fromthe gates of Farafra.
Close to three hundred wagons of varying sizes were
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spread around the neadow. Dust filled the air as horses,
oxen and canels noved from one place to another

Suli hefted the |arge sack he carried, full of various
itenms Chuda had insisted they buy. Borric had foll owed
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the nmercenary's lead in the matter, save when it cane
to his own arnor. Borric now wore an old but service-
abl e jacket of |eather, with | eggings and bracers. He
couldn't find a light helm so rather than one he didn't
care for, he chose a |leather band with a cloth
headcover, to keep his | engthening hair back and per-
spiration out of his eyes. The covering al so protected

; the back of his neck fromthe harsh Keshian sun. A

| ongsword hung fromhis left hip, and a dirk fromhis
right. He'd have preferred a rapier, but they were rarer
in Farafra than in Krondor and beyond his neans. The
day's shopping had eaten away at his neager supply of
coins and he was aware that he was still a long way from
the city of Kesh.

As they noved al ong past the corral s where horses

were kept, they cane to the main concourse, a series of
wagons arrayed in two lines. Strolling al ong between
themwere a full score of armed nmen, as well as mer-

; chants seeking transport for their goods.

i Movi ng down the concourse, the three were called to

by a man atop each wagon. "Bound for Kinri. | need
i guards for Kinri!" At the next, a nman shouted to them
"Chuda! | need guards for Telenman!" The third call ed,

"Top price paid. W're |l eaving tonorrow for Hansul e!"

Hal f way down the concourse, they found a caravan

bound for the city of Kesh. The caravan master | ooked
them over and said, "I know you by nane, CGhuda Bul e.

I can use you and your friend, but | don't want the boy."
PN Borric was about to speak, but Ghuda cut himoff. "I
( : don't go anywhere without ny Good Luck Cook."

[ ~ The stout caravan master | ooked down upon Suli
perspiration beadi ng upon his hairl ess head as he said,
"CGood Luck Cook?"

Ghuda nodded, as if it was sonething so obvious he
needn't commrent upon. "VYes."

"What, O Master of Ten Thousand Lice, is a Good
Luck Cook?"
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"When | was guard on Taynus Ri oden's caravan from
Querel to Ashunta, seven years back, we were rai ded by
bandits. Struck as if by lightning. Had no tinme to even
get out a prayer to the Death Goddess." He nade a

good luck sign, as did the caravan master. "But | sur-
vived as did ny Good Luck Cook. Not another man did.

I have always had ny Good Luck Cook with nme since."

"As that boy can be no nore than twelve sumers,
Fat her of Prevaricators, he nust have been precoci ous
i ndeed to have been a caravan cook seven years ago."

"Ch, it wasn't him" said CGhuda, shaking his head as if
that should be obvious. "Different cook. You see, | was
down in the gully with my britches around ny ankl es

with the worst case of runs in ny life when the bandits
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struck. Couldn't even get up to fight. They just never
found ne."

"And how did the cook survive?"
"He was squatting a few feet away."

"And what happened to hi n?" asked the caravan-
master, squinting down at Ghuda with interest.

"I killed the bastard for al nost poi soning ne."

The caravan master couldn't help hinself but |augh

When he was through, Ghuda said, "The boy'1ll cause

you no trouble. He can help the cook around the canp-
fire at night and you needn't pay him Just let himeat a
full nmeal every day until we reach Kesh."

"Done!" said the naster, spitting in his hand and ex-
tending it. Ghuda spit in his and they shook. "I Cc -
al ways use a good liar around the fire at night. Make
the journey pass quickly." To Suli he said, "Go find n;

cook, boy." He hiked his finger over his shoul der t
where a cook wagon coul d be seen am dst a doze"
freight wagons. "Tell himyou' re to be his new cook'
monkey. "

Suli | ooked to Borric, who nodded he should go. A
Suli left, the caravan nmaster said, "I am Janos Saber
trader from Kesh. W |eave at first light tonorrow "

Ghuda unslung the snmall bundl e he carried over hi
shoul der. "We'll sleep under your wagons tonight."

"Good. Now, |eave nme, as | need four nore guards
before nightfall."
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Borric and Ghuda wandered fromthe spot, and

found sone shade under a wi dely spreading tree
Ghuda took his helmoff and ran his hand over his
sweaty face. "M ght as well rest now, Madnman. Tonor -
rowit gets really miserable."

"M serabl e?" asked Borric.

"Yes, Madnan. Today we're nerely hot and bored.
Tomorrow we will be thirsty, dirty, tired, hot, and

bored. "

Borric crossed his arnms on his chest and tried to rest.
He knew that it had been drilled into himsince boy-
hood that a soldier steals rest whenever the opportunity
appears. But his nmind raced. How was Eriand faring

and what was transpiring in Kesh? By his estimte, Er-

| and and the others should be in Kesh by now Was

Eri and safe? Did they count Borric dead, or nerely

m ssi ng?

Si ghing al oud, he settled down. Soon he was dozing in
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the afternoon heat, the noise of the busy caravansary
becoming lulling in its own fashion

Chapter El even
Hunt i ng
The |lion stood notionless.

Eriand watched with interest as the cat waited with

eyes fixed upon a grazing herd of grassland antel opes.
Eriand sat on his horse, next to James and Lockl ear, and
the desertman, Kafi Abu Harez. Arrayed nearby were a

hal f-dozen chariots, the traditional centerpiece to
Kesh's army. The Commander of the I|nperial Chario-
teers, Lord Jaka, watched as his son Diigai nade ready
to hunt the cat. The elderly comuander's face was set

in stoic repose, as if carved from weat hered bl ack stone,
showi ng no enption at his son's approachi ng confronta-
tion.

Kafi pointed to where the |ion hunkered down in the
tall grass. He said to Eriand, "This young mal e has no
pride." Eriand took note of the huge animal, nrch

| arger than the small lion that hunted the nountains in
parts of the Kingdom Also this one had a huge mane
that was nearly black, while the lions Eriand had seen
were conpletely tawny. This was a truly magnificent
animal . "He hunts for hinself," continued Kafi. "If the
lion survives this day, he will someday be a fat, |azy
felloww th |lionesses to hunt for him"

"M ght he survive?" asked Lockl ear

Kafi shrugged. "Most likely not. It is as the gods wll.
The boy may not |eave the field unless he is disabled,
which is much the sanme as death for one of his rank. His
father is anbng the nost inportant lords in the Enpire,
so to be reduced to the rank of a sah-dareen—a
nonhunt er —aoul d be nore shane than the famly

could endure and retain its influence. The boy would
nmost |ikely go out and do sonething terribly foolish,
and brave, but die neverthel ess, to expiate the shane.

The lion padded forward silently, head | ow and eyes
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fixed upon his quarry. He had already marked a weak
herd nenber, a young calf or a sickly old buck or doe.
Then the wind shifted and, as one, the heads of the
ant el opes cane up. Bl ack noses twitched as the herd
tested the wind for the scent of approaching danger

Abruptly, one buck sprang up in a seem ngly inpossi-
ble four-footed junmp, and the herd was off. The l|ion
sprang after, using an uncustomary burst of speed to
overtake the rear of the herd. An old doe, weakened by
age, kicked at the lion, causing the aninmal to veer a
monent. The young lion stood in confusion. Antel ope
weren't supposed to do that, he was certain. Then the
lion picked up a new scent on the breeze and realized
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suddenly that he was no | onger the predator but the

prey.

At that nonment, Diigai gave a shout and his driver
cracked his whip and called for his horses to give pur-
suit. That was the signal, and the hunt was on. Borric
and his conpani ons put heels to their nounts and gal -

| oped to keep up with the chariots.

In a mlitary maneuver, the chariots fanned out to
intercept the lion if it broke right or left. Hunting calls
filled the air as the young Keshian hunters cried ancient

i nvocations of their hunting god, Guis-wa. Seen as a

dark god in the Kingdom the Red-Jawed Hunter was a

maj or deity in Kesh and patron god of all Keshian hunt-

ers.

The lion raced over the grassy plane. The lion could
not run long effectively, and there was no clear hiding
place in sight. Diigai and the other charioteers noved
after the fleeing cat.

Suddenly Janes reined in, calling Eriand to halt. The
Kingdomriders pulled in, as did Kafi Abu Harez.
"What ?" asked Eri and.

James said, "Just give that organi zed confusion a no-
ment to get ahead of us that's all. | wouldn't want you to
find yourself in front of it accidentally."

Eri and was about to protest, then realized what

Janmes was telling him It was the sort of scene that
would Iend itself to an "accident." He nodded, and
turned his nount, bringing her to a canter, fast enough
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to see what was occurring ahead wi thout the risk of
bei ng caught up in the hunt.

Suddenly the chariots were reining in, giving Diiga
anple roomto face the lion. By the tine Eriand' s part)
caught up, Diigai was off his chariot, stalking the lion
with a long spear and hi de shield.

Eri and said, "Those are pretty primtive weapons to
be hunting a cat of that size. Wiy not use a bow?"

Kafi said, "This is his manhood rite. He is a very im
portant boy, being the eldest son of Lord Jaka. The
trueblood will use a bowto kill an animal raiding his
herd, but to be a great hunter—a sinbani —+to have a
lion's-main headdress for formal occasions, you nust
use the weapons of your ancestors."”

Eri and nodded and noved his horse next to Diigai's
chariot. H's driver, a boy of about the same age, | ooked
oh anxi ously, obviously concerned for the young noble's
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safety. The young hunter was now about fifty yards
ahead of his chariot, halfway to where the lion
crouched.

The lion crouched, his tongue lolling in his nouth as
he panted to catch his breath. H s eyes darted and his
head turned as he attenpted to determ ne if danger

was approaching and if so fromwhere. Then he reared

up on his haunches and | ooked around. There was no
avenue of escape, as a ring of chariots stood ready to
bl ock his flight on all quarters. Then he spied the ap-
proaching figure. The lion roared a scream of anger and
fear.

Several horses nickered and attenpted to nove, but
their drivers held them steady. Eriand turned to Kafi
and said, "Wat if he msses on his throw?"

Kafi said, "He won't throw It's too dangerous. He'l
attenpt to goad the lion into charging and set spear and
inmpale it, or get close enough to stab it."

That made sense to Ertand, as nuch as any of this
barbaric ritual made sense. To hunt down |ions, bears,
wol ves, and wyverns that were raiding herds nmade
sense. To hunt sonething you couldn't eat so you could
wear its head as a trophy, didn't.

Then the |lion charged. A slight sound of surprise es-
caped the lips of several of the charioteers, and it was
obvious to Eriand and his compani ons this was unusua
behavior for this breed of lion. Diigai hesitated, and in
that instant he lost his opportunity to be ready. H s
spear was incorrectly set when the |lion charged and he
gave it only a glancing blow Suddenly all was confu-
sion: the boy was knocked back, his shield saving hima
terrible raking as the lion |lashed out blindly at the
source of his pain. Then the animal was biting at his
flank, as if some eneny was biting himthere. The young
man' s spear protruded fromhis side
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The lion knew only two things, pain and blood. It

roared, and the young man attenpted to back away

whil e covering hinself with the shield. The lion spun in
acircle, attenpting to bite the spear, then the weapon
was di sl odged. And Diigai discovered he was on one

side of an angry wounded lion with his spear on the

ot her.

"He'll be killed!" Eriand shout ed.

Kafi said, "No one will interfere. It's his right to kill or
be killed." The desertman shrugged. "I don't see nuch
logic init nyself, but it is the truebl ood way."

Suddenl y, Eriand pushed back in the saddle, kicking

his legs out of his stirrups. He reached under the right
knee roll and quickly unbuckled his right stirrup
leather. Pulling it free of the saddle, he rebuckled it,
and pulled his left stirrup iron up so it wouldn't strike
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his horse. Eriand wapped the leather of his right stir-
rup around his right hand tw ce, swung the heavy iron
in his hand to test the weight and how far he could
strike with it. Janes began to say, "Wat are you— but
before the question was finished, Eriand had his horse
of f toward the young hunter

The lion crouched and snarl ed, and began to move at

a fast craw, keeping low until the monent to spring,
but as he neared the young man who held his shield to
take the charge a new attack materialized

Eri and charged the lion, striking downward with the
heavy stirrup iron. The lion roared in pain and Eriand's
horse instinctively danced sideways. The lion spun and
swung out with a huge paw, but the horse was away.
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The big cat began to nove after, then renenbered
there was anot her eneny to face.

Eriand's distraction was enough. Diigai sprinted to

where his spear |ay, and nade ready. As Eriand re-

turned to his conpani ons, the young Keshian noble

shouted his hunter's cry and the lion turned. Crazed

with pain and confused with the attacks fromall quar-
ters, the young cat sprang at Diigai. This tine the spear
was correctly set and it took the lion full in his nmassive
chest. His owmn momentum carried the lion forward,

driving the spearhead into his heart.

The charioteers shouted and the young man stood

over the twitching cat. Eriand turned his horse, who
was shying at the snell of blood. It took a nmonment to
control himw thout stirrups, but being an excellent
horseman, the Prince quickly had the nount turned

and trotting away fromthe shouting truebl ocod men. A
chariot approached and Eriand found LordJaka passing
by. Suddenly the enormity of his inpulsive act struck
Eri and. Had he viol ated sone fundanental |aw of theirs
by distracting the lion? As they passed one another,
Eri and and Jaka's eyes net. Eriand | ooked for some-
thing in the old man's gl ance, approval or condema-
tion, but as the Master of Charioteers passed, he
reveal ed nothing, gave no sign or gesture to the young
Prince. Janes cane to where Eriand sat, reattaching his
| eathers and irons and said, "Are you mad? \What pos-
sessed you to do sonething that foolish?"

Eri and said, "He would have been killed. The others
woul d have then killed the lion. Now only the lion is
dead. Made sense to ne."

"And if your horse had shied a nonment earlier, you

could have been the lion's first victinm" Janes grabbed

Eriand's tunic and pulled himal nost off his horse as he
drew himcl oser. "You are not sone stupid son of a

nanel ess noble. You are not the idiot child of a wealthy
merchant. You are Isles' next King, for nmercy's sake. If
you ever try anything that foolish again, | will person-
ally beat you within an inch of your existence."
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Eri and pushed Janes's hand away. "I haven't forgot-
ten that." Eriand circled his horse, anger on his face. "I
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haven't forgotten that for an instant, my lord Earl. Not
since ny brother died!'" Suddenly, Eriand kicked his
mount and was riding at a fast gall op back toward the
city. Janes signaled and the Kingdom honor guard gave
chase. They wouldn't try to stop him but they wouldn't
let himride unprotected either

Lockl ear cane to where Janes sat, now al one, and
said, "The boy's not making it easy, is he?"

James shook his head. "It's the sort of thing you or
woul d have tried at his age."

Lockl ear said, "Were we really that stupid?"

"I"mafraid so, Locky." Janmes gl anced around.

"They're taking the lion's head, so we'll be heading
back to the palace. And they'll be inviting us to another
celebration.”

Lockl ear grimaced. "Has anyone ever told these peo-
ple that it's acceptable for less than fifty people to eat
together at one tinme?"

"Apparently not," answered Janes, kicking his horse
into notion.

"Let's go soothe our Prince's wounded pride," said
Lockl ear.

James | ooked of f toward where Eriand rode, closely

followed by his guard, and said, "It's not his pride that's
wounded, Locky." @ ancing at the cerenonial dismem

bernment of the lion, he said, "Diigai is the same age as

Eriand . . . and Borric. Eriand m sses his brother."
James let out a long breath, alnpbst a loud sigh. "As do
we all. Cone on, we still need to talk to him"

Toget her, the two advi sors approached the waiting
Kafi Abu Harez, who turned his nount and joined in
with themto ride back to the city. As they left the
cel ebrating Keshi ans, Locklear asked, "Kafi, what has
Eri and done by taking a hand?"

The desertman said, "I do not know, my |lord. Had

your young Prince killed the lion, then he would have
not only shaned Diigai by showi ng the world the boy
could not hunt, he would have nade a powerful enemny

in Lord Jaka. As it is, he only distracted the aninal
all owing the boy to regain his weapon and kill the cat."
Kafi shrugged and smiled as he spurred his horse to a
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canter, along with James and Lockl ear. "Perhaps not h-
ing will cone of this. Wth the truebl ood, who can say?"
James said, "I"'msure we'll find out soon enough."
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They rode the rest of the journey back to the city in
si |l ence.

Mya sat behind Eriand in the pool,' rubbing the ten-
sion from his neck and shoul ders. They were al one, as
Eri and had sent away the others. Wile he had taken
advantage of the willingness of the Keshian serving
wonen available to him he had discovered hinself re-
turning nore and nore to Mya's conpany. He felt
not hi ng he would call love for the young Keshi an ser-
vant, but with her he felt the confort of being able to
rel ax and speak of what bothered him She seened to
know when to stay silent or when to ask the probing
question that cleared up his own confusion. And their

| ovenmaki ng had progressed fromthe excitenent of
newness and raw cl ashing of desire to a nore sedate
famliarity of two people who understood one another's
need.

Anot her servant entered and said, "Hi ghness, the
Lord Janes-asks perm ssion to enter.”

Eriand felt |ike refusing, but realized he would have
to speak with Janes sonetinme today, so he nodded
once. A nonent |ater, Janes entered the bathing room

James | ooked down upon the nude pair, and if he was
startled to discover the girl with Eriand, he hid it. He
didn't ask anything of the servant who remained in the
room but renoved his cloak and handed it to the young
woman, who took it fromhim He then crossed over to a
smal |l stool, carrying it hinself to the pool's side.

Sitting down, Janes said, "Well, then. Feeling bet-
ter?"

Eriand said, "No. I'mstill angry."
"Who are you nmad at, Eriand?"

For a silent nonent the frustration was clearly
etched on the young man's face. Then it seened to
wash away as Mya continued to probe at the knots of
tension in his neck and shoul ders.

"The universe, | guess. The gods of fate and chance.
Hunt i ng 205

You My father. Everyone." Then his voice fell away.
"Mostly I'"1 furious with Borric for getting hinself
Tanes nodded. "I know. | feel that way, too."

Eriand let out a long sigh of tension rel eased and said,
"l guess that's why | did what | did. | just couldn't see
that boy killed by that |ion. Maybe the boy's got a
brother—= Wrds failed himas tears cane unbi dden

For a monent, Eriand sat in the warm pool, his grief

mani fested for the first tine since the bandit attack
James waited while the young Prince cried for his dead
brother, neither showing or feeling enbarrassment at

the di splay. James had done his crying a week before, in
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the arnms of his wife.

After a nonent, Eriand | ooked at his teacher with
red-ri med eyes. "Wy, dam it?"

James could only shake his head. "Wiy? Only the

gods know and they aren't talking. At least not to ne."
He reached down and stuck his hand into the water. A
monent |ater he withdrew it and w ped his brow.

"Sonme things make sense, others don't. | don't know. "

James was reflective a while, then said, "Look, |'ve

not told you this. Your father saved ny life. A couple of
times. Now |'mno nmore an expert on why a Prince of

Isles should save the life of a boy thief than I am on why
another Prince of Isles should die in an anbush on the

way to a birthday party. | can only tell you that no one
ever told ne, ever told nme, that |ife nakes sense. It just
is."

Eri and sank back against Mya's soft body and |et

warnth infuse him He sighed and felt sonething | eave
fromw thin, an ache that had been there every mnute
since the anbush. "It's so odd," he said quietly. "It just
hit ne now that Borric nust be dead. Yet "

"What ?" Janes asked quietly.

"I don't know." Eriand | ooked at James and there was

a question in his eyes. "Howis it supposed to feel?

mean, Borric and | haven't spent nore than a few days
apart ever. It's like we were . . . just part of each
other. | thought that if I lost him or he me, we'd .
feel it. Do you know what | nean?"
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James got up. "I think so. At least, | think I know as
much as anyone can who has never had one in their life
to be as close with as you two were with each other. But
I"ve watched you since you were babies and |'ve seen
you fight and play. | think | know what you nean."

Eri and sighed again. "I just thought it would fee
different. That's all. It's not |like he's dead, you know
just very far away." Eriand's eyes got heavy and he
closed them A nonment |ater his breathing becane

nmore regul ar and he dozed.

James notioned for the servant who held his cloak to
return it. To Mya he said, "W dine with the Enpress
again, tonight. Wake himwhen it's time?"

She nodded, not speaking so as not to wake the sl eep-
ing Prince. Janes folded his cloak over his arm and
depart ed.

Eri and finished dressing as Mya announced Lord

Jaka. The Prince was not surprised, as he had a feeling
there would be a reaction fromDbDiigai's father over this
afternoon' s busi ness. Eriand notioned for the servant

to admit the Keshian noble and a few nonents |ater the
tall warrior entered. Mya noved a di screet distance
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away, out of earshot but close enough should Eriand
need her.

Jaka bowed before Eriand, then said, "My lord
Prince, | trust | have not conme at an inopportune m n-
ute?"

"No, Lord Jaka. | was just finishing nmy dressing in
anticipation of dining with your Enpress."

Jaka nmade a gesture with both his hands, held parall el
and novi ng them downward and out, the meani ng of

whi ch Kafi had told himwas, "May heaven protect," or
"May heaven give bounty," an all-purpose benediction

The old warrior said, "I have cone to speak to you of
this thing you did this afternoon.”

"Yes?"

Jaka seened to struggle with the words he wished to
say. "As a hunter of great reputation, it would have
been a shameful thing for my son to have failed in his
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manhood hunt, today. It is difficult to accept such a

"There are those who will say that you robbed ny son
of a courageous death, or that his kill is tainted because
of your interference."

Here it cones, thought Eriand. He had hal f - expected
sonething like this.

"Yet," continued Jaka, "you did but annoy the animnal
distracting it |1 ong enough for nmy son to recover his

spear."
Eri and nodded. "The kill was his."

"This is true. So, while | ampartially mxed in mny

feelings as to the el egance of the kill, as a father of a boy
I love deeply, | wish to thank you for allow ng himhis
manhood. " Softly he added, "And for saving his life."

Eri and stood notionless an instant, struggling with
what he shoul d say. Then he took the course that would
all ow the father the nost pride possible under the cir-
cunst ances. "Perhaps he woul d have regai ned the

spear without ny aid. W can say?"

"Who, indeed?" said the old man. "It was a young cat,

i nexperienced and in great pain. A nore experienced
hunter woul d have struck it in the face with the flat of
the shield, no danage, but noise and pain. |If the cat
attacks the shield, the experienced hunter lets himand
attenpts to recover the spear. It is a thing we teach,
though in the heat of the nonment, it is easily forgotten
Easily forgotten. Your Hi ghness.

"I must leave, my lord Prince. But before |I do, know
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that should you have need, | amin your debt."

Eri and coul d think of nothing appropriate to say to

such a straightforward of fer of thanks, so he nerely said,
"Thank you for the courtesy of your call, and the honor

of your presence. Lord Jaka."

The Commander of the Inperial Charioteers bowed

to Prince Eriand and departed. Eriand turned to where

Mya stood, and said, "I will see you later this evening, |
expect."

M ya canme to Eriand and stood a nonent, adjusting
his tunic, nmore for the closeness it brought than for any
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true need, and said, "I will see you sooner, ny Prince. |
am ordered to the Enpress's presence.”

"Sonet hing's am ss?"

M ya shrugged. "Nothing. Al who serve in the pal ace
of She Who Is Kesh are occasionally pernmitted to share
the glory of the Enpress's court."

"Good. | will see you there."

Eri and notioned for the doors to his apartnment to be
opened and two young wonmen swung them wi de. Qut-

side, four Krondorian Palace CGuards stood waiting, in
formal uniform They fell in around Eriand, and in | ock
step they marched down the large halls of the pal ace.

Along the route, they were joined by James and

Gami na, then Locklear, and finally Lord Kafi. Wen
they reached the Inperial conplex of the pal ace, the
Krondorian Guards halted, as it was not permtted for
sol diers of a foreign nation to approach the Inperial
presence.

Eriand entered to the fanfare of trunpets. Leading

his small band, as senior nbst in rank he was required to
address the Enpress first. The Keshian Master of Cere-
nmoni es intoned the long list of praise for the approach-
ing Prince, and Eriand knew from his coaching this
signaled that the court was a formal one. He refrained
fromsnmling as he thought that the difference between
formal dining and informal was a matter of |abel with
the Enpress. He was sorely wishing to be back in
Krondor, eating at a sinple table with Borric in the
corner of the kitchen, sonething they had done often,
rat her than endure state dinners with their parents.

Reachi ng the foot of the dais, Eriand bowed and the
Mast er of Cerenpnies, said, "0 She Wiwo |Is Kesh, | have
the honor of presenting to you Hi s H ghness, Prince
Eriand, Heir to the Throne of the Kingdom of the Isles,
Kni ght - Captai n of the Western Realm™"

Eri and stood upright and said, "Your Mjesty, | thank
you for the kindness of sharing your bounty with nyself
and ny conpanions. May | present— and he went
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through the formality of presenting his conpanions, as
he had each tinme they had cone before the Enpress.
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He wondered if this nonsense went on at every neal of
the day for the Enpress.

The Enpress said, "Your Hi ghness had a busy day,

fromall reports.” Eriand waited for her to say nore, but

all she said was, "It is our pleasure that you join us again,
Your Hi ghness. Please, enjoy the bounty of our tables."

Entering the hall as Eriand turned was Prince Awari,
with several of his conmpanions. One, closest to Eriand
as he passed, spat upon the floor before the Prince.

Eri and halted, his eyes w dening and his face redden-
ing. The young nan who had spat began to nobve on,
when Eriand turned and said, "You!"

Al'l eyes turned to watch the two young nen. The

young nan | ooked at Eriand with narrow eyes. He was a
truebl ood, probably an inportant noble's son, given his
proximty to the Prince, and his body was nuscul ar and
strong. Eriand snelled a fight coming, and was in no
mood to avoid it.

"Eriand!" Janes's voice hissed in the Prince's ear.
"Back offl"

The Enpress watches, cane Gami na's warni ng.

Eri and gl anced at the throne as the young nobl e

came to stand before him The Enpress's attention was
riveted upon the two who stood facing each other. A
court noble noved to intercede, and the Enpress or-
dered himto her side. She seened disinclined to inter-
fere. Rather, there was an avid glint in her eye. Eriand
wondered if this was sonme sort of test, to determ ne
what sort of ruler of Isles Kesh would face in years to
cone. If that were so, thought Eriand, they find a
staunch opponent if needs be.

When the young man was inches fromthe Prince he
sai d, "What, sah-dareen?"

A few voices could be heard nmuttering. In this court,
to be a nonhunter was to be |l ess than noble, and to be
call ed such was a deadly insult.

Eriand gl anced at Prince Awari, to see if he would
interfere. The Prince | ooked on, interest in his eyes, and
a slight smle upon his lips. Eriand then knew the young
man had insulted himat Prince Awari's bidding. Eriand
took a breath, then as quickly as he could, he brought

210 Prince of the Bl ood

his hand across his chest, and delivered a puni shing
back- handed bl ow to the young man's face.

The youth staggered as his knees buckl ed. He col -
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| apsed to the floor, but before he could conplete the
fall, Eriand grabbed the ornanental torque around his
throat and lifted himby it.

"He who insults me in Kesh's court insults the King-

dom of the Isles. | cannot |let that pass." He rel eased the
young man's torque, pushing himaway. The youth stag-
gered but regained his feet. Eriand said, "You have the
choi ce of weapons."

James gripped Eriand's arm He whispered. "You
cannot fight this duel. It is what they want."

But the young man only said, "I do not understand
what you nean."

Eriand said, "I've struck you. You have the right to
nane the weapons we shall use when we duel."'

The young nman's face knotted in an expression of
unf ei gned perplexity. "Duel ? Why would | fight you?
You would surely kill ne."

Eriand did not know what to say. He was spared the
need of saying anything by the Enpress. "Lord Ki-
| awa. "

A man of mddle years stood up, at a table |ocated
near the back of the room "M Enpress's conmmand?"

"Your son is a buffoon, Kilawa. He insults a guest in
my house. What is to be done with hinP"

The nman's face went pale. But he stood erect as he
spoke. "Your wi sh. Mjesty?"

The Enpress hesitated, then said, "I should have his
head presented to Prince Eriand in a jar of honey and
Wi ne, as a trophy, but as our ways are not H s High-
ness's, | think this would only serve to cause himnore
di sconfort." She paused, then said, "Young Rasajani."

Instantly, the youth who had insulted Eriand bowed
his head toward the Enpress. "Your Majesty?"

"The sight of you causes ne disconfort. You are ban-

i shed fromthe upper city. Never set foot upon the

pl ateau so long as the light shines fromny eyes. Wen |
have gone to the Hall of Eternal Beauty, then the one
who rules after ne may prove nerciful and all ow your
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return. That is as much forbearance as you'll get from
g_and only because your father is dear to me—+
don't have nuch nercy left in ny bitter old bones.

Now, begone!"

When he reached the table set aside for his party,
Eriand turned to Kafi and said, "What was that about?"

The desertnman seened uncertain of the question
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"My Prince?"

"Wy did he insult ne if he didn't wish to fight?"
Eri and said as he sat down.

Sitting, Kafi said, "It is a trueblood thing. Hi ghness.
You nust understand: they are not a warrior people.

They are hunters. Warriors are little nore than dogs to
be turned | oose upon an opponent. Ch, they'll fight if
necessary and with ferocity, but they count no honor in
it. No, honor is in the ability to track down your prey, to
bring it to bay, and kill it with a single blow That is
honor to a truebl ood. For young Rasajani to fight you
woul d be unreasonable. You are a warrior of undoubted
talents. You would quickly kill him He knew that, so to
fight you would be sheer folly."

Eri and shook his head as he said, "This is a difficult
thing to understand."”

Kafi shrugged. "To themit is difficult to understand
how a man woul d al | ow circunstances to force himinto
fighting soneone he knew was a finer warrior over a
matter of honor. It is, fromtheir point of view tanta-
mount to suicide."

The party of Princess Sharana entered, and wal king a
step back was Mya. Eriand drank in the sight of the
gol den-ski nned Princess, then said to Kafi, "Wy is ny
serving maid with the Princess tonight?"

Kafi smled. "Because your 'serving maid is Lady
M ya, Sharana's cousin.”

Eri and's eyes w dened. "Cousin? To the Princess?
You' re joki ng?"

Kafi said, "OF course not, Highness. The Enpress

woul d not allow slaves nor 'inferiors' such as nyself to
attend your personal needs in your own quarters." The
word inferiors snarled with barely hidden bitterness.
"So only young nmen and wonen of noble birth—esser
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sons and daughters—my serve the Enpress and her
guests.”

Now Eriand's eyes grew round. "All of them"

Kafi said, "Yes, every servant in your chanber is a
daughter of nobility." He waved absently at the others
around the table, who were watching Eriand s di scom
fort. "OF course all in yonr apartnent, Your Hi ghness,
are related to the Enpress and of royal blood."

Eri and said, "Gods and denons. |'ve bedded half the
royal daughters in the Enpire, | fear."

Kafi | aughed. "Not by a tenth, H ghness. Many are
related, albeit distantly, to Her Majesty. And what if you
di d? The truebl ood | ook upon questions of the body
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differently than you or |. Their wonmen are as free to
take lovers as the nmen. It cones from having as many
Enpresses as Enperors." Again there was a hint of
bitterness in the | ast observation

As protocol dictated, the Princess Sojiana and her
retinue were the last to enter, and she made formm
enquiry as to her nother's health. The forns were net
as required, and the nmeal comrenced.

Servants appeared when the Princess's party was
seated and the dinner began. Little tal king occurred
around Eriand's table, as both the Prince and Lockl ear
seened content to stare across the room Eriand at
Princess Sharana and Lady Mya, and Locklear at their
not her.

Later that evening, Janes requested Eriand accom
pany Gam na and hinself upon a stroll through one of
the many pal ace gardens. Assum ng there was a reason
for the odd request, the Prince agreed.

As they were entering the garden, Gamina's voice
entered Eriand' s nind. Janmes asks that you speak
through ne, as he is certain that even in the center of
this garden we are likely to be overheard. Al oud she
said, "Not l|ike home, but lovely, don't you think?"

Eriand said, "I agree, conpletely."

James's voice cane into Eriand's nind, with
Gamina's aide. / have finally been contacted by our
agent in the pal ace.
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Finally? Has there been a probl enf

A probl en? There was a feeling of humor with

|l anes's answer. Only that we're under constant super-
vision. Half the "servants" in our quarters are nobst
i kely Keshian spies—which is a faint differentiation,
as anything we do would be reported as a matter of
course by those who are not spies. | think sonething
very inmportant is happening.

Eri and asked Gam na how her day passed, and they
chatted about inconsequential things, as they found a
magni fi cent marbl e water fountain: three denons of
com ¢ aspect seened to be trapped in notion, and
above them beautiful nude wonmen hunted them from
chariots. Water poured out of the rear of the three
chariots as the denons were herded toward the center
of the pool. Somehow a |ight shone from bel ow, by what
means Eriand couldn't guess, and the effect was truly
wonder f ul .

Al oud he said, "I nust ask howthis light effect is
done. | nust have one like it built in Krondor." Men-
tally, he said. What do you think is going on?

I"mnot sure yet, answered Janes. |'ve pieced together
this much. The Enpress's health fails. She is nore il
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than is apparent. That is combn gossip in the pal ace
and the city below. Wat isn't known is that she is
expected to nane Prince Awari her heir, but every sign
points to her naming Sojiana, or even Sharana, before
her own son. The Enpress and her son have had differ-
ences for years and at tinmes have barely spoken

So there's a question of inheritance of the throne?

Apparently, answered Janmes. The throne usually
passes to the el dest child.

"Lovely night," said Eriand aloud. But that's Sojiana.
True, but there is a major faction of nobles who woul d
see Awari upon the throne. First because the |last two

rul ers have been wonen, and nany of the subject na-

tions of Kesh are fiercely patriarchal and fear that three
worren rulers in a row mght turn Kesh into a natriar-
chy. In ancient tinmes, the peopl e of Kesh went through
such a period. But the major reason for wanting Awari
naned heir is he's seen by many as sinply being nore
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able. Sojiana is . . . seen as weak by many. Her |ate
husband was a powerful voice in the Gllery of Lords

and Masters, their equivalent to our own Congress of
Lords. But others fear her as being . . . dangerous. She
is able to mani pulate Awari and other |ords

enough so that if Awari is named the next Enperor, she
could still cause difficulties in the Gallery.

Does this have anything to do with the attenpt”. .
the killing of nmy brother? "Let's see what other nmar-
vels this garden offers."

"Yes," said Gamina. "It is so lovely here."

Janmes said, "For a while. | fear we have a terribly busy
day tonorrow. It is the official welcome and begi nning

of the-Jubilee. Al the rulers of the Enpire will be here
and gathered together for the first time. W nust | ook
our best."

James' s thoughts then came to Eriand. It possibly has
sonething to do with the attack in the desert. Awari's
faction is very strong in the heart of the Enpire, while
Sojiana's strength lies primarily upon this plateau
Shoul d war erupt in the north and the usual conpanies

of Dog Sol diers be sent against us, it weakens Awari's
presence here. Also, he is the likely choice to oversee the
army sent agai nst us. Aber Bukar, Lord of Armies, is
getting too old. LordJaka woul d make a | ogi cal choice,
but the Brothers of the Horse and a few other factions
al ready count the Inperial Charioteers too influential,
so it's unlikely the Enpress would risk an open breach
by giving himcomand. No, the Prince would be the

only binding figure they would all follow wi thout ques-
tion. Also, another |lord w shes preeminence in the Gal-
lery.
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Who? asked the Prince.

Lord Ravi, Master of the Brothers of the Horse. But he

is not trueblood, and while his cavalry units are critica
for the success of any nove agai nst us the Enpire night
make, they lack the prestige of the charioteers.

You paint a picture of a court in shanbles.

Per haps, but renenber, as long as the Enpress rules,
all obey her. It is possible that when she does die, chaos,
even civil war, may cone. But whoever is trying to start
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a war is obviously not waiting for her death. Parts of
this puzzle are still unclear

Al oud Eriand said, "Wll, if we are to be fresh tonor-

row, we should be getting back." Turning back toward
the hallway that led to his apartnents, he seenmed to
| apse into silence. Mdst of this puzzle is unclear. Let us
hope we can solve it before we cone to any conflict.

There was sil ent agreenent.

Chapter Twel ve

Evasi on

Borric pointed.

"What in the world is that?" asked Chuda.

The caravan was traveling the well-used | nperia

hi ghway from Farafra to Kesh, passing through mles of
farmland. The journey had proven uneventful, unti
now.

To the north of the road, three nmen on horseback

were attenpting to capture another man on foot, a
strange-1 ooki ng fell ow weari ng an unadorned knee-

I ength yell ow robe. H's head was shaved in the fashion
of monks, but his garment was unlike any of those worn
by any order in the Kingdom Borric had ever seen. And
he appeared to be having too nmuch fun for, and nmaking
a great deal nore noise than any nonk Borric had ever
observed. For as the horsenmen attenpted to grab hold
of the man's robe, he woul d dodge away, occasionally
ducki ng under the horse's necks, keeping up a terrific
whoopi ng and | aughing the entire tine.

Al'l this was acconplished despite the fact he carried a
wooden staff and a rucksack of sone size slung over one
shoul der, its cloth broadband across his chest. He ran,
| aughi ng and chittering nonsense to tornment his woul d-
be captors. The insane caper had Ghuda and Borric

| aughing. One of the riders turned at the sound and the
hunor seened to enrage hi mnore

The rider pulled a club of exotic fashion and rode at
the dancing man, attenpting to strike him but the man
ducked under the blow, rolling on the ground, and be-

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (173 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:07 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

fore the first rider could turn the horse, he was up and
danci ng again. He turned his backside to all three and
wiggled it, making a flatul ent noise to show his con-
tenpt for the three.
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"Who are they?" asked Borric, laughing at the com
edy.
Ghuda said, "That cavorting character is an Isalani by

his dress. They're a people from Shing Lai, south of the
G rdl e of Kesh. Strange bunch

"The others are plainsnen from Ashunta. You can tel

by the way they wear their hair and the cerenonial war
club that one there is trying to brain the Isalani with."
Borric then saw all three nen wore their hair in simlar
fashi on, despite a wide variation in dress; one wore
buckski n breeches, no shirt, and a | eather vest, while
anot her was dressed in |leather arnor, and the third
favored cavalier boots, an ornate shirt, and a hat with a
pl ume. Each man had his hair bound back, tied off with
aring set with a feather and allowed to fall in a long tail
down to md-back, but with two long ear |ocks left free.

"What do you think this is about?"

Ghuda shrugged. "Wth an Isalani, who can tell?

They' re nystics—seers, shamans, fortune-tellers, and

vi sionaries; they are also the biggest bunch of thieves
and swindlers in Kesh. He probably bil ked those three."
, Wth a shout of frustration, one of the men drew a
sword and swung in earnest at the Isalani. Borric
junped off the wagon, which was noving slowy as the
road was gently rising into the foothills of the Spires of
Li ght, and Janos Saber, the caravan naster, was keep-
ing his horses to a slow walk to preserve them Saber
shout ed, "Madman, get back to your wagon! Leave this

al one. "

Borric gave a vague, reassuring wave and hurried
toward the odd game of tag, crying out, "Wat passes

her e?"

The odd-1ooking man on foot didn't halt his dodgi ng
and ducking for an instant, but one of the horsenen—
the one with the plumed hat —+urned and shout ed,

"Stay out of this, stranger."

"l know your tenper grows short, friend, but using a
sword agai nst an unarnmed nan seens excessive."

The rider ignored himand spurred his horse with a
shout, riding directly at the Isalani. Another rider had
begun a sinilar attack, and instantly the |Isalani was

218

Prince of the Bl ood

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (174 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:07 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

nmovi ng between the two. The first rider veered, and
realized too | ate he had nade the wong decision. As

the Isalani danced away, the two horses collided, and as
horses will, one decided it was tine to bite the other,
which resulted in the second horse deciding it was tine
to kick the first, the net effect of which was the second
rider being thrown. Swearing 'an oath, the first rider
waved the third back, |est the accident be repeated.

Then he turned to discover the butt of the Isalani's staff
in his face and in a nonent he, too, was on the ground.

The third rider—+the one with the | eather vest—

didn't hesitate, but came cantering toward the fray, and
turned sideways at the last instant. He dodged in his
saddl e as the Isalani attenpted to dislodge himw th his
staff. The rider avoi ded being dunmped by the Isal ani

who stood to his left, but suddenly found strong hands

on his tunic, reaching up fromthe right side. Borric
pulled the rider out of his saddle, and half-tossed, half-
pushed himto where the other two were regaining

their feet.

"That was a m stake," said the first rider, who had a
| ongsword out and ready. And from his expression as he
advanced, he neant to have bl ood.

"Well," said Borric, getting ready for the fight as the
other two riders turned their attention to the arnmed
mercenary, "it wouldn't be the first one |I've nade."

Under his breath he said, "Let's hope it's not the |ast
one."

The first warrior raced forward, attenpting to over-
whel m Borric by surprise. Borric adroitly stepped aside,
slicing the man across the back of the thigh—ene of the
few pl aces unprotected by his | eather arnor—as he
passed, sending himto the ground with a painful and

i ncapaci tati ng wound, but one which would eventually
heal .

The second and third riders realized they faced a

very skilled opponent. They split up, the man with the
pluned hat circling to the right, and the man in the

| eat her vest noving left, forcing Borric to guard two
quarters fromattack. Borric began talking to hinself, a
habit Eriand had been poking fun at since they were
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bovs. "If A®" nave tne brains of a pound of pepper, the
lout on my right will feign an attack while the thug on

the left cones at ne."

Suddenly Borric took the fight to them pulling his
parrying dirk and springing |eft, nmoving the of f-side
attack back. He was instantly around as the man who
had been on his right attenpted to seize the opportu-
nity presented by an exposed back. But at the noment
be sought to strike a blow, Borric spun and took the
bl ow upon his dirk, counterthrusting a second |ater,
delivering a serious stomach wound to the man in the
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ornate shirt and cavalier boots.

As the man fell away, a gurgling cry of pain on his |ips,
Borric whirled and found the | ast renmaining rider ap-
proachi ng himcautiously. Borric swore to hinself.

"Dam. This one knows what he's doing." The Prince

had hoped the man in the | eather vest woul d nake the
sane mistake as the other two, and rush him

The rider approached the Prince warily. Wat he had

seen told himhe indeed faced a very skilled warri or

The two nmen circled one another, not sparing any at-
tention for anything el se. Then the Prince saw a pattern
of steps. Softly to hinself, Borric said, "Step, slide, step,
slide, cross over. Conme on, you beauty, repeat it. Step
slide, step, slide, cross over." Borric grinned, and when
the man again cross stepped, Borric |leaped to the at-
tack. The slight turning of the body was the opening
Borric needed. He drove the nman back with a furious

conbi nation of slashing blows and thrusts with the dirk.

Then the rider countered and took the offensive, and
Borric found hinmself being driven back. Cursing the

fate that put a longsword in his hand instead of a rapier,
he attenpted to parry and regroup. Mittering under

his breath, he said, "This bastard is good!"

For what couldn't have been nore than five m nutes,
but seened hours to Borric, the two nen evenly traded
bl ows, answered every thrust with a counterthrust, ev-
ery parry with a riposte. Sweat drenched both men as
they struggl ed under the hot sun. Borric attenpted
every conbination he had | earned, only to find his op-
ponent equal to the chall enge.
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Then there was a lull, as both men stood in the hot

aft ernoon sun gasping for breath, the only sound the
buzzing of flies and the rustle of wind in the tall prairie
grass. Borric gripped the hilt of his sword tightly, feel-
ing fatigue begin to nip at him Now the struggl e was
becom ng nore dangerous, for beyond issues of skill

both men were weary, and fatigue could cause a fata

m st ake. Seeking to end it, Borric |leaped forward with a
hi gh bl ow to the head, followed by a snap bl ow t oward

the man's legs. But even with the advantage of being

able to parry with his dirk and free hinself fromthe

need of protecting his left with his sword, he still could
not gain enough of an edge to bring the contest to an

end.

Back and forth the advantage swung, first to Borric,
then the plainsman, but each man successfully took the
other's nmeasure. Perspiration ran down the plainsman's
bare chest and drenched Borric's shirt, making fingers
unsure on hilts. Breath came in ragged pants as the sun
continued to be the nost nercil ess opponent of all

Ki cked-up dust clogged noses and made throats raw,

and still neither man could end the fight. Borric tried
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every trick he had been taught since boyhood and cane

cl ose several times to wounding his opponent. But close
was all he got. And he narrow y avoi ded bei ng wounded

on as nmany occasions. Then Borric realized with a chill-
ing clarity that at |ast he had overstepped hinself; he
faced as good a swordsman as he had ever seen, one
perhaps with |l ess native ability than the Prince, but one
with a great deal nore experience

For a monent, they paused, each man facing the

other, both crouched, panting for breath as exhausted
bodies trenbled with fatigue and tension. Both men

knew the first to make a mi stake woul d now be the one

to die. Borric drew in gasping breaths of air, trying to
find one | ast reserve of energy. He stared at his oppo-
nent, knowi ng the man did the same. Neither man

wasted breath on conversation, as each waited for the
monent when enough strength would return to press

the attack again. Then, with a loud intake of breath, the
pl ai nsman rocked forward on his feet, gave out a cry of
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anser, and forced hinself to a running charge. Borric

si dest epped and brought his sword and dirk up, to block
the cut, then he drove his knee into the nan's stomach.
As the plainsman's breath erupted fromhim Borric
nushed himaway with a boot to his side, disengaging his
sword. The plainsman fell over backward, hitting the
ground wi th anot her expl osion of breath. Springing af-
ter Borric brought his sword down on the dirt, as his
opponent rolled away. Then he felt sonething behind

his heel and his bal ance was | ost.

Borric had gotten too close, and the man had hooked

his heel with his foot. Now Borric was on the ground

and rolling, seeking to get clear and regain his feet.
Spi nni ng around, Borric came to his knees, only to find
the point of a sword coming at his face. Then anot her
sword interposed itself, and the first bl ade was knocked

away.

Borric looked up into the bright glare of the sky and
saw Ghuda standing with his hand-and-a-half sword in-
terposed between the two conbatants. "If you two boys
are finished . . . ?" he said.

The horsenman | ooked up and the fight seened to

drain away fromhim It was obvious that a fresh oppo-
nent stood ready to act if he continued being conbat -
ive, and from CGhuda' s appearance and the size of the
sword he carried, one willing and able to cause nuch
damage. Borric relented by sinply holding up his hand
and waving it weakly. The rider backed away a few
steps, then sinply shook his head. "Enough," he
croaked, through a dust-caked throat.

Suli peeked out frombehind the large warrior and
came to give Borric a drink froma waterskin.

To the rider, Ghuda said, "Your two friends are in
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need of help. One of themis in sone serious danger of
bl eeding to death. It would probably be to his benefit if
you got himto a chirurgeon

"And you," he said, turning to Borric, "had better
| ook down the road to see where you're supposed to be
i nstead of l|arking about with these silly children.”

Borric watched the other swordsman turn his atten-
tions to his friends. The man with the | eg wound he
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hel ped to his feet, and they both exani ned the nan
who was wounded in the stonmach.

"Where's that capering lunatic?" asked Borric, taking
anot her drink of water.

"I don't know," said Chuda quizzically. "I lost track of
hi m when | stepped in between you two prodigies "

"Well, he couldn't have vani shed, could he?" said
Borric.

"CGods' truth. Madman, | don't know. Nor do | care

Janos Sab6r was | ess than anused to see you go scam

pering off like that. What if this |ot had been a diversion
for an anmbush on the other side of that hill? Could have
been a nasty turn, and that's a fact."

Putting away his |arge sword, Chuda notioned for

the younger swordsman to give himhis hand, and as he

hel ped Borric up, one of his big gloved fists struck Bor-
ric in the side of the head, driving himback to the
ground.

Shaking his ringing head, Borric said, "What was that
for?"

Ghuda shook his fist at Borric, "For being a stupid son

of misery! Dam it, boy, it's so you'll learn to act like a
responsi bl e guard and do your job! It could have been

an anbush, couldn't it?"

Borric nodded, and said, "Yes, | suppose it could."

Borric got to his feet unaided and Ghuda noti oned

for the Prince and the boy to cone along. As they
stepped onto the road, Borric said, "I just w sh people
woul d stop thinking the best way to teach is to beat the
| esson into nme."

Ghuda ignored the remark and said, "You spent too
much tine with the rapier. Madman."

"Huh?" said the exhausted Prince. "Wuat do you
mean?"

"You kept trying to skewer that fool, and with the

Il ongsword that's a bit of a task. No damm point, and

unl ess you grab the forte with your off hand and really
drive the thing, all you'll do with the point against an
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arnored opponent is irritate him You nissed a half-
dozen chances to hand that bl oke his head, if you ask
me. If you're going tolive along life, you' d better learn
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to use a sword with an edge on it, as well as one of those
Krondori an pig-stickers."

Borric sniled. The rapier had never been a popul ar
weapon until his father, as fine a swordsnman as ever
hel d a sword, had becone Prince. Then it had becone
fashi onabl e, but obviously not south of the Vale of
Dreans. "Thanks. |'Il practice with it."

"Just don't pick an opponent who's quite so deter-

mned to kill you next tine." Looking down the road at
the dust of Janos Saber's wagons, he added, "Now that
they're heading downhill, it'll be half the day catching

up. Let's get a shake on."

"Ch, let's not," answered Borric, expended fromthe
exertion in the heat. He had gradually been getting
used to the savage Keshian m dday sun, but he was stil
not as adept at noving about as those born to it. He
drank lots of water and fruit juice, as did Giuda and
Suli, but still found hinmself weakening quickly in the
heat. He wondered how nuch was due to his brush with
death in the Jal -Pur Desert.

Cresting the hill, they saw the caravan of Janos Saber
nmovi ng sedately down the road. And sitting on the end

of the last wagon was the Isalani, feet dangling off the
tailgate, as he ate a big, bright orange. CGhuda pointed
and Borric shook his head. "He's the clever one, isn't
he?"

Ghuda started trotting down the road, and Borric

forced hinmself to do |ikew se, though his arms and | egs
felt like damp cotton. After a few minutes, they over-

took the | ast wagon and Borric managed to pull hinself

up on the tailgate, while Ghuda clinbed up next to the

driver, and Suli scanpered ahead to the cook wagon.

Borne let out a long sigh, then took a good | ook at the
man he had rescued fromthe three plainsnen. The

Isal ani was nothing to | ook at: a bandy-I|egged, short
fellow, with the features of a vulture. Hi s head was a
thing of squat asymetry, al nost square, and perched
oddly atop a gangly neck, giving hima com c appear-
ance. A fuzz of hair sprouted around the base of his
head and over his ears, showi ng he needed only aid
nature a little in his depilatory duty. H's eyes were
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narrow slits as he grinned at Borric, and his skin was a
gol den hue, a color Borric had only seen a few tinmes on
some citizens of LaMut who were of Tsurani heritage.

Wth a merry note in his gravely voice, the Isal ani said,
"Want an orange?"
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Borric nodded and the strange-|ooking man took one

out of the rucksack he had been so fiercely hanging on
to during the encounter with the three riders. Borric
peel ed back the orange and pulled out a wedge and
sucked the sweet juice fromit, while the odd man
handed another one up to Chuda. The ol d caravan

guard asked, "Wat was all that about back there?"

The man shrugged, his grin staying in place. "They
think I cheated them at cards. They were very angry."

"Did you?" asked Borric.

"Perhaps, but it was of little matter. They were cheat -
ing me."

Borric nodded as if this all sonehow made sense. "I'm
call ed Madnman. "

The grin broadened. "So amI~t times. At other tines
| amcal | ed Nakor the Blue Rider."

CGhuda said, "The Blue Rider?"

An emphatic nod yes was foll owed by, "At tines

have been known to ride about on a fine black steed of
nmost i npressive conformation, dressed in robes of the

finest weave died vivid blue. I amvery fanous in sone
pl aces. "

"But this is not one of those places," said Ghuda.

"Alas, no. Here | amrelatively unknown. However, at
those tinmes when | have ny blue finery and ny fine
steed, then | quickly gain fame wherever | pass, for
there are few who rival ny beauty."

Borric regarded the faded orange robe and said, "I
take it this is not one of those tines."

"Again | nust say alas, for this also is so. My horse
di ed, which made riding himnost difficult, and the
robe was lost to a man who cheated at cards better than
"

Borric laughed at the last. "Wll, at |least you're nore
forthright a cheat than those | usually encounter."

Nakor shared the laugh. "I only cheat those who at-
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tenpt to cheat me. | deal honestly with those who are

honest with me. The difficulty, usually, is in finding hon-
est nmen."

Borric nodded, anused by this strange little man.
"And how nmany honest men have you dealt with

|ately."
Nakor shrugged, an exaggerated noving of the shoul -

ders with a slight bobbing of his head. "None, so far. But
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I still have high hopes one day of neeting such a one."

Borric shook his head and | aughed, as rmuch at hinself
for going to the trouble of saving this lunatic as he was at
the lunati c.

When ni ght approached, the wagons were circled

around the canpfire, a tradition as old as caravans. Ja-
nos Saber had let Borric know in no uncertain terns

what he thought of any guard that would go | ooking for
troubles that didn't concern him and questioned

Ghuda as to his lack of brains in going after him The
boy he forgave, insofar as he was still a boy and boys
were expected to do witless things.

For some reason, he didn't seemto be in the |east bit
troubled by the Isalani's having joined his caravan
unasked. Borric was reasonably certain the strange lit-
tl e man had sonmehow bemused the usually stern cara-

van master, but that suggested the little nan had sone
magi ¢ power or another. Unless he was a confidence
trickster of sufficient guile to run his confidence gane
whil e on the back of a noving wagon five vehicles be-
hi nd the one upon which his victimrode. Borric

t hought that even his uncle Jinmmy woul dn't claim be-

i ng that good.

At thought of Janes, he was once again visited with

the frustration of his situation. How to safely reach the
pal ace of the Enpress and get word to James he was stil
alive? The facts |learned at the Governor of Durbin's
house showed that inportant nen, placed very highly

in the Inmperial house, were involved with this plot on
his life. And the cl oser he got to the pal ace, he was
certain, the nore difficult it would be to reach.

Settling back near the fire, Borric considered that he
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would dwell on it as they traveled. There was still a
great deal of road between where he was now and the
gates of the palace. In the warnmh of the evening, after
a hot neal, he dozed until Ghuda came and ki cked him

to al ertness. "Your duty. Mdnman."

Borric rose and assuned his post with another two
guards, each spaced a third of the way around the pe-
rineter, with the nuttering and oaths appropriate to
such nen in simlar situations throughout history.

"Jeel oge!" cal |l ed Ghuda

Borric levered hinmself up on his arm peering be-

tween Ghuda and the teanster who drove the wagon

and | ooked to where the ol der guard pointed. As the

extra guard at this end of the caravan, he could get away
with laying atop bales of silk inported fromthe Free
Cities, dozing in the afternoon sun. A town appeared

upon the horizon as they crested a hill. It | ooked to be of
good size. In the Kingdom it m ght even count as a

smal |l city, but Borric had | ong since discovered that in
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relation to Kesh, the Kingdom was sparsely popul at ed.
The Prince returned to his doze. They woul d |l ay over
for the night in Jeel oge before continuing on to Kesh,
and nost of the caravan's drivers and guards pl anned
on a night of celebration and ganbling.

A day earlier they had rounded the northern edge of

The Guardi ans: the nountains bordering the Overn

Deep on the west. They now foll owed the Ri ver Same
toward the city of Kesh. Little towns and farm ng com
munities dotted the | andscape. Borric coul d understand
now why caravan duty in the interior of Kesh was con-
sidered a |l owrisk profession. Things tended toward the
quiet this close to the capital of the Enpire.

"l wonder what that's all about?" nused Ghuda.

Borric | ooked up and saw a conpany of nounted nen
had set up an inspection point near the edge of the
town. Moving to the far right so he could speak in
Ghuda' s ear without the driver overhearing, Borric
whi spered, "They may be | ooking for ne."

Turning toward the younger guard, Chuda's eyes al -
most bl azed in anger as he said, "lIsn't that interesting?
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Do you have any ot her wonderful news | should know
about before |I'mhauled into an Inperial court?" Hi's
angry tone cut through his whisper. "What did you do?"

"They say | killed the wife of the Governor of
Dur bi n," whi spered Borri c.

Ghuda's only reaction was to close his eyes a mnute
and press forefinger and thunb to the bridge of his
nose. "Wy ne? What have | done to displ ease the gods
so?" Looking Borric directly in the eyes, he said, "D d
you do it. Madman?"

"No, of course not."

Ghuda' s narrow eyes searched Borric's for a | ong no-

ment, then he said, "O course you didn't." Wth a big
sigh, he said, "W could take a band of ragged bandits, if
bunp cane to push, but if push cane to shove, those

I mperials woul d have us trussed up like a gane bird for
the table in less time than it takes to tell about it. Tell
you what: if you're asked, you're ny cousin from Qdos-
koni . "

"Where i s Qdoskoni ?" asked Borric as the wagons
drew near the horsenen.

"Alittle town in the Peaks of Tranquillity, nearest

city is Kanpari. You have to go through a hundred mles
of the Geen Reaches to get there, so few do. Very little
chance of any of these boys having been within a year's
march of the place."

The first wagon sl owed, then stopped, and by the
time the others followed suit, Borric, along wth Ghuda
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and the other guards, were off their respective wagons
and com ng to stand behind their nmaster, which was
expected in case these guardsmen were fal se. But from
the manner their officer approached Janos Saber, it was
obvious it was really an Inperial troop; this officer ex-
pected to be obeyed, instantly. Each man in the com
pany wore a splendid tunic of red silk, a nmetal helm
with a fur band around the base—this conpany's being

| eopard skin. Each held a lance and had a sword at his
side and a bow slung behind the saddle. Borric agreed
with Ghuda's assessnment. The nen of the company had

the | ook of seasoned veterans. Wispering in Ghuda's
ear, Borric said, "Doesn't Kesh have any green troops?"
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Ghuda whi spered back. "Many, Madnman. The cerme-
teries are full of them™

The officer spoke to Saber. "W're |ooking for a pair of
runaway sl aves, from Durbin. A young man, perhaps
twenty years of age and a boy of eleven or twelve."

Janos said, "Sir, ny nen are all caravan guards and
drivers, either known to ne or vouched for by those
known to me, and the one boy we have is our cook's
monkey. "

The officer nodded, as if anything the caravan naster

had to say was of little consequence. CGhuda stroked his
chin, as if thinking, but hiding his face as he whi spered
to Borric. "Interesting, they're searchi ng wagons here
Wy woul d a sl ave escaping fromDurbin run into the

heart of the Enpire, instead of out of it?"

I f Janos connected Borric and Suli to the pair the
guards | ooked for, he said nothing. A guard came to
where Ghuda and 'Borric stood. The guard | ooked

Ghuda over quickly, but lingered to inspect Borne
"Where are you fronP" he asked Borric. He asked as if
one who felt the need to go through the notions, for not
knowi ng the truth he woul d assune he was | ooking for a
runaway slave. For a slave to be standing before him
calmMy, armed and arnored, was very inprobable to

the guard, but duty required he ask

Borric said, "Here and there. | was born in Odo®
koni . "

Sonething in Borric's speech or the way he carried
hi nsel f sparked an interest in the guard. "You speak
with an odd inflection."

Borric didn't mss a beat when he answered, "You
sound foreign to me, soldier. My people all talk like
do."

"You have green eyes."

Suddenly the guard snatched t he headgear from Bor
ric's head, revealing his black-dyed hair. "Hey!" com
pl ained Borric at the treatnment. Borric and Suli had
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used the last of the dye a few days before, and he hoped
his red roots weren't |ong enough to give himaway.

"Captain!" shouted the soldier. "This one matches
the description.”
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Then Borric thought that while those who were try-

ing to kill himknew he had red hair, the description of
the runaway sl ave would be altered to fit the descrip-
tion given by the sailors who had pursued himfromthe
harbor. What a fool |'ve been, he thought. | should have
found anot her dye.

The Captain slowy came to inspect Borric and said,
"Your nanme?"

Borric said, "Everyone calls ne the Madman."

One eyebrow |ifted as the Captain said, "CGdd. Wy?"
"Not many |l eave ny village and before | left | was
known for doi ng—

"Stupid things," finished Ghuda. "He's ny cousin."
"You have green eyes," said the Captain.

"So does his nother," answered Ghuda.

The Captain turned to face Ghuda. "Do you al ways
answer for hinmP"

"As often as | can, sir. Like | said, he does stupid
things. The peopl e of Odoskoni don't call hi m Madman

out of affection.” He pantomimed a man with little wits,
crossing his eyes and sticking his tongue out of the side
of his mnout h.

Anot her guard approached, pulling Suli along by the
arm "What have we here?" said the Captain.

"That's the cook's nonkey," answered Janos.

"What's your name, boy?" asked the Captain.

Ghuda said, "Suli of Odoskoni."

The Captain turned. "Quiet!"

Borric said, "He's nmy brother."

The Captain struck out, the back of his gloved hand
smashing into Borric's face. Tears cane to Borric's eyes,
but he held hinmself in check, despite a sudden urge to
skewer the Captain of the Inperial Keshian Guards.

The Captain grabbed Suli by the chin and inspected
him "You have dark eyes."

Suli stammered, "My . . . mother had dark eyes."
The Captain | ooked hard at Ghuda. "I thought you
sai d his nother had green eyes."

Wthout mssing a beat, Ghuda retorted, "No, his
nmot her had green eyes," he said, pointing at Borric.
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Pointing at Suli he said, "H s nother had dark eyes.
Different nothers; sane father."

Anot her guard approached and said, "No one el se
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mat ches the description, sir.

The sol dier holding Suli demanded, "Wo is your
father?" Suli glanced at Borric but the soldier said, "An-
swer mne!"

"Suli of Gdoskoni," the boy squeaked. "I was naned
for him"
The Captain struck the soldier. "lIdiot." He pointed at

Borric. "The other one could hear the nane."

Borric said, "Captain, take the boy away and ask him
the name of our other brother."

The Captain notioned for it to be done, while Borric
whi spered to Ghuda, "He's going to hold us."

"Then why this nonsense?" asked Ghuda in hushed
t ones.

"Because the minute he's certain he has the right
pair, we're dead before another mnute follows."

"Kill on sight?" hissed Ghuda.

Borric nodded yes, while the Captain cane to stand
before them "Now, who is this mythical brother of your
two liars?"

"W have a brother Rasta, who is a drunkard,"” an-
swered Borric, silently praying the boy renmenbered
the i npronmptu di al ogue he had engaged in just before
they encountered Sal aya in Durbin.

A nmonment | ater the soldier returned and said, "The
boy says they have an ol der brother naned Rasta who is
a drunkard. "

Borric could have kissed the boy but held his snile in
check. The Captain said, "There is sonething about you
two | don't like." He glanced over to where Janos Saber
wai ted. "You and the rest of your men can go, but I'm

taking these two into custody." He then | ooked at

Ghuda and said, "Bring this one along, too."

Ghuda said, "Wonderful ," as guards disarmed him

and bound his wists. Borric and Suli were |ikew se
bound, after all weapons were taken fromthem and
soon the three captives were being | ed al ong on | ead
ropes, trotting after the horses as best they coul d.

Evasi on 231

The town of Jeel oge had a constable's office, which in

turn had a poor excuse for a cell, used nostly to hold
troubl esone farnmers and herdsnen when arrested for

brawing. Now it was the Inperial Captain and his com

pany who used it, to the acute disconfort of the loca
constable. Aretired soldier, with grey in his beard and a
belly that hung over his belt, he was just the sort to keep
rowdy farmboys in line, but unlikely to be up to any
serious fighting. He had quickly agreed to the Captain's
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demand that he absent hinself fromthe prem ses.

Borric had overheard himinstructing his sergeant to
send a post dispatch rider as quickly as possible to the
city of Kesh, a request asking what to do with the three
prisoners. Borric only made out part of the conversa-
tion, but it was obvious the orders came from one high
up in the arny, and certain precautions were being

taken to prevent any undue attention being turned to
this massive search. One thing about Kesh, Borric
thought, it was a nation of so many peopl e doing so

many things, that this sort of operation could continue
for a long while with perhaps only one citizen in a
hundred even hearing about it. The day had gone and
now t he ni ght was draggi ng out. An hour earlier, Sul

had fallen asl eep, any hope for an evening nmeal van-
ished with the constable. The Inperial Guard seened

to have little concern over sonmething as trivial as the
prisoners' hunger.

"Hello!" cane the cheery voice fromthe w ndow.
Suli awoke with a junp.

They all | ooked up and saw a grinning face at the
smal | wi ndow above in the cell they were occupyi ng.
"Nakor!" Borric whispered.

Moti oning Ghuda to give hima leg up, Borric pulled
hi nsel f up by the bars of the w ndow, standing upon
Ghuda' s shoul ders. "What are you doi ng here?"

"1 thought you m ght want another orange,"” said the
grinning little man. "Jail food is never very good."

Borric could only nod dunbly as the little man
handed an orange through the bars. Borric tossed it to
Suli who hungrily took a bite and spit the peel out.
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"We'll have to take your word for that," said the Prince

"They haven't bothered to feed us."

Then suddenly Borric said, "How did you get up

here?" The wi ndow was a good eight feet up in the wall
and the little man didn't seemto be hangi ng by the
bars.

"Never mnd that. Do you want to get out?"

Ghuda, who was begi nning to wobble a bit under

Borric's weight, said, "There's one of the all-tine stupid
questions asked by nortal man in the |last thousand

years. O course we want out!"

Ginning widely, the Isalani said, "Then stand over in
that corner and cover your eyes."

Borric junped down from Ghuda's shoul ders. Mov-

ing to the corner, they covered their eyes. There was a
sil ent monent when not hi ng happened, then suddenly

a shock hit Borric, as if a large hand sl ammed him

agai nst the wall and a | oud boom deaf ened him He
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wi nced at it, then opened his eyes. The wall was now
breached. The constable's jail was full of fine dust and
the reek of sul phur. Several guards stood holding on to
what ever gave them support, while others lay upon the
floor, obviously blinded by whatever had opened the

wal | . ,

Nakor stood next to four horses, all w th saddl es bear-
ing the Inperial Arny's crest. "They won't need these,

I"mcertain," he said, handing over the reins to Borric.
Suli stood fearfully, saying, "Master, | don't know how
to ride."

Ghuda picked the boy and lifted himup into the

saddl e of the nearest animal. "Then you'd better |earn
quickly. If you start to fall, just grab the horse's mane
and don't!"

Borric was in the saddle and said, "They'll be after us

in a nonent. Let's—

"No," said Nakor. "I cut all their saddle girths and
bridles." Seem ngly from nowhere he produced a

wi cked-1ooking knife, as if to illustrate the point. "But it
still mght be wise to nove along, |est those alerted by

the sound cone investigate."
To that no one had any argunent, and they rode out,
Evasi on 233

Suli barely able to hang on for his life. Alittle way down
the road, Borric disnmounted and fixed Suli's stirrup

| eathers for him Suli's horse, sensing an inexperienced
rider, was full of nasty tricks, so Borric could only hope
the boy would survive any falls that were certain to

conme as they hurried away.

As they left the now awake town of Jeel oge, Borric
said to Nakor, "What was that?"

"Ch, alittle magic trick | |earned along the way," said
the grinning man.

Ghuda made a sign of protection, and said, "Are you a
magi ci an?"

Nakor |aughed. "OF course. Don't you know that al
I sal anis are capable of magic feats!"

Borric said, "lIs that how you were able to get to the
wi ndow? You fl oated up using nmagic?"

Nakor's | aughter increased. "No, Madman. | stood on
t he back of the horse!"

Feeling relief and exhilaration at this escape, Borric
put heels to his horse, and the aninmal broke into a
canter. A nonment later, the others could be heard be-
hind him until a yell and unpl easant thud told them
Suli had been tossed.
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Turning around to see if the boy was seriously hurt,
Borric said, "This may be the sl owest escape in history."

Chapter Thirteen
Jubi | ee
Eriand stood silently.

No matter how hard he tried, he just couldn't accept
the scope of what he saw. the site of the first day's
cerenonies for the Enpress's Seventy-Fifth Jubil ee.

For centuries Kesh's finest engineers/had refurbished,
expanded, added to it, until it stood WTas the single
nmost i npressive feat of construction Eriana had wit-
nessed. It was a gigantic anphitheater carved into the
side of the plateau upon which the upper city—the

I mperi al pal ace—+rested, built by the skill of artisans,
the sweat of builders, and the bl ood of slaves, vast
enough to confortably seat fifty thousand people, nore
than the popul ations of Rillanon and Krondor com

bi ned.

Eri and notioned his conpanions to walk with him

for it was still alnobst an hour before his own part in the
formal drama of court was to commence. Kafi Abu

Harez, his ever-present guide, was at his el bow, to an-
swer questions.

Finally Eriand said, "Kafi, howlong did it take to
build this?"

"Centuries, Hi ghness," answered the desertman. He

pointed to a place in the distance, near the base of the
gi ganti c wedge that had been cut fromthe plateau

"There, near the edge of the lower city, in ages past, an
Enperor of Kesh, Sujinrani Kanafi—all ed the Benevo-

| ent —deci ded that the prohibition against those who

were not of true blood remaining upon the plateau at

ni ght prevented his citizens from observing sone nec-
essary I nperial functions, nost notably those cereno-
nies to affirm Sujinrani's benevol ence, as well as public
executions of traitors. He felt the object | esson was | ost
on many who woul d benefit from observing it firsthand.

Jubi | ee 235

"So he decreed that all that was of this plateau, in-
cluding the Iowest part of it, was, in effect, part of the
upper city. He then had a small anphitheater created

down there, about a dozen feet higher than it is today."
Wth a small sweep of his hand, Kafi illustrated his next
remark. "A wedge of rock was then carved out, so that a
court could be held in view of those not pernitted to
ascend to the upper city."

"And it's been enlarged several times since," said
Lockl ear .

"Yes," said Kafi. "The entrance al one has been en-
| arged on five occasions. The Inperial box has been
repositioned three tinmes." He pointed to the large area
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overhung by a giant canopy of fine silk, at the mddle
poi nt of the | arge stone crescent upon which Eriand

and his party wal ked. Kafi halted the Prince with a
gentle touch to the armand pointed to the Enpress's
private viewi ng area. "There She Wwo |Is Kesh, bl ess-

i ngs be ever upon her, will oversee the festival. Her
throne of gold sits upon a snmall dais, around which her
famly and servants, and those of royal blood will rest in
confort. Only those of the highest nobility within the
Enpire are pernmitted in that area. To enter without
Inmperial wit is to die, for Her Majesty's lzmali guards
will stand at every entrance.”

Poi nting out a row of boxes, each slightly |ower than
the one preceding as they noved away fromthe | npe-

rial box, he said, "Those closest to Her Mjesty are the
hi ghest born in the Enpire, those who nmake up the

Gal lery of Lords and Masters." He indicated the entire

| evel they wal ked upon

Eri and said, "Five, six thousand people could stand
upon this | evel alone, Kafi."

The desertnman nodded. "Perhaps nore. This |eve

reaches down and enbraces the floor below, I|ike arms
surrounding a body. At the distant end we will be a full
hundred feet bel ow the Enpress's throne. Cone, |et

me show you nore."

The desertman, wearing robes of the darkest bl ue
and starkest white for the fornmal cerenpnies, |ed them
to a railing | ooking down upon another level. As they
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wal ked, nobl es who woul d proceed Eriand's party in
bei ng presented to the Enpress hurried past, a very
few taking a nonment to offer the Prince of the King-
domof the Isles a slight bow Eriand noted the half-
dozen tunnel s that opened onto the broad wal kway

behi nd the boxes. "All of these can™t originate in the

pal ace al one, can they?" ' \
Kafi nodded. "Ah, but they do." 1
Eriand said, "I would think the safety of the Enpress

woul d supercede the conveni ence of those nobl es need-

ing to come down here once or twice a year. Those
tunnels are an invitation to any invader seeking to enter
the pal ace. ™

Kafi shrugged. "It is academ c, ny young friend. For

you nust understand, that for an invader to threaten

the tunnels, they nust hold to the lower city, and should
any invader hold the lower city, the Enpire is already
lost. For if they hold the lower city, the mght of Kesh is
al ready dust. This is the heart of the Enpire, and a
hundred t housand Keshi an soldiers would |ie dead be

fore an invader canme within sight of the city. Do you

see?"

Eri and considered this, then nodded. "I guess you're
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right. Being a nation born upon an island, in a sea sailed
by a dozen other nations . . . we |look at things differ-
ently."

"l understand," said Kafi. He pointed to the area be
tween t he down-sweepi hg boxes and the floor of the
anphi t heater. The stone had been cut in descending,
concentric crescents, so that a grandstand had been
chiseled fromthe rock of the plateau. A dozen stairways
fromthe floor upward to the | evel just bel ow the boxes
were already filled to capacity with colorfully dressed
citizens. "There is where the | esser nobles, masters of
guil ds, and influential nerchants of the city will sit,
upon cushions or the bare stone, all around. The center
is kept clear for those being presented to the Enpress.”

Kafi said, "You and your party will enter there, Hi gh-
ness, after the nobles of Kesh and before the conmmon-
ers, as Anbassadors of all nations will. The Enpress has
favored you by placing your del egation before all oth-

Jubi | ee 237

ers an admission that the Kingdom of the Isles stands
second only to the Enpire of Great Kesh in nmjesty

upon M dkem a."

Eri and cast James a wy | ook at the offhanded com
pl ement, but only said, "W thank Her Majesty for the

courtesy."”

If Kafi shared the sarcasm he kept that fact well

hi dden. Moving on as if nothing inpolitic had been said,
he conti nued, "The conmon people of Kesh are per-

mtted to viewthe festivities fromacross the entrance,
atop roofs, and many other vantage points."

Eri and | ooked out over the |ower city, where thou-

sands of commners were held back by a line of soldiers.
Beyond the street that crossed before the anphitheater
peopl e crowded upon the rooftops of buildings and into
every wi ndow providing a vantage point. Eriand found
the sheer number of people in one place breathtaking.

Ganmi na, who had been silently wal ki ng besi de her
husband, said, "I doubt they can see nuch."

Kafi shook his head. "Perhaps, but then, before the
rule of Sujinrani Kanafi, they saw nothing of court cere-
nmony. "

"My lord Abu Harez," said Locklear, "before we con-
tinue, could you and | discuss the speech ny Prince has
prepared for this day, so that we mght not inadver-
tently give of fense?"

Kafi saw the transparent request for his absence, but
given there was no reason not to agree, he |et Lockl ear
| ead himaway, |eaving Janes, Gamina, and Eriand rel a-
tively alone. Several Keshian servants hovered nearby,
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taking care of the many details of preparation. A few of
them were agents of the Inperial Court, no doubt,
thought Eriand as he regarded Janes. "Wat?"

James turned and | eaned upon the marble railing of
the gallery, as if |ooking out over the vast anphitheater.
"Gam na?" he said softly.

Ganmi na cl osed her eyes, then her voice cane into
Eriand's head. W are bei ng wat ched.

Eriand had to force hinself not to | ook around. W
expected that, he replied.

No, by magic arts.
238 Prince of the Bl ood

Eriand forced hinself not to swear. Can they hear us
speaki ng this way?

I don't know, she replied. My father could, but there
are fewwith his power. | don't think so.

Janmes's voice said, "Spectacular, isn't it?" while his
mental nessage was, |'mgoing to assune they can't or

you 'd sense it. And | don't think we're going to be under
any less scrutiny any tine soon, so we mght as well

hope that we're right.

Yes, agreed Gamina. 7 wasn 't aware of the \nagic unti

I went |looking for it. It's very subtle. And good. | think
whoever is using it can hear what we say, perhaps even

see how we act. But if they could hear our thoughts, |
think I would know.

Ganmi na cl osed her eyes a noment, as if dizzy from
the heat. Janmes steadied her for a nmonent. | don't think
it's a mnd, or I would have sensed purpose behind it.

What do you nean? asked Eri and.

/ think we are under the focus of a device. Perhaps a
crystal or mirror. My father has used several in his
studies over the year. If that is so, then we can be seen
for certain, and either our lip novenent is being read

by one so trained or we are being heard al oud. Qur
thoughts are safe, |I'mcertain.

CGood, said James. |'ve finally gotten word from our
agents down here. It was a denon's own tinme getting
word to ne.

"I wonder how long we'll be expected to stand during
this cerenmobny?" said Gami na absently.

"Hours, no doubt," comented Janmes. To Eriand he

said, W've walked into a stewand it's rapidly com ng

to a boil. There's a plot to overthrow the Enpress's rule,
that's our agents best guess.

Fei gning a yawn of boredom the Prince said, "I hope
I can be alert throughout." Mentally, he said, Wat does
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that have to do with plunging Kesh and the Ki ngdom
into warp

If we knew that, we'd have a better idea who's trying

to start this revolt. | have a bad feeling about this,
Eri and.

Wy ?
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Besi des t he obvi ous dangers, there are going to be a

lot of soldiers inthis city this afternoon. Each subject
ruler will be bringing conpani es of honor guards.

There will be thousands of soldiers not under the Em
nress's direct command within the walls of Kesh for the

next two nonths.
Charm ng, was Eriand's response. "Well, perhaps we

shoul d rest before this ordeal begins."
James said, "Yes, that would be best, | think."
Ganmi na spoke in both men's mnds. Wat should we

do, Janes?
Wait. That's all we can do, was his reply. And renain

alert.
Kafi returns, observed Gam na

The desertnman said, "Hi ghness, your remarks will be
doubly appreciated for their sincerity and brevity. Af-
ter the cerenonies of this day, | fear you shall see that
econony of speech is not an Inperial trait."

Eri and was about to answer, when Kafi said, "Look! It
begins. "

Atall man, old but still nuscular, entered the Inpe-

rial box, and cane to the very edge. He was dressed as

all trueblood, in kilt and sandals, but he also wore a solid
gol d torque, which Eriand estinmated had to wei gh as

much as a suit of leather arnmor. He carried what | ooked

to be a wooden staff covered in gold |eaf, with an odd-

| ooki ng gol den design at the top. A falcon perched upon

a gol den disc

Kafi whi spered, though it seened inpossible to Er-

i and anyone woul d overhear them "The Fal con of

Kesh, the royal insignia. It is only seen publicly at the
hi ghest festivals. The falcon gripping the sun's orb is
holy to the truebl ood."

The old man lifted the staff and brought it down upon
the stones, and Eriand was astoni shed at how | oud the
sound was. Then he spoke. "0 Kesh, Geatest of Na-
tions, harken to me!"

The acoustics were perfect in the anphitheater
Even those across the boul evard, sitting atop the buil d-
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i ngs, could hear the man perfectly as the sounds of the
crowd died away to a hush
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"She is cone! She is come! She Who |s Keshhas cone,

and she graces your lives by her presence! | At this a
processi on of hundreds of the truebl ood began slowy
entering the Inperial box. "She wal ks and the stars
yield to her splendor, for she is the heart of glory! She
speaks and the birds cease their singing, for her words
are know edge! She considers and schol ars weep, for

her wi sdomis certain. She judges and the guilty despair,
for her gazes see into the hearts of nen!" The enunera-
tions of the Enpress's wondrous attributes continued in
simlar vein as nore and nore truebl oods, of all ages
and ranks, entered the Inperial box.

Eri and t hought he had net a great nany of those who
were inportant to the Enpire, but just the Inperia
party al one nunbered dozens of strangers. And the
only one he had spoken to on nore than one occasion
was Lord Nirone, the stout and inadvertently comc
nobl e who had greeted them at the boundary of the
upper city as aide-de-canmp to Prince Awari. Eriand was
surprised to discover Nirone was related to the roya
famly. Then, upon reflection, it seened a reasonable
expl anation for why a nan so obvi ously mal adroi t

woul d have a high post in the government. The nen

and wonen of the royal blood continued to enter the
box and take their places as the Master of Cerenpnies
continued to intone the Enpress's virtues. |npressive,
Eri and thought, trying to establish contact with

Gami na.

Janmes's wife lightly touched himon the arm as she
answered. Yes. Janes thinks so, as well.

"Kafi," said Eriand.
"Your Hi ghness?"

"Whuld it be permitted for us to remain here a
whi | e?"

"As long as you nmake a tinely entrance, there is no
reason why not, Hi ghness."

"Good," said Eriand, smling for the desertnan's ben-
efit. "Wuld you answer a few questions?"

"If | am able," he answered.

And if you could chinme in with what you know,
Janes, he added
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Gami na rel ayed the nmessage, for James nodded

"How is it there are so many in the Inperial box, yet
have not seen any of the great |ords and nasters yet?"
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Kafi said, "Only those related to the Enpress by
bl ood may join her in the Inperial box, servants and
guards notw t hstandi ng, of course."

"Of course,” replied Eriand.

Wi ch neans that there are at | east a hundred people
with a recognized, legitimate claimto the throne, added

Janes.

Provi di ng enough people die in the proper order, FEr-
i and added drily.

There is that, answered Janes.

When the relatives had entered, the first discordant
note intruded: suddenly bl ack-clad warriors appeared.
Each wore turbans of black, with face coverings that
left only the eyes exposed. Long fl owi ng robes were

desi gned for easy, quick novenent, and each had a

bl ack scabbard scimtar at his belt. Eriand had heard
tell of these: Izmalis, the nearly | egendary Shadow War -
riors of Kesh. Tales had grown in the telling until they
were regarded as al nbst supernatural. Only those nost

hi ghly placed in the Enpire could afford such as body-
guards. They were counted superior warriors, as well as
spies of superior ability—and assassins if needs be, it was
whi sper ed.

James attenpted to sound casual as he said, "My lord
Kafi, wouldn't it be usual for the Enpress to be sur-
rounded by her own |nperial Guards?"

The desertnman's eyes narrowed slightly, but wthout
any change in inflection he said, "It is considered nore
prudent to use lzmalis. They are without peer."

Whi ch means, thought James to Eriand through
Gani na, the Enpress can no |onger trust even her own
| mperi al Guards.

When the Izmalis were in place, a dozen husky sl aves,
bodies oiled, entered carrying a litter, upon which sat
the Enpress. Throughout the entrance of the Inperia
party, the old man with the gol den staff had been inton-
ing a long ritual introduction, citing great feats accom
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pl i shed under Lakei sha, the Enpress. Suddenly Eriand
caught a shift in tension and began listening to the
i ntroduction.

crushed the rebellion of Lesser Kesh," intoned

the old man. Eriand remenbered fromhis study of

Keshi an history that about the tine of his birth all of the
nations south of the two nountain ranges that trans-

verse the continent—+the Grdle of Kesh—had been

brought to heel after twenty years of successful revolt.
The sel f-procl ai med Keshi an Conf ederacy had been

made to pay dearly for their rebellion. Thousands had

been put to death and fromthe few reports that had
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made their way to the Kingdom the devastation had

been unequal ed by anything in Kingdom hi st ory—en-

tire cities were put to the torch and their popul ati ons
sold into slavery. Entire peoples, races, |anguages, and
cultures had ceased to exist, except anpng the sl aves
And fromthe angry nuttering that could be heard from
the crowd—ot just the commpners in the street, but
frommany of the | esser nobles in the anphitheater

bel owbad bl ood still existed between those subject
peopl es and their ruler

Ganmi na went pale, and Kafi noticed. "Is ny | ady feel-
ing ill?"

Ganmi na gripped Janes's arm and stood on wobbly
| egs a nonent. She shook her head, and said, "The heat,
my lord. If I could please have sone water."

Kafi merely notioned and instantly a servant was at
their side. Kafi instructed him and a nmonent |ater the
servant offered a cool cup of water to Gami na. She
sipped it, while speaking silently to Janes, Locklear,
and Eriand. / was caught unprepared for that. The sud
den flow of anger and hatred. Many of those here woul d
happily nurder the Enpress. And nany, many of the

angry mnds are in the Inperial box.

James made conforting sounds as he patted his wife

on the arm and Locklear said, "If you think it would b*
too much for you to stand here for the rest of the da),
Gami na . "

"No, Locky. I'mfine. |I just need to drink a bit nore
water, | think."
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Kafi said, "That is w se."

Eriand returned his attention to the next group to
enter. The Prince and both Princesses of Kesh had en-
tered after their nother, and now the npbst powerful

|l ords and nasters in the Enpire were being an-
nounced.

Lord Jaka, Conmander of the Inperial Charioteers,
entered. "How i nportant are the charioteers, Kafi?"
asked Eri and.

"I"'mnot certain | understand, H ghness."

"I mean, is their position only tradition, or do they
really stand as the heart of the arny? On those occa-

sions in the past where our two nations have . . . had
di fferences, we've always faced your dreaded Dog
Sol diers."

Kafi shrugged. "The Charioteers were the vanguard

of those who crushed the Confederacy, Hi ghness. But
your borders lie far to the north and the Charioteers
woul d be dispatched that far fromthe capital upon only
the greatest need."
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Jaka's the nan who can make or break any attenpt to
overthrow the Enpress, offered Janes.

Eri and nodded, as if considering Kafi's words. To
Gam na, Lockl ear, and Janmes he thought. He seens
pretty solid, fromoutward appearances.

He's an inportant man, Eriand, answered Janes. No
coups d'etat would succeed without himeither partici-
pating or neutralized.

Kafi touched Eriand upon the arm "Speaking of the

Dog Soldiers, here is their nmaster. Sula Jafi Butar,
Prince Regent of the Armies, and hereditary ruler of
Kistan, Isan, Paji, and the other states where our arnmies
are recruited. "

The man who entered was fairly nondescript, save

that he | ooked a bl ack-skinned version of the truebl ood.
H s dress was identical, white kilt, sandals, and shaved
head, but his skin shown |ike ebony in the sun. Most of
his foll owers were equally dark, though a few coul d pass
as trueblood to Eriand' s inexperienced eye.

Eri and | ooked at James, who answered, He's an un-
known pl ayer, Eriand. He seens openly |oyal. Hi s peo-
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pies were the first to be conquered by their neighbors, so
they are anong the oldest lines in the nation, second

only to the truebl ood. Aber Bukar, Lord of the Armes

is the true comuander, but this man has a lot ofinflu

ence with the arny.

Kafi said, "Perhaps we shoul d begin noving down
ward, Prince Eriand. That way we shall not have any
risk of a breach of courtesy."”

Eri and said, "Please. Lead on."

A group of guards fell in around Eriand and his corn

pani ons, and the Prince was nonentarily startled. He

did not notice them approaching in the crowd. Thev

made no cry nor did they need to. People on the ramp
behi nd the boxes seened to sense their approach in-
stinctively and give way. James observed, "At this social
strata, people seemto be alert to the possible approach
of someone of greater rank."

Kafi gave a shrug with a gesture of his hands down

and outward, and said "Ma 'lish," which Eriand knew
was Beni —Kafi's native | anguage—for, "lI'msorry," but
actual ly neant, "D sasters happen.” It was what thp

Beni - speaki ng people called kisnet or fate, the will oi
t he gods.

The nane Lord Ravi intruded upon Eriand' s aware-

ness and he gl anced back to see another colorful group
of men entering. Each man in front had a shaved head,
save for a scal pl ock down the center, conbed high and
kept erect by a pomade or wax. A fall of horsehair wa
died to match the wearer's natural color and tied by a
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| eat her thong woven into the scal pl ock. The nen wore

only a loincloth and their bodies were oiled to a gl oss
Their skin was sunburned, but seemed lighter than

nmost Keshians, with a reddi sh cast. Myst of the nmen

were dark haired. Then behi nd cane younger nen.

who wore their hair long, tied behind in inmtation of the
horsehair fall, but with ringlets | oose at the ears. These
wore brightly colored | eather arnor, with wide flarin"

at the top, giving them an exaggerated breadth of

shoul ders. They also wore only |oincloths, rather than
trousers. All wore soft |eather boots tied at m d-calf.
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Eri and stopped his party a monent. "Kafi, who are
1' hpVv

Kafi could barely conceal his contenpt. "Ashuntai
horsenen, ny Prince. Lord Ravi is Master of the Broth-
ers of the Horse. They are an order of cavalry who are
descended fromthe finest warriors the nation of

Ashunta could field. They are anong the nost difficult
people " Kafi realized he alnbst |et an opinion slip
and said, "They were conquered with great difficulty,
lord and still hold strongly to their own national iden-
tity.'It is only because they have been allowed to rise
highly in the court they remain loyal to the Enpire."

And because their city-state is on the wong side of
the Grdle of Kesh, added Janes, with a hunorous feel-
ing to his thoughts. Aber Bukar, the Enpress's General,
had to threaten themto get themto put cavalry in the
field agai nst the rebellious Confederacy, according to
our reports.

As the group resuned their travel to the bottom of
the anphitheater, Eriand said, "I don't see any wonen.
Is there a reason for that?"

Kafi said, "The Ashuntai are a strange people. Their
wonen"—he gl anced at Ganina, as if not wishing to
gi ve ofi ense—their wonen are consi dered property.
They are bartered and bought and sol d. The Ashunt ai

do not count them human." If Kafi found this distaste-
ful, he hidit well.

Eriand couldn't resist the opportunity. "Isn't it true
that your own people give wonen little freedon?”

Kafi's dark skin colored as the blood rose in his cheek.
"It does appear so. Hi ghness, as we have been taught by
our forefathers. But we are al so a people who have

| earned fromour neighbors, and we no | onger trade our
daughters for canels." He glanced over his shoulder to
the box where Lord Ravi's conpany sat.

"But those sell their female children, and if a woman
troubles a nan, he is free to do with her as he w shes,
including killing her. They are taught to despise warm
feelings, and to love a woman is to be weak. Desire and
| ust they count necessary for breeding sons, but |ove
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have a saying, 'Even the nost high born man is but a
servant in his own bedchanber.' Many of our best rul -

ers took counsel in the arns of their wives, to the bene-
fit of their nation.

"But those— Kafi glanced down. "Forgive nme. | do
not mean to lecture.”

"No," said Gamina. "By all neans. | find this fascinat-
ing." To the others, she said, He has a personal dislike
for the Ashuntai that goes beyond any objection to their
soci al custons. He hates them

Kafi said, "Along tine ago, when | was a boy, ny
father served She Who |Is Kesh, honors upon her |ine,
before ne. Here, | canme to know one who was Lord

Ravi's son. W were boys in the palace, that is all we
knew. Ravi's son, Ranavi, was a fine boy and we used to
ride together. It is an open question who are the best
horsenen in the Enpire, the Ashuntai or we of the Jal-
Pur. W woul d often race our horses on the grassl ands
beyond the city gate, his Ashuntai pony, ny desert
horse. W becane friends after a fashion

"There was a girl. An Ashuntai girl who | cane to

know. " Keeping his face a mask, Kafi said, "I attenpted
to barter for her, in their fashion, but Ravi nade her a
prize for one of their festivals. She was won by one of
their warriors and he took her to his honme. It was this
warrior's third or fourth wife, | believe." He waved his
hand, as if this were a long ago, nearly forgotten inci-
dent. "They bind their wonen with collars of |eathe

and | ead themon chains in public. They do not let them
wear clothing, save a loincloth, even in cold weather

The fact of their being without clothing is of little im
portance to the truebl ood, but the Enpress, as her

nmot her before, finds their treatnment at the hands oi
their husbands, sons, and fathers personally distastefu
Lord Ravi and the others have enough political acumner

not to bring down the Enpress's disapproval, so theu
woren are never brought to the palace. It has not a

ways been so. The Enpress's grandfather, it is said, hac
a deci ded preference for very young Ashuntai girls. It is
said that it is for the Ashuntai's willingness to provide
himw th as nmany as he required for his . . . anuse-
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ment, that the Brotherhood of the Horse was allowed to
rise so high in the court of the Enpire."

"Upon such things are the strengths of nations
founded, " Locky remarked drily.

"It is so," replied Kafi.

They reached the bottomof the long ranp and a line
of guards stood upon either side, keeping the crowds
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away fromthe staging area for those who would enter

and be presented to the court. Eriand' s guards-were

wai ting for himbelow, wearing the full dress uniform of
the Kingdom and the badge of the Royal Krondorian

Pal ace Guard upon their chest. Eriand noted with sone
amusenent the Quegan del egate stood behind his nen,

fum ng at the Kingdomof the Isles being given prece-
dence over his own nation.

Eriand returned his attention to Kafi's story. "Ranavi

sought to steal the girl for nme, as a gift. It is also part of
their culture that if you can successfully steal a woman
froma rival —arrying her away to your own home—

you may keep her. Ranavi was not quite seventeen

years of age when he attenpted to steal his own sister
fromthe man who had won her at the festival. He died

in the attenpt."

Wthout a note of bitterness or enotion as he spoke,

Kafi said, "This, you can see, is why | have sone diffi-
culty appreciating the better qualities of the Ashuntai."
Softly, he added, "Whatever they may be."

Ganmi na | ooked at the desertman with synpathy, but
sai d not hi ng.

They had been standing in place for ten m nutes,

waiting to nove up to the entrance to the anphithe-

ater. No one had spoken since Kafi had related the story
of his friend. Locklear decided it was a good tine to
change the subject. "My lord Kafi, where are the del e-
gates fromthe Free Cities?"

"Absent, ny lord," answered Kafi. "They would not

send anyone to the Jubil ee. Those peopl e who once

were I nperial Bosania still have no official dealings with
the Enpire."

" d grudges die hard," said Janes.
248 Prince of the Bl ood

Eriand said, "I don't understand. Queg and the Em

pire have had three wars in ny lifetime, and there have
been several border skirm shes between |Isles and Kesh.
Wy is it different with the Free Gties?"

As they noved into place in the procession, Kafi said,
"Those who live in what you call the Free Cities were
once our |oyal subjects. Wen the first revolt of the
Conf ederacy occurred, ages past, Kesh stripped all her
garrisons north of the Jal-Pur, |eaving those colonists to
fend for thensel ves. Queg, on the other hand, had suc-
cessfully revolted a decade before. Queg is a successfu
revol utionary nation. Your own Kingdom were al ways
foreign, but the Free Cities are a people who were
betrayed by their own rulers. They were farnmers and
tavernkeepers, left to defend thensel ves."

Eri and t hought about this as they noved forward a
few steps in anticipation of being announced. He
gl anced at the upper gallery, and saw it was quickly
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filling up as the last of the lords and nasters were ente"
ing. What was Bosania, part of which was now the King
dom s own duchy of Crydee, conquered by Eriand's

own great, great grandfather, was a terribly harsh | and,

i nhabited by goblins, trolls, and the Brotherhood of the
Dark Path. Wthout soldiers, it must have been years of
constant struggle just to survive. Eriand could under-
stand why those of the Free Cities could still hold a
grudge agai nst the Enpire.

Then he heard his nanme announced and Kafi said,
"Hi ghness. It is tine."

As one, the entire conpany set off, only Gam na not
walking in mlitary |lockstep, as they trod the flat stone
floor of the amphitheater. It took a full five mnutes to
cross the vast base of the bowl, but at last, under the
scorching sun of Kesh, the Prince of the Isles was for-
mal |y presented to the Enpress of Great Kesh. And not
until this noment did Eriand really understand what

had been true since Borric's di sappearance. He, not his
brother, now stood before the mightiest ruler in the
worl d, and he soneday m ght find her successor his
deadl i est eneny, for he, not Borric, would soneday be
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King of the Isles. And not since he had been a little boy
held in his nother's arns had Eriand felt so frightened.

The presentation went by in a blur. Eriand hardly
recal l ed being introduced to the fornal court, and

could hardly renenber speaking the words he had

been forced to nenorize. As no one remarked or

| aughed, he assuned he said them properly, and he
couldn't renenber what the del egations behind him

had said. He now sat at the |l owest |evel of the anphithe-
ater, on the bench of stone set aside for the del egates
who cane to offer wishes of health and prosperity to the
Enpress on her Seventy-Fifth Jubilee. Trying to focus

hi nsel f, despite his unexpected attack of fear, he said,
"Kafi, why has the festival been held off this |ong past
Banapi s?"

Kafi said, "Unlike your people, we of Kesh do not

count the Festival of Mdsunmmer as the date of our

birth. Here, each man who knows it, celebrates the

event of his birth on the day he was born. So, as She
Who |'s Kesh was given to the world by the gods on the
fifteenth day of Dzanin, so her birth is cel ebrated upon
that day. It will be the Iast day of Jubilee."

Eri and said, "How odd. To cel ebrate your birthday on

the actual day you were born. Wiy there nust be doz-

ens of little celebrations each day. | would feel cheated
if 1 were to miss the great festival at Banapis."

"Different custons,” Locklear renarked.

A servant, wearing the garb of the truebl ood, ap-
peared before the Prince and bowed | ow. He held out a
scroll, sealed with a golden ribbon. Kafi, acting as the
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of ficial guide and protocol officer, took the scroll. He
gl anced at the wax seal and said, "I suspect this is per-
sonal . "

Eri and said, "Wy?"

"It bears the chop of the Princess Sharana."

He passed it to Eriand, who pulled on the ribbon,
breaking the seal. He read the i mmacul ate script
slowy, as he had never been gifted with the witten
hi gh | anguage of Inperial Kesh. As he read, Gami na
began to | augh.
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James turned suddenly, fearful for an instant that his
wi fe was inadvertently revealing her ability to hear

t houghts, but as he did, Ganmina said, "Wy, Eriand, |
swear you're blushing."

Eriand smled, putting the scroll into his belt. "Ah

. just the sun, | suspect,"” he said, but he couldn't
hi de the enbarrassed snile that refused to | eave his
nmout h al one.

"What is it?" said Locklear playfully.
"An invitation," said Eriand.

"For what ?" asked Locklear. "We dine in formal re
ception with the Enpress tonight."

Unable to keep fromgrinning, Eriand said, "It's foi
after dinner."

James and Lockl ear exchanged knowi ng gl ances

Then Lockl ear said, "KaB, is that how the truebl ooc
make . . . arrangenents? To . . . call on each other,
mean. "

Kafi shrugged. "It is not unheard of, though the Prin
cess, being so highly born, can stretch the boundaries o
decorum nore than others, if you follow"

"What about the Princess Sojiana?" asked Lockl ear

James grinned. "I was wondering when you'd ge
around to that one."

Ganmi na narrowed her eyes a bit. " 'That one?" "

"A figure of speech, ny love. Locky is known in cour*
for trying . . . er, to get to know every pretty wornai
that conmes into view"

Kafi said, "If you send a note requesting a neeting o
the Princess, be prepared for it to be but one of nany
Besides, it is said that these days she is ... spendin;

time with Lord Ravi, so | expect your note woul d bi
politely . . . ignored."

Lockl ear sat back, attenpting to find a confbrtablL
position upon the stone, hard and unyi el ding despitf
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the ornate cushion placed atop it. "Well, I'll just have t
find a way to get to neet her, | expect. Once | have
chance to speak with her "

Kafi nade the gesture for "things happen" again
"Ma'lish "

James gl anced at Eriand, who was off in a world of his
Jubi | ee
251

own. To Gamina, Janes silently said, Kafi isn 't saying
somet hi ng about the Princess Sojiana. Can you tel
what it is?

No, she answered. But | have an inpression at the
menti on of her nane.

What is it?
Extrene danger.
Chapt er Fourteen
Bar gai n

Borric rubbed his jaw
"I wish people would stop hitting me to nake a

poi nt," he grunbl ed.

Ghuda, who stood over him said, "That's for costing
me nmy pay. | can't go | ooking for Saber now with half
the Inperial Arny looking for me, and even if | found
him | doubt he'd pay me what he owes nme. And it's
your fault, Madman."

Borric could only agree, though sitting on damp
straw i n an abandoned barn in the mddle of a nation of

peopl e seeningly bent on killing himat every opportu-
nity, he felt he deserved at least a little synpathy.
"Look, Ghuda, I'Il nake it up to you."

The nercenary turned to renove a saddle from one

of the horses they stole and, over his shoul der, said,
"Ch, really? And how, pray tell, do you plan on doing
that? Are you going to send a polite note to the Ofice of
Aber Bukar, Lord of the Armies, saying, 'Please, kind
lord, let nmy friend off with a stern talking to. He didn't
know I had the kill-on-sight order on ny head when he

met nme'? Right!"

Borric stood, wiggling his jaw to nmake sure it wasn't

broken. It hurt and popped in and out of the socket on

one side, but he was fairly certain it was intact. He

gl anced around the old barn. The farnmhouse that had

stood nearby was burned out, either by bandits or

guardsnen for whatever reasons the Enpire judged

sufficient, but in either case, it gave Borric's little band a
chance to rest up the horses. Like nost good cavalry

provided, there was grain in the saddl ebags, so Borric
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set about giving a handful to his horse. Suli sat tenderly
upon a half-rotten pile of straw, a study in msery. Nakor
had al ready unsaddl ed his horse and was wiping it down
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with the cl eanest handful of straw he could find. He was
absently humm ng a nanel ess tune as he went about his
work. And his grin had not vani shed even for an instant.

Ghuda sai d, "Wen the horse is rested, Madman, you

and | are quits. | nean to get nyself back to Farafra
sonehow and take ship down to Lesser Kesh. Things

are a little less Inmperial down there, if you catch ny
meani ng. Just maybe I'll live through this."

Borric said, "Ghuda, wait."

The | arge nercenary dunped the saddl e on the
ground and said, "Wat?"

Borric notioned himaway fromthe others and qui -
etly said, "Please. |'msorry to have gotten you into 11 of
this, but I need you."

"You need me, Madman? For what? So you'll not die
al one? Thanks, but I'd rather die in the arns of a whore
many years from now. "

"No, | mean | can't get to Kesh without you."
Ghuda gl anced heavenward. "Wy ne?"

Borric said, "Look at the boy. He's terrified and so

sore he can't think. He m ght know the back allies of

Dur bi n, but he knows nothing else. And the Isal an

well, he's not exactly what 1'd call reliable." Borric put a
finger to his head and made a circul ar notion

Ghuda gl anced at the sorry-1ooking pair and was
forced to agree. "So, that's your |ookout. Wy shoul d
care?"

Borric thought and couldn't conme up with a single
reason. Circunstances had thrown them together, but
there was no real friendship. The ol der nercenary was
likable in his own fashion, but not what Borric would

call a conrade. "Look, | really will make it worth your
while. "

" How?"

"Get nme to Kesh, and see nme to the people | nust

reach to clear this ness up, and I'll pay you nore gold
than you'll see in a lifetime of caravan duty."

Ghuda' s eyes narrowed as he considered Borric's
words. "You're not just saying this?"

Borric shook his head. "I give you my word."
254
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"Where are you going to get your hands on that kind
of gol d?" asked Chuda.

"Borric considered telling himthe entire story but
couldn't bring hinself to trust CGhuda that nuch. A

nanel ess man bl amed for a crinme he didn't commit was

one thing; a prince being hunted was another. Even

t hough Borric knew anyone whe guessed his identity

was as good as dead should the guards find himin Bor-
ric's company, Ghuda m ght be tenpted enough by

thoughts of reward to push his luck. Borric's experience
with mercenaries in the past didn't argue for their sense

of personal |oyalty.

Finally Borric said, "I was accused of the murder of

the wife of the Governor of Durbin for political rea-
sons." Ghuda didn't blink an eye at that, so Borric felt
he was on the right track; political murders in Kesh
didn't seeminprobable. "There are people in Kesh

who can clear ne of that, and nore, they have re-

sour ces—substanti al resources—and can provi de you
with"—he quickly calculated a sufficiently inpressive
figure by Kingdom standards into Keshian currency—
"two thousand gol den ecu."

Ghuda' s eyes wi dened a second, then he shook his
head. "Sounds good. Madman, but then so do a whore's

prom ses. "

Borric said, "All right, three thousand."
Looking to call Borric's bluff, he said, "Five thou-
sand!"

"Done!" replied the Prince. He spit in his hand and
held it out.

Ghuda | ooked at the outstretched hand, offered in

the old trader's fashion, and knew he was obliged to

either take it or be known as oathbreaker. Reluctantly,

he spit in his own hand and shook. "Damm your eyes,

Madman! If this is alie, I'll have your guts on ny sword,

I swear! If I'mto die for stupidity, at least 1'll have the
pl easure of seeing you dead the instant before | neet

t he Death Goddess!"

Borric said, "If we make it, you'll die a rich man,
Ghuda Bule."

Ghuda threw hinsel f down upon the danp straw to
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rest as well as he could. "I would have preferred it had

you chosen to put that a different way, Madman."

Borric left the mercenary nuttering to hinmself and
sat down next to Suli. "Are you going to make it?" he

The boy said, "Yes. | only hurt a little. But this beast
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has a back like a sword blade. | amsplit in two."

Borric laughed. "It's hard at first. We'll try alittle
instruction, here in the barn, before we | eave tonight.'

Ghuda said, "Not that it will do himnuch good, Mad-
man. We're going to have to | ose those saddl es. The
boy's going to have to ride bareback."

Nakor nodded his head vigorously. "Yes, that is true.
If we are to sell these horses, we nust not have anyone
suspect they are Inperial property."

"Sell then®?" said CGhuda. "Why?"

"Wth the Jubilee," replied Nakor, "it is easier for us
to reach the city by river travel up the Sane, on a boat
for hire. W will be but four anmpong multitudes. But to
travel so requires paynent. So we nust have funds."

Borric considered the little noney he had remaining
after buying his clothing and arnor in Farafra, and
knew Nakor was right. They didn't have enough funds
among themto buy a first-class neal for one at a decent
i nn.

"Who woul d buy then?" asked Ghuda. "They are
branded. "

"True," said the Isalani, "but that can be dealt with.
The saddl es, al as, cannot be altered w thout danmagi ng
themto the point of worthl essness.™

Ghuda | evered hinself up on one arm "How can you
change that brand? Do you have a running iron in your
rucksack?"

"Better," said the little man, reaching into his sack
and pulling out a small, stoppered jar. He rummaged
around in the sack and cane up with a small brush.
"Cbserve." He pulled the cork fromthe jar and di pped
the brush into the solution in the jar. "A running iron
| eaves a crude, easily detected alteration of the brand.
This, however, is for an artist." He approached the
nearest horse. "The arny brands all livestock with the
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I mperial Arnmy glyph." Dabbing at it with the brush, he
began to apply fluid to the horse's flank. A faint sizzling
sound coul d be heard, and the hair where he touched

with the brush began to bl acken, as if being touched by
flane. "Hold the horse, please," he said to Borric. "This
does not harmthem but the heat can alarmthe ani-

mal . "

Borric went and grabbed at the animal's bridle, hold-

ing it while the aninmal's ears turned this way and that,
as it tried to decide whether or not to get upset with the
pr oceedi ngs.

After a nonent, Nakor said, "There. It is nowthe
gl yph of Jung Sut, horse trader of Shing Lai."
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Borric came around and | ooked. The brand had

changed, and Nakor was right. It | ooked as if the brand
had been made with a single iron. "WII| anyone in Kesh
know t his Jung Sut?"

"Unlikely, ny friend, as he does not exist. However,
there are, perhaps, a thousand horse traders in Shing
Lai, so who can claimto know themall ?"

Ghuda said, "Well, then, when you're done with that,

and we're ready to | eave, wake me, will you?" So sayi ng,
he Iay back on the danp straw and tried to make him
self confortabl e.

Borric | ooked at Nakor and said, "Wen we reach the
river, it would probably be better if you left us."

"I don't think so," he said with a grin. "I intend to
travel to Kesh in any event, as the occasion of the Jubi-
lee will make it easy to earn noney. There will be many
ganmes of chance and many opportunities for ny snall
magi cs to serve ne. Besides, if we nove together, with
Ghuda and the boy traveling a few hours behind or

ahead, we will not be those the guards are seeking.

"Perhaps," said Borric, "but they have a pretty good
description of the three of us by now. "

"But not ne," grinned the Isalani. "No guard caught
si ght of ne when they stopped the wagon."

Borric thought back and renenbered that sonehow

when the Inperial Guards were | ooking over everyone,
Nakor had been absent. "Yes, now that you nmention it,
how did you do that?"

Bar gai n 257

"It is a secret,” he said with an affable grin. "But it is
no matter. VWhat does matter is that we nust do sone-

thi ng about your appearance." He cast a know ng eye

upon Borric's uncovered head. "Your dark hair grows
suspiciously red at the roots. So we nust devi se anot her

| ook for you, ny friend." »

Borric shook his head. "Another surprise fromthat
bag of yours?"

Bendi ng over the bag, Nakor's grin w dened nore
than usual. "OF course, ny friend."

Borric awoke to Suli's pushing his shoul ders enphati -
cally. He cane instantly awake and could see that it was
growi ng dark outside. Ghuda was alert by the door, his
sword drawn, so Borric was at his side with his own
weapon at the ready an instant |ater.

"What is it?" hissed Borric.

Ghuda held up his hand for silence, listening. "Horse-
men," he whispered. He waited, then put up his sword.
"They ride west. This barn is far enough back fromthe
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road that they're likely to miss it, but once they neet up
with the bunch we left on foot back atJeel oge, they' |l be
over this place like flies on dung. W better get nov-

ing."

Borric had deci ded which of the four horses was

likely to be the nost agreeable for Suli and gave the boy
a boost up. Gving himthe reins, he said, "Hold on to
her mane with your left hand if we have to go anywhere

in a hurry. And keep your legs as long as you can; it's
bal ance, not gripping with your knees. Understand?"

The boy nodded, but it was clear fromhis expression
the i dea of going anywhere on a horse in a hurry was a
notion only slightly less terrifying than running into
nmore guards. Borric turned and found Nakor carrying
the saddl es out of the barn. "Were are you taking

t henP"

The grinning Isalani said, "There is an old conpost
pile in back. They'Il not |ook under it, |'mthinking."

Borne had to laugh, and in a mnute the chronically
happy little man was back in the barn, ninbly | eaping
to his horse's back, despite his ever-present rucksack
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and staff. Borric caught the aroma of deconposing com
post and said, "Wew |If you're an exanple of that pile
you're right. They'll not be poking around in there

soon. "

Ghuda said, "Cone on. Let's get as far up the road as
possi bl e by dawn."

Borric notioned and the nmercenary pushed open the

barn door, then junped to his horse's back. He kicked it
firmy and set off at a trot, with Borric, Suli, and Nakor
com ng behind. Borric put aside a terrible feeling that
every turn in the road hid another anbush, and focused

on one fact: every passing mnute brought himthat

much closer to Kesh, and to Eriand and the others.

The town of Panes was busy, as it squatted upon the

bri dge across the River Same, where the road begin-

ning at Farafra and ending at Khattara, in the northeast,
joined. Just east of the bridge, on the south bank, a huge
war ehouse and riverfront district had grown over the
years, as teansters pulled heavy wagons up close to

barges and riverboats, which carried goods into the

heart of the Empire. A few shallowdraft sailing boats
could be seen, as the prevailing winds were fromthe

west, so that it was possible to sail upriver nost tines of
years, save when there was flooding, fromKesh to

Jam|la and the other towns that dotted the shore. And

shi ppi ng upon the vast |ake, the Overn Deep, was as

pl entiful as upon any sea of M dkeni a.

Borric glanced around, still feeling foolish in his pres-
ent costune. He was wearing the dahd, traditional cos-
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tume of a Bendrifi, hillpeople of the Rai nshadow
Mount ai ns. The garnment consisted of a colorfully died

pi ece of cloth tied around his waist, then drawn over

the shoulder, like a toga. H's sword armwas bare, as
were his legs. Instead of boots, he now wore cross-garter
sandals. Borric felt both ridiculous and vul nerable with-
out arnor. But it was a good choice as far as the Bendrifi
bei ng one of the few fair-skinned races native to Kesh
Borric's hair had been cut close to his scalp and dyed
with a foul -snelling concoction that Nakor had ob-

tai ned the night before, and now he was a startlingly
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near-white blond color; the hair was standi ng straight
no—held in place by a sweet-snelling pomade—while

shaved over the ears. The Bendrifi were also a stand-
offish aloof tribe, so it was unlikely anyone woul d won-
der at his reticent manner; Borric prayed he never ran
into one this far fromhone, for their | anguage was al so
unrelated to that of the other peoples of Kesh and Bor-
ric couldn't speak a single word. Though while Borric
had been undergoing the transformation, Suli reveal ed

he could curse a little in Ghendrifi, their |anguage, so
Borric had the boy teach hima few phrases.

Where Nakor had found the outl andi sh costune, Bor-

ric had no idea, but like anything else the Isalani tried, it
usual Iy nmeant astonishing results. The little nan had

gotten at |east double what Borric thought the horses

were worth and had nanaged to find the Prince a new

rapier in this nodest town, when Borric had failed to

obtain one in one of Kesh's largest cities. Against any
reasonabl e expectation, Nakor had produced exactly

what Borric needed to change his appearance to a star-

tling degree.

Suli was now garbed as a boy of the Beni-Sherin, a

large tribe of desertmen in the Jal-Pur, with a sword at
his side. He wore a robe and head covering, with only

his eyes visible, and if he remenbered to wal k erect,
could pass for a short adult. The boy had resisted giving
up his old famliar rags until Ghuda threatened to cut

hi mout of themw th his sword. Gven Ghuda's |ack of
patience since their arrest, Borric wasn't sure if he was
only jesting.

Ghuda had sold his arnor and purchased a finer rig,

an al nost new | eat her harness and a matching pair of
bracers. His old dented hel mwas gone, replaced by one
simlar to that worn by the Dog Sol diers, a netal pot
with a pointed spike at the crown, rimred in black fur,
with a chain neck guard down to the shoulders. It could
be hooked across the face, revealing only the eyes, and
this is how Ghuda wore it for the noment.

Nakor had sonmehow nanaged to | ose his faded yel -
| ow robe and now wore one that was al nost as disrepu-
table, but of a blotchy peach color. And he didn't | ook
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one whit less ridiculous to Borric. But the Isalani felt
this was a sufficient change in costune, and given his
resour ceful ness, Borric was unwilling to argue.

Nakor had secured passage for themon a barge head-
ing downriver to the city of Kesh. They woul d be four
anong about a hundred passengers.

As Borric expected, there were guards everywhere.

They attenpted to | ook unobtrusive, but there were too
many, spending too rmuch tinme peering into every pass-
ing face, for themnot to be there for a purpose.

Turning a corner, Borric and Suli wal ked a few yards
ahead of Nakor and Ghuda, toward a tavern only a few
yards fromthe dockside. The boat would be leaving in
two hours' tine. They would act the part of travelers
forced to idle their time away in the conpany of strang-
ers.

They passed an open door and Suli faltered a step
Hissing to Borric, he said, "Master, | recognize that
voi ce. "

Borric shoved the boy into the next doorway and
noti oned to Ghuda and Nakor to continue past as they
approached. "Wiat do you nean?" Borric asked.

Suli pointed back to the next door. "I heard only a few
words, but | know the voice."

"Who was it?"

"I don't know. Let ne return and perhaps | can re-
menber." The boy turned back and wal ked past the

door, halting a nmonent on the other side, then turned
the corner and | ooked down it as if expecting to see
sonet hing. He then nade a display of waiting a no-

ment, turned, and shrugged to Borric, then wal ked

back. As soon as he was past the door, he hurried to
Borric and said, "That was one | heard in the Governor
of Durbin's house that night | overheard the plot to kil
you!"

Borric hesitated. If they passed by again and gl anced
in the doorway, they would call unwanted attention to
t hensel ves, but he wanted to know who this bl ood-

hound on his trail was. "Wait here," Borric said, "and
see who cones out. Then nmake for the inn and tell us."

Borric left the boy and hurried to where his conpan-
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ions waited, already drinking ale. He paused at their
table for a nmonent, saying, "Someone who knows me
may be in town," then turned and sat at the tabl e next

to them

A short tinme later, Suli canme and sat next to Borric.
"I't was the man in the black cloak. He wears it still,

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (209 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

master. It was his voice," whispered the boy.

"Did you get a | ook at hin®"
The boy said, "Enough that |I mght know himagain."

"Good, " whispered Borric, knhowi ng CGhuda and
Nakor were listening. "If you see himagain, |let us
know. "

"Master, there is sonething else."

"Wat ?"

"l saw enough of himto know he is of the truebl ood."
Borric nodded. "That is not surprising."”

"But that is not all. He gathered the front of his cloak
before him and as it shifted, | saw around his neck the
glint of gold."

Borric said, "What does that nean?"

It was CGhuda who answered, hissing angrily over his

shoul der. "It neans, you nush-brai ned mani ac, that

that trueblood is not just a trueblood, but he's also a
menber of the Royal House of Kesh! They're the only

ones allowed to wear the golden torque! He's nmaybe

only a very distant cousin to the Enpress, but she stil
sends hima gift on his birthday! Just what the hell kind
of mess have you gotten us into?"

Borric fell silent as a |large, sullen serving worman
approached. In a raspy voice he ordered two nugs of

al e and when she left, he half-turned to CGhuda. "It's a
very deep and twi sted nmess, ny friend. As | said, it is
politics."

When the serving wonan brought ale to them and

| eft, Chuda said, "My dear dead nother wanted ne to

go into an honorable trade, |ike grave robbing. Wuld
listen? No. Be an assassin, |like your uncle Qustav, she
said. Wuld | pay heed? No. Apprentice to the Necro-
mancer —

Borric tried to appreciate the gall ows hunor, but
round hinmsel f chewi ng over the inplication. Wo was
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trying to kill himand Eriand? And why? It was ob\ ions
that this plot cane down fromthe very highest levels in
the Enpire, but fromthe royal fanmily? He sighed and
drank his bitter ale, and tried to relax his mnd as he
waited for the call that the boat was ready to | eave

The call to board rang across the dockside, and Borric
and his companions, as well as a half-dozen others in the
inn, rose, gathering together bundl es and packages, and
crowded through the door. CQutside, Borric saw a com

pany of Inperial Guards waiting at the boarding ramp,

wat chi ng everyone who clinbed onto the boat. These
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were the @uards of the Inner Legion, the conmand

gi ven doni ni on over the heart of Kesh. Each man wore

a nmetal hel mand breastplate enanel ed in black. Short

bl ack kilts and bl ack greaves and bracers gave them an
intimdating appearance. The officer in charge of the
conmpany wore a hel mtopped with a red horsehair

crest, with another long red tail falling down his back
Borric said, "Quietly now, and act |ike you have not hi ng
to hide." He gave Suli a slight push, indicating the boy
shoul d nmove on al one, and then waved Chuda and

Nakor ahead. Borric hung back, watching.

The guards consulted a parchment fromtine to tine,
probably a detail ed description of the three of them
They let Suli aboard without a second | ook. Ghuda was
hal ted and asked a question. Watever answer he gave
seenmed to satisfy them for they waved hi maboard

Then Borric's heart seened to go cold as he saw

Nakor turn and speak to a guard, pointing at him across
the crowd. The guard said sonething and nodded, and
then spoke to a second guard. Borric felt his nouth go
dry as three guards left the ranp and started wal ki ng
pur posefully toward him Deciding he m ght need

roomto break free, Borric noved toward the ranp as if
not hi ng unusual was occurring.

As he attenpted to nove out of the guards' way, one
put a restraining hand upon his arm "Hold a nonent,
Bendrifi." It was not a request.

Borric did his best to look irritated and di sdai nful. He
then glanced to where the officer stood on the ranp,

Bar gai n 263

observing the exchange. "Wat?" he said, sounding as
surly as he coul d nanage.

"W heard about the fight you alnost started on the

road from Khattara. Maybe the caravan guards coul dn't
keep you in line, but you'll have six |egionaries on the
boat with you. Any nore trouble of that sort and we'll
pitch you into the river."

Borric stared the man in the eye, nade a slight

snarling sound as he curved his lip, then said one of the
phrases Suli taught him He yanked his armout of the

| egionary's grip, but when three hands went to the hilts
of their swords, he held up his own, pal m outward,
showi ng he intended no trouble.

Turning his back on them he attenpted to maintain

the pose of being a touchy, rude hillnan, and hoped his
knees weren't | ooking as wobbly as they felt. He
boarded the boat anong the last to clinmb the ranp, and
found hinself a seat on the opposite side of the wide
craft fromwhere his three conpani ons sat. The six
guardsnen were the |last to board and they stationed
thensel ves at the stern, in a group, talking among
thensel ves. Silently, Borric vowed that when they
reached the city of Kesh he would happily throttle the
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little Isalani.

A day and a half later, stopping three tinmes along the
way, they saw the skyline of the city of Kesh in view
Borric had recovered fromthe shock the Isalani had
handed him and had fallen into sullen brooding, a pose
whi ch took al nost no effort on his part. The situation
| ooked hopel ess and yet he must somehow force hinself
to continue. As his father had taught himand Eriand
when they were still young that the only thing they
could guarantee in life was failure; to achieve success
you had to take risks. He had not truly understood what
his father had been tal king about—Eri and and he were
both Princes of the Bl ood Royal, and there was really
not hing they couldn't do, but that wa& because of what
they were.

Now Borric understood nuch of what his father had
tried to explain before, and now the stakes were his own
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life, his brother's, and perhaps the life of the Ki ngdom
as wel | .

As they approached t he upper docks of Kesh, Borric

saw conpani es of soldiers upon the boat |anding. They

m ght be taking passage across the Overn Deep or

upriver, or they mght be the normal guard for this city,
but they also m ght be screening-passengers into the
city, one nore barrier between hinself and his brother

As the boat began nosing in to the dockside, Borric
made his way back toward the |egionaries. The guards-
men were nmeking ready to exit, and as the boat was tied
off to the dockside, Borric noved to stand beside the
man he had spoken with before boardi ng. The guards-

man gave hima quick glance then turned away.

VWhile the first passengers di senbarked, Borric did
not hi ng, but when he saw they were being halted and
inspected as they left, he knew he couldn't chance be-
ing singled out again. So as it came time to | eave, he
turned to the guardsman and said, again in his gruff
voice, "l said a rude thing to you at Pahes, guardsman.”

The | egionary's eyes narrowed as he said, "I assuned
that, though |I don't speak your babble."

Borric mounted the gangplank in step with himand

said, "I come to celebrate the Jubilee, and to 'make
devotions at the tenple of Tith-Onaka." Borric had no-
ticed the man wore the good-luck charm common to

those sol diers who worship the War God with Two

Faces. "At such a holy time, | wi sh no bad blood with

any soldier. The Isalani cheated me at cards. That is why
I was vexed. WII you take nmy hand and gi ve pardon for
the of fense | gave."

The guardsman said, "No man should enter the Pl an-
ner of Battle's Tenple with an affront to a warrior on
them" At the foot of the ranp, before the guards who
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were questioning the other passengers, the |egionary
and Borric gripped each other's right forearm and
shook. "May your enemy never see your back."

Borric said, "May you sing victory songs for many
years, |egionary."

As if they were old friends sayi ng good-bye, they
shook again, and Borric turned and shoul dered past two
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sol diers on the dock. One had observed the farewell and
started to say sonething to Borric, but thought better of
it and turned his attention to another man trying to
push past, a strange little Isalani from Shing Lai

Borric crossed the street, then paused, waiting to see
what was occurring. Nakor and the guard seened to be

in some sort of an argunent, and several other guards-
men turned to see what the problemwas. CGhuda nate-
rialized beside Borric, seemngly having cone to that
spot by chance. A few nonents later, Suli cane to stand
next to Borric. Nakor now had a circle of guards and one
poi nted at the rucksack he always carri ed.

Finally, as if relenting on sonme point, the Isalan
handed the rucksack over to the first guard, who stuck
his hand in the bag. After a monent, the guard turned
the bag upside down and then pulled it inside out. It
was now enpty.

Ghuda gave a low whistle. "How in the world did he
do that?"

Borric said, "Maybe all his magic isn't just sleight of
hand. "

Ghuda said, "Well, Madman, we are in the city of
Kesh. Where to now?"

G ancing about, Borric said, "Turn right and wal k
al ong the dockside. At the third street, turn right again

and keep going until you find an inn. W'll meet at the
first inn we encounter." CGhuda nodded and headed off.
"Suli," Borric whispered, "wait for Nakor and tell him"

The boy said, "Yes, master," and Borric left him and
made his way | eisurely after Ghuda.

The inn was a seedy riverfront establishnent with

the grandi ose nane the Enperor's Standard and Jew

eled Crown. Borric had no i dea what event in Keshian

hi story had pronpted this odd nanme, but there was
nothing in the least bit Inperial nor jewel-Iike about
this establishnment. It was |ike a hundred other dark and
snoky establishments in a hundred cities on M dkeni a.
Languages and custons might differ, but the patrons

were all cut fromthe sane cloth, bandits, thieves, cut-
tnroats of all stripe, ganblers, whores, and drunkards.
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Borric felt at home for the first tine since entering
Kesh.

@ anci ng around, he saw that the usual respect for
privacy prevailed here as in the other |like inns he and
Eri and used to frequent in the Kingdom Casually, |ook-
ing down at his nmug, he said, "W can assune that at

| east one of these custoners is either an |nperial agent
or an informer."

Ghuda renoved his helm scratched his scalp, itching
fromperspiration, and said, "That's a safe bet."

"W won't stay here," said Borric.

"That's a relief," said Ghuda, "though | would like a
drink before we seek | odgings."

Borric agreed and the big man caught the attention
of a serving boy, who returned with four chilled ales.

Borric sipped his and said, "I'msurprised it's chilled."
Ghuda stretched. "If you bother to glance north the
next tine you're outside. Madman, you'll notice a tiny

range of nountains called the Spires of Light. They are
call ed such because their highest peaks are constantly
coated with ice, which when conditions are right, re-
flect the sunlight with an inpressive effect. There is a
thriving business in ice in this city. The Guild of Ice
Cutters is anmong the richest guilds in Kesh."

"You | earn something new every day," said Borric.

Nakor said, "I don't like it. Ale should be warm This
makes nmy head hurt."

Borric laughed. Ghuda said, "Well, then, we're in
Kesh. How do we reach these friends of yours?"

Borric lowered his voice. "I "
Ghuda' s eyes narrowed. "Wat now?"

"I know where they are. |'mjust not sure how to get
there. "

Ghuda' s eyes becane angry slits. "Were?"
"They are in the pal ace.”

"Gods' teeth!" Ghuda expl oded, and several of the
inn's patrons turned for a nonent to see what caused
the outburst. Lowering his voice to a whisper, but not
losing his angry tone, he said, "You are joking, aren't
you? Pl ease say that you are joking."

Borric shook his head. Ghuda stood up and put his
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lone dirk in his belt, and picked up his helm "Were
are you goi ng?" asked Borric.

"Anywher e but where you are goi ng. Madman.
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Borric said, "You gave your word!"

Looki ng down, Ghuda said, "I said |I'd get you to

Kesh. You're in Kesh. You didn't say a thing about the
pal ace." Pointing an accusatory finger at Borric he said,
"You owe ne five thousand gol den ecu, and |I'Il never

see a tenth of one coin of it."

Borric said, "You'll get it. You have nmy word. But |
have to find nmy friends."

"In the pal ace,"” hissed CGhuda.
"Sit down, people are watching."

Ghuda sat. "Let themwatch. 1'mgoing to be on the

first boat for Kinri |I can find. I'll get to Hansul e and

take ship for the Eastern Kingdoms. | will be sitting

caravan watch in some foreign land for the rest of ny

life, but 1'll be alive, which is nore than | can say for you
if youtry to get into the palace."

Borric smled. "I knowa trick or two. Wiat will it take
to keep you with us?"

Ghuda couldn't believe Borric was serious. After a
monent, he said, "Double what you prom sed. Ten
t housand ecu."

Borric said, "Done."

"Ha!" snapped CGhuda. "Easy enough to prom se any-
thing when we're all going to be dead in a day or two."

Turning to Suli, Borric said, "W need to get in touch
with certain people.”

Suli blinked unconprehendi ngly. "Master?"

VWi spering, Borric said, "The @uild of Thieves. The
Mockers. The Ragged Brot herhood, or whatever
they're called in this city."

Suli nodded as if he understood, but his expression
showed he didn't have a hint as to what Borric wanted
" Mast er ?"

Borric said, "Wat sort of a street beggar are you?"
Suli shrugged. "One froma city w thout such a group,
mast er. "

Borric shook his head. "Look, get out of here and find
the nearest market. Find a beggar—you'll be able to do
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that, won't you?" Suli nodded. "Just drop a coin in his
hand and say there's a traveler who needs to speak to
sonmeone on a matter of urgency and that it is a matter
worth the tinme of people who can get things done in
this city. Understand?"

"l think so, master."
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"If the beggar asks any no're questions, just say

this . . ." Borric sought to remenber sone of the sto-
ries Janes had told himabout his own boyhood with the
thi eves of Krondor and after a | ong noment he added,

" one is in town who wi shes not to cause difficulty
by being here, but who wi shes to nake arrangenments so
that all may benefit. Can you do that?"

Suli repeated his instructions and when Borric was
satisfied he had themcorrectly, he sent the boy off.
They drank in relative silence, until Borric saw Nakor
reach into his rucksack and pull out sone cheese and
bread. Looking pointedly at the Isalani, Borric said,
"Hey, wait a minute. Wien the guard exami ned that

bag it was enpty?"

"That's right," said Nakor, his white teeth |ooking as
if they didn't quite fit his face.

"How d you do that?" asked Chuda.

"It's atrick," answered the laughing little man, as if
t hat expl ai ned everyt hi ng.

At sundown, Suli returned. He sat down next to Bor-

ric and said, "Master, it took a while, but at last did | find
such a one as you required. | gave hima coin and said as

I was instructed. That one asked many questions, but |

only repeated what you said, and refused nore. He bid

me wait for himand vani shed. Wth nuch fear | waited,

but when he returned all was well. He said those you

wi sh to speak with will neet us and named the tine and

pl ace. "
"Where and when?" asked Ghuda.

To Borric, Suli said, "The tinme is the second ringing of
the wat chbell after sundown. The place is but a short
wal k fromhere. | know it because he nade ne repeat

the directions several tinmes. But we nust go to the
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market and find it fromthere, for | would not tell this
beggar where we were staying."

Good, " said Borric. "We've been here too long as it

They rose and left, following Suli to the nearest mar-
ket square. Borric was again astoni shed at the press of
humanity around him and the diversity of it. If he felt
foolish, no one took note of his inpersonation of a Ben-
drift. The array of costunes, and |ack thereof, he saw in
Farafra was even nore varied in the Enpire's capital

The bl ackest skin Borric had ever seen gleaned in the

| ate afternoon sun as lion hunters of the grassy plains
wal ked by, and yet there were enough fair-skinned peo-
ple to show that those who once lived in the Ki ngdom
had come to Kesh over the years. Many had the narrow
eyes and yell owi sh skin that Nakor possessed, but their
dress was in different fashion than the |sal ani —sone
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wearing silk jackets and knee breeches, others wearing
arnmor, and still others in sinple nonk's robes. Wnen
in all states of dress, fromthe nbst nodest to al nost
naked passed by, and few took notice, unless the
wornai ) was unusual Iy striking.

A pair of Ashuntai plainsnen sauntered by, each | ead-
ing a pair of women on chai ns—the wonen were nude

and wal ked with eyes downcast. A conpany of brawny-

| ooking men with red and bl ond hair, wearing furs and
armor despite the heat, passed themby, and insults
wer e exchanged.

Borric turned to Ghuda and said, "Wat was that?"

"Brijaners—seanen fromBrijane, and the towns

al ong the shore bel ow the Gri nstone Muntai ns

They're raiders and traders who ply the G eat Sea from
Kesh to the Eastern Kingdons in their |ong ships—and
even across the Endl ess Sea, the stories claim They are
proud, violent nen, and they worship the spirits of then-
dead nothers. Al Brijaner wonmen are seers and priest-
esses, and the men believe their ghosts cone to guide
their ships and therefore hold all wonen sacred. The
Ashuntai treat wonmen worse than dogs. If it wasn't for
the Enpress's peace seal being on the city, they'd be
trying to kill one another on sight."
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Borric said, "Wonderful. Are their many such feuds in
Kesh?"

Ghuda said, "No nmore than usual. About a hundred

such, give or take a few, on any given festival. That's
why the Pal ace Guards and the Inner Legion,are here

in strength. The Legi on has donini on over the Inner
Empire, all that surrounds the Overn, inside the ring of
mountains formed by the Mdther of Waters, Spires of

Li ght, CGuardians, and Gimnmstones. Qutside of that, |oca
lords run things. Only on the Inperial highways and at
these sort of festivals is peace enforced. At other tines"
—he nmade a "w pe clean" notion with his hand—one

side or the other is dogneat."

Kesh was a wonder to Borric. The throng in the

streets was both familiar and alien. So nmuch of what a
city was was famliar to him but this city was overlaid
with ages of an alien culture.

When they entered the market, Borric said, "This is
pretty inpressive."

Ghuda snorted. "This is a local market. Madnman. The
big one is across fromthe anphitheater. That's where
nmost travelers will go."

Borric shook his head. d ancing around, he said to
Suli, "When should we | eave?"

"W have a while, master." As he spoke, a dozen
chimes and gongs around the city rang, as the sun van-
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i shed over the horizon. "The second bell, so it will be an
hour."
"Well, then, let's find something to eat."

They agreed on that, and set off in search of a street
vendor whose wares weren't too costly.

As the second bell of night sounded, they entered the
alley. "This way, nmaster," said Suli, keeping his voice
| ow.

Despite the early hour of the night, the alley was
deserted. The narrow corridor was cluttered with trash
and garbage, and the stench was overwhel mi ng. Trying
to keep the greasy neat and fl atbread he had eaten
down, Borric said, "Afriend once told me that thieves
will often put garbage and"—steppi ng on what ap-
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oeared to be a dead dog, Borric continued—other
things along their private escape routes to discourage
casual inspection."

At the end of the alley was a door, wooden with a
metal |ockplate. Borric tried it and found it | ocked.
Then from behind, a voice said, "Good evening."

Borric and Ghuda turned, and pushed Suli and Nakor
behind them A hal f-dozen arned nen were approach-
ing them down the alley. Ghuda hissed. "I have a very
bad feeling, Madman!"

Borric said, "Good evening. Are you the one | ar-
ranged to neet ?"

"That depends," answered the | eader, a thin man

with a grin too big for his face. H s cheeks were heavily
pockmarked, to the point of the disfigurenent being
apparent in the dimlight in the alley. The others be-
hi nd hi m were shadowy sil houettes. "Wat is your pro-
posal ?"

"l need entrance into the pal ace.™

Several nmen | aughed. "That is easy," said the | eader
"Get arrested and they will take you before the High
Tri bune, assuming you break an Inperial |aw. Mrder a
guard—that al ways works."

"l need to get in unseen."

"I nmpossi bl e. Besides, why should we hel p? You may

be Inperial agents for all we know. You do not speak
like a Bendrifi, despite your dress. The city has been
crawling with agents | ooking for soneone—who we

don't know, so you may be him In any event," he said,
drawi ng a | ongsword, "you have about ten seconds to
expl ain why we shouldn't just kill you and take your
gol d now. "

As he and Ghuda drew their own swords, Borric said,
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"For one thing, | can pronise you a thousand gol den
ecu if you tell us of an entrance, twice that if you take us
there. "

The | eader notioned with his blade, and his conpan-
ions spread out, formng a wall of swords across the
alley. "And?"

"And | bring greetings fromthe Upright Man of
Kr ondor . "
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The | eader paused a nonent, then said, "Inpres-

si ve.

Borric let out a breath of tension, then the |eader of
the thieves said, "Very inpressive. For the Upright Man
has been seven years dead in Krondor and the Mockers

are now ruled by the Virtuous Man. Your introduction is
less than tinely, spy." To his nmen, he said, "Kill them"

The alley was too narrow to allow Ghuda to draw his
bastard sword, so he pulled both dirks as Borric un-
sheat hed his rapier and Suli his shortsword. Forming a
three-man front, Borric took a second to say to Nakor,
"Can you open that |ock?"

The Isalani said, "It will take but a noment," and the
attackers were full upon them

Borric's sword took the first man in the throat, as
Ghuda was forced to use his two dirks to parry his at-
tacker's |l onger sword. Suli had never used a sword be-
fore, but he flailed about with enough conviction that
the man opposite himwas reluctant to try to get past
the blurring weapon.

The attackers fell back a step at the death of one of
their nunber. They were reluctant to rush Borric's

sword point again. The cluttered alley gave no one an
advant age, save tine. The attackers coul d hang back

and let Borric's party tire then take them for they had
no place else to go, so the thieves were content to feint
and withdraw, feint and w thdraw

Nakor runmmaged through his rucksack and found

what he was | ooking for. Borric glanced over his shoul -

der for an instant, to see the Isalani pry the lid off a flat
jar. "What . . . ?" he began, then he was forced to pay

the price of his inattention as a broadsword al nost took

his left armoff. He dodged and thrust, and a second

attacker was out of the fight, this one with a ragged cut

lo his owmn right arm

Nakor poured a small pile of white powder in his |eft
hand, then put the lid back on the jar. Kneeling before
the lock plate, the dimnutive man bl ew on the powder.
Rat her than scattering randomy, the powder left his
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hand in a thin line, straight to the keyhole on the | ock
pl ate. As the powder passed through the |ock, a series of
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audi bl e clicks could be heard. Nakor stood up with a
satisfied smle, put away his jar, and opened the door
"W can go now," he calnmy announced.

Instantly, Ghuda shoved hi m uncerenoniously

t hrough the door and followed after, as Borric |aunched
a flurry of blows that drove back the thieves, allow ng
Suli to bolt through the door after the mercenary. Then
Borric was through and Ghuda sl amred t he door be-

hi nd him Nakor held out a large, ornate chair, which
Borric jamed agai nst the door handle, barring the

door for a noment.

Borric turned and was suddenly aware of two facts:

the first was a nearly nude girl regarded himw th eyes
years ol der than the rest of her, fromwhere she sat
outside a door, waiting the bidding of whoever was

i nside that door. The second was the sweet snoke that
hung in the air, unm stakable once snelled. It was
opium cut with other snmells, jule weed, hashish, and
sweet-snelling oils. They had broken into the back of a
j oy house.

As Borric expected, the nonent after they had bro-

ken in, three |large nen—the establishnment's resident

brui sers—each arnmed with clubs in hand, knives, and
swords at their belts, materialized in the hall. "Wat
passes here, scun®?" shouted the first, his eyes wide in
anticipation of a little free bloodletting. Borric was in-
stantly convinced that whatever he said, the man's in-
tent was bl oody.

Borric pushed hinsel f past Ghuda, shoving the
mercenary's dirk point down in clear nmessage not to
start trouble. d ancing over his shoulder, Borric said,
"City watch! Trying to break in that door."

He slid past the first man, just as the thieves outside
obliged by hitting the door, causing the chair to nove a
f oot .

A "Those thieving bastards!" said the first bruiser
"We're paid up this nonth."

Borric gave the man a friendly shove toward the door

saying, "The greedy scumare trying to shake you down
ror nore." As the second bruiser sought to hold onto

Borne, the Prince grabbed that nan's el bow and
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turned himafter the first. "There's ten of them out
there, armed! They claimthere's a Jubil ee surcharge
you haven't paid."

By now several clients of the establishnent were
openi ng doors and peeking into the halls to see what
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was happeni ng. At sight of arned nen, several doors
were sl amed, then one girl screaned, and the panic
was on.

The third bruiser said, "Wait a mnute, you," to Borric

and took a swipe with his club.

Borric barely got his left armup in tine, and took the
bl ow on his left bracer, but the shock still nunbed his
armto the el bow. Thinking of nothing else to do, the
Prince shouted, "Raid!" at the top of his lungs, and
every door in the hall flew open. The third bruiser tried
to take another swi pe at Borric, but Ghuda struck him
behind the ear with the hilt of his dirk, stunning the
nan.

Borric shoved the third bruiser hard into a fat ner-
chant attenpting to leave with his clothing in his hands,
shouting at the nerchant, "It's the girl's father! He's
cone to kill you, nman!"

The nerchant's eyes wi dened in horror, and he

dashed through the outside door, still nude and hol di ng
his robes in a bundle. A sleepy-Iooking wonman easily in
her forties stood in the door, saying, "M father?"

At that nonment, Suli shouted, "City watch!" as | oud
as he coul d.

Then the rear door flew open and the thieves barged

in, collided with naked girls and boys, drugged nen,

and two very angry bruisers. The conmotion in the hal
was redoubl ed with another pair of |arge nen appear d

at the top of the hall, demanding to know what v. ci»
going on. Borric shouted, "Religious fanatics! Trying to
free your slave girls and boys. Your nen are being <U
tacked, back there. Help them"

Sonehow, Chuda, Suli, and Nakor extricated them

selves fromthe confusion in the hall and bolted for t”e
entry of the building. The nude nerchant running

down the street had piqued the curiosity of the city

wat ch, and two armed guardi ans of the peace were
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standi ng before the door as Borric pulled it open. Wth-
out hesitation he said, "Ch, sirs! It's horrible! The house
sl aves have revolted and are killing the custoners.

They' re crazed on drugs and their strength is superhu-

man. Pl ease, you nust send for help!"

One guardsman pulled his sword and dashed i nside,

whi | e another took a whistle fromhis belt and blewit.
Wthin seconds of the shrill whistle sounding, ten nore
city guardsnmen were hurrying to the riot and dashi ng

t hrough the door.

Two bl ocks away, in a dark inn, Borric and his com

pani ons sat at a table. Ghuda took off his helmand

al nrost bounced it off the table, so hard did he put it
down. Pointing his finger at Borric, he said, "The only
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reason | don't knock your head off nowis that we'd
certainly get arrested."

"Wy do you keep wanting to hit ne?" said Borric.

"Because you keep doi ng stupid things which
threaten to get ne killed, Madman!"

Nakor said, "That was fun."

CGhuda and Borric both stared at himin astoni shnent.
"Fun?" said Ghuda.

"Most excitement |'ve had in years,
ni ng man.

said the grin-

Suli looked as if he was close to exhaustion. "Master,
what do we do now?"

Borric thought a nmoment, shook his head, and said, "I
don't know. "

Chapter Fifteen
Snar es
Eri and approached the door.

A dozen guards stood without, but none sought to
question himabout his approach to the Princess
Sharana's private quarters. At the entrance to the re-
ception area, Eriand discovered Lord Nirome, the no-
bl e who had acted as Master of Cerenpni es when

Prince Awari had greeted himat the entrance to the
upper city.

The stout man sniled affably as he bowed, and said,
"Good evening. Your Highness. Is all here to your lik-
i ng?"

Eriand smled and returned the bow with a defer-
ence beyond what Nironme's rank entitled himto, say-
ing, "Your generosity is at tinmes overwhel mi ng, ny
lord."

@ anci ng backwards over his shoul der, the pudgy
truebl ood took Eriand by the armand said, "If | mght
have but a brief nmonent with you, sire.”

Eriand allowed hinself to be steered to an al cove out
of view of the guards and servants, saying, "Only a
moment. | would not like to keep the Princess waiting."

"Under st ood, Hi ghness, understood." He smled and
something in Eriand said to beware of this friendly bun-
gler, that no one could be this highly placed and not

have some guile. "What | wi shed to say, Hi ghness, is

that it would be a kind and generous act, a kingly act, if
you woul d comuni cate to Her Inperial Mjesty your

desire to see young Rasajani, Lord Kilawa's son,

pardoned for his offense against you." Eriand said noth-
ing, and when it was obvious he wasn't going to speak,

Ni rome continued. "The boy is stupid; on that point we
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agree. However, the fault lies not with himbut with

certain provocateurs in Prince Awari's canp." d ancing
Snar es 277
around as if wary of being overheard, Nironme said, "If I

mav el aborate a brief instant." Eriand nodded. Nirone

whi spered, "Awari is second born to Sojiana, so by rights
the Princess should inherit. But it is known that nany
fear three generations of sitting Enpresses—a patriar-
chal bias exists in many of the nations which nake up

the Enpire. To that end, sonme misgui ded souls have

sought to exacerbate the differences between Awari

and his sister. Young Rasajani thought—er rather wth-
out thought was only trying to show his Enpress that

Awari is not sone weakling, fearful of Isles sinply be-
cause he is forenost in insisting peace be kept between
our two nations. It was a rash and foolish act, one which
really was unforgivable, but | amcertain others put him
up to it, thinking Awari woul d approve. If you could
sonehow find it in your heart to forgive. "

Eriand said nothing for a few nonents, then at |ast

spoke. "I shall consider the matter. | will discuss it with
nmy advisors, and if we are certain no |oss of prestige for
my nation is involved, | wll speak to your Enpress."

Ni rome grabbed Eriand' s hand, and kissed his royal

signet. "Your H ghness is nost gracious. Perhaps sone-

day | may be privileged to visit Rillanon. Wen | do,

shall gladly tell all there that a gracious and wise ruler is
destined to govern them"

Eri and had about all the fawning he could stand, so he
nodded and left the portly court noble, noving pur-
posefully toward the entrance to the Princess Sharana's
suites. Presenting hinmself to the servant who waited, he
was ushered into the receiving area, a private chanber
equal in size to his father's own audi ence hall in

Kr ondor .

A young wormman with a strong reddi sh cast to her hair
—dnusual for a truebl cod—bowed | ow to Eriand and
sai d, "Her Highness requests that you join her in her
private garden, milord."

Eriand i ndi cated she should | ead himand as she did,

he found hinmself admiring the graceful sway of hips
barely covered by the short kilt. Feeling hinself becom
ing aroused at thoughts of this evening' s encounter,
fcrland focused on Janes's parting words to him just

278 Prince of the Bl ood

after dinner. The Earl of his father's court had said
"Renmenber, |ike yourself, she's destined to rule her
nation, so don't take anything for granted. She may

|l ook Iike a twenty-two-year-old girl, and even act |ike
one, but she may be Enpress of Kesh in your lifetine
and | suspect her education is as extensive, or nore so,
than yours." Janmes had reveal ed an unusual |evel of
concern, even for one as cautious by nature as he was.
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And he had taken the nonment to tell Eriand, "Be wary.
Don't be led astray by pretty promises in soft arns, ny
friend. There's nurder in these people as nuch as in
the soul of any street thug in the Poor Quarter of

Kr ondor . "

Reachi ng Sharana's pavilion, Eriand admitted he

woul d have to work hard to keep that idea forempst in
his thoughts. The Princess |lay upon a pile of cushions
under a silken panoply, with four serving wonen

nearby to answer any call she made. Rather than the
short kilt and vest he had seen her wear on public occa-
sions, Sharana wore only a sinple robe, clasped just
above her breasts by a golden falcon in the same design
he had seen upon the Royal Keshian standard. The robe
was al nost transparent and fell open in front as she rose
to greet him giving Eriand a tantalizing view of the
young wonman's body. The effect was considerably nore
powerful than the commonpl ace nudity in the pal ace.

Eri and bowed slightly, the deference given a host by a
guest, rather than the bow of a subject to a ruler.

Shar ana extended her hand and he took it as she sinply
said, "Cone, walk with me."

Eriand found his reaction upon first seeing the Prin-
cess returning. In a flower garden of exotic bl ossons,
she was both the nost |ovely and exotic. Unlike nbst of
t he truebl ood wonen he had encountered so far, she

was not |ithe and | ong-1egged, but nore vol uptuous.

Her legs were thicker than Mya's, but not unpleasantly
so, and she was easily the nost |arge-breasted wonman

he had nmet so far. There was an odd tilt to her nose
whi ch, conbined with her full |ips, gave her a pouty
expression. Her large sable eyes had a slightly alien cast
to them alnost |ike the yell ow skinned people from
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fh'ns Lai he had seen at court. Her shoul ders and hips

pre broad, her waist narrow, and her stonach
rounded in a pleasing way. Eriand was finding hinself
totally captivated by the young wonan.

When the silence becane oppressive to the nervous
Prince, he said, "Your Hi ghness, are there any ..
unattracti ve wonen at court?"

Sharana | aughed. "OF course." Her voice was sweet

and fem nine and her smle brought her face alive and

made Eriand' s pul se beat faster. "But ny grandnother

has a terror of old age and death, so at her conmand al

those not young and beautiful are relegated to the

| ower levels of the palace. They are there, to be sure.”
Sharana sighed. "If | come to rule, | will abolish that silly
order. Many fine and capabl e people work in obscurity,

while those less gifted but fairer to | ook upon achi eve

hi gh office."

Eriand didn't really understand what the girl was
saying. His mnd was fixed upon the |ovely scent of her
m xing with the exotic aroma of the garden's fl owers.

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (224 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

He said, "Uh ... | noticed Lord Nirone sonehow
managed to stay aboveground."

Agai n she |l aughed. "He's wonderful. He just manages
to sonmehow stay on everyone's good side. He's such a
dear. O all ny uncl es—=

"Uncl e?"

"He's ny nother's cousin, actually, but | call himny
uncle. He's the only one who could get me to stop

crying when | was |left alone as a baby. G andnot her

has constantly had to scold himto do sonet hi ng about

his | ove of eating and | ook nore |ike a truebl ood hunter,
but she puts up with himanyway. | often think he's the
only one who keeps this Enpire together—he really

does his best to disarmpotential conflicts. He's tried to
be a good influence upon ny uncle Awari. . . ." She

left it unsaid that npst would have considered that un-
dertaking a failure.

Eri and nodded. "Wy are your uncle and grand-
nmot her estranged?”

1 '"T™not sure> real b/>" answered the girl, taking Er-
iand s hand in hers, a natural and unsel f-conscious act.
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Wth fingers interlaced, they wal ked al ong, the gn.
speaking in a matter-of-fact tone. "I think it's because
Awari thinks he should rule instead of ny nother

which is silly. He's too young—he's only three years

ol der than me. G andnother's fifth or sixth husband
fathered him | think. Mther is eldest and she shoul d
be unquestioned heir, but there are sone who fear the
Enmpi re becoming a matriarchy."

Eriand felt his blood pounding but he forced hinself

to concentrate on matters of politics, which was difficult
with the scantily clad Princess constantly brushing
against him "So, ah, sone of your people wish a nmale

rul er?"

"Silly, isn't it?" Sharana halted and said, "Wat do you
t hi nk of ny garden?"

"It's inpressive," Eriand admtted, w thout any flat-
tery. "Nothing like this in Isles.”

"Many of these bloons are cultivated here, for the

I mperial gardens, and do not exist anywhere el se upon
M dkem a. I'mnot sure how that's done, but |'ve been
told it's so." She reached across her own body with her
| eft hand and squeezed his forearm holding onto his
left hand with her right. It was a fanmliar gesture, of
| overs, and Eriand was both aroused and di sconforted
by it.

As they continued to wal k through the garden,
Sharana said, "Eriand, tell ne of your hone, of this
| egendary Ki ngdom of the Isles."
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"Legendary?" laughed the Prince. "To ne it's com
nmonpl ace, while Kesh is the | egendary |and."

Sharana gi ggl ed. "But you have so many wonders
have been told that you have spoken to el ves, and that
you have fought the Dark Brotherhood. Is this truen"

Eri and hinsel f had never spoken to elves or fought

the Brotherhood of the Dark Path, as nbst people re-
ferred to the noredhel +he dark el ves—but he de-

cided it wouldn't help to enbellish the truth a bit He
had fought goblins at Hi ghcastle and they were the next
best thing.

He spoke a bit and found Sharana to be fascinated by
his stories, or at |east give a convincing perfornmance as
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one fascinated. After a while, they had circled the gar-
den and returned to Sharana's pavilion. Sharana indi-
cated the large bed outside her sleeping quarters. "I

prefer sleeping under the stars nost nights during the
sunmmer Pal ace hol ds the heat."

Eri and agreed. "It takes some getting used to. Having
the pool close by helps. |I've growmn quite accustonmed to
taking long baths before retiring.”

Sharana gi ggled as a servant pulled aside the gossa-

mer hangi ngs which protected the sl eeping pavilion
fromflying MJ"1 insects. "So Mya told nme." Eriand felt
hi nsel f blush as Sharana said, "She said that you are
auite . ¢ gifted in sone respects. And quite a | ot of
fun." Motioning for Eriand to recline at her side, she
ran a finger around the collar of his tunic. "You wear so
many cl othes, you nmen of the North. You're al nost as

bad as our fierce Brijaner sea rovers. They refuse to
renove their fur cloaks, even to growing faint in the
heat. And they think their lives are ruled by the ghosts
of their dead nothers, and only take one wife in their
lifetime. They are very strange. You would be nore
confortable if you took sone clothing off, don't you

t hi nk?"

Eri and found hinself actually blushing. He had as-
suned fromthe timng of the neeting and his previous
experience with Keshian trueblood girls that the Prin-
cess mght have sonething nore personal than an infor-
mal state visit in mnd when she asked himto visit her
quarters, but now he felt suddenly awkward.

Sensing his reluctance, Sharana unfixed the clasp that
hel d her scant robe in place and let it fall open. "See, it's
easy."

Eriand | eaned forward and offered a kiss, ready to
retreat if he mistook the girl's intentions. She answered
with a strong kiss, and suddenly two pair of hands were
renovi ng his clothing. Wien Eriand renpoved his | ast
garnment, Sharana rolled over on her back. As he took
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position over her, he realized the four serving wonen

were still stationed around the pavilion, and the gauzy
hangi ngs offered only an illusion of privacy. Borric felt a
monentary hesitation as he saw one of the servants
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standing only a few inches away, but as the Princess
pulled himto her, he gave no nore thought to her
presence. | nust be getting used to these people, he

t hought, before he lost hinself in a warm and sensuous
worl d. Their |ovemaki ng was intense and hurried, as if
neither could wait to reach satisfaction

When they were both spent, Eriand noved to
Sharana's side and the girl playfully ran her hand over
his chest and stomach. "Mya said you start quickly."

Eriand felt hinmself blush again and said, "Do .
did you and Mya discuss ne ... in great detail?"

Shar ana | aughed, her anple breasts bouncing with

the novenent. She put her head upon Eriand's chest.

"COf course. | ordered her to tell me everything, every-
thing about you after you took her that first night."

Not sure he wanted to hear the answer, Eriand said,
"Ah . . . what did she say?"

Sharana began doing interesting things with her |eft

hand while Iying next to Eriand, her right arm form ng

a triangle as she rested her head on her right hand. "Onh,
she said that you were . . . enthusiastic . . . and alit-
tle inpatient . . . the first time . . . but that the sec-
ond tine was well worth the effort.”

Eri and | aughed as he reached out and grabbed
Sharana, pulling her to him "Let's see if she was right."

The heralds blew their |Iong horns, and the druns

began beating. Eriand and his company sat in one of the
boxes used by the Keshian nobility the previous night,
the guests of Prince Awari and Lord Nirone. As the
second day of the Enpress's Jubil ee got underway, con-
tests and exhi bitions were schedul ed. The Enpress

m ght or night not appear in her private box, overl ook-
ing the anphitheater, but the games continued as if she
were there. Short, nuscular men were dressed in the
costumes of their warrior ancestors. Each nan wore a
white breechcloth, |eaving buttocks bare. Sone wore
carved and pai nted denmon masks, while others had
painted their faces with blue patterns. Many had

shaved heads or their hair pulled back into a warrior's
queue. Ancient instrunments, skin-covered druns, rat-
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tles made from ani mal skulls, and horn trunpets were
pl ayed with enthusiasmas the warriors began their an-
cient contest.

A stone of seven feet in height was pulled out to the

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (227 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

center of the amphitheater by a dozen nen, singing a
strange repetitive chant. Others urged themon with
cries, grunts, and exaggerated gestures.

Eriand turned to his host and said, "I am pleased for
the opportunity to spend some tinme with Your High-
ness."

Awari smled graciously and said, "The pleasure is
m ne, Your Hi ghness."

Lord Nirome, sitting behind Eriand, and next to
Janmes and Ganmina, said, "Anything to build bridges
bet ween our two nations. Your Highnesses."

Awari glanced at Nirone for a nmonent then said to
Eriand, "It is as ny lord Nironme says, Eriand. Your

Ki ngdom has been growi ng steadily in power since the
time of your grandfather and with those Quegan pirates
properly chasti sed—

"Quegan pirates?" interrupted Eriand.

Awari said, "I guess news has not been swift in reach-
ing you. A fleet of Quegan galleys had been raiding the
Free Cities and even being so bold as to raid sone of
your coastal towns near Questor's View. Your father
ordered Adnmiral Bruhall's fleet to find and sink them
He did."

Ni rome chinmed in. "A squadron of the raiders was

bl owmn by squall past their own island and were inter-
cepted by a squadron of Inperial ships out of Durbin
and were al so crushed. "

At this, Janes and Eri and exchanged gl ances, and
Eri and heard Gamina's voice in his mnd./owes is fasci-
nated by that.

Why? Aloud the Prince said, "Then the Bitter Sea
shoul d be safe to travel for some time to conme. Barring a
Uurbin pirate or two."

Awari smiled indul gently. "Sone of our nore distant

cities are difficult to control on that level, Eriand. If a
ships captain raids outside of Inperial waters . . ."He
snrugged, as if saying, what can we do? "It's easier to
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send the Inner Legion or an arny of Dog Soldiers to
crush Durbin and hang the Governor than it is to re-
pl ace a corrupt judge there, do you see?" The tone of
the question showed clearly it was rhetorical

Then James's voice came to Eriand. This is intrigu-

ing. What was an "l nperial squadron" doing in

Dur bi n? Those pirates usually can't agree on anyt hi ng,

|l et alone how to organize ten or nore ships into a squad-
ron.

Ganmi na spoke to Nirone. "My lord, what are these
men doi ng?"
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"These are nmen from Shing Lai, Dong Tai, and Tao

Zi, many villages and towns in the region, who in an-
cient times were known as the P6-Tao. They are no

| onger warriors, but they still practice the ancient arts
and craft of war. These nmen are wall junping.”

As he spoke, the first man in line raced for the large
stone, then as he canme within a stride of it, he sprung as
hi gh as he could, placing his foot on the face and fli p-
pi ng backwards, and | anding on his feet. The crowd

cheer ed.

"I nmpressive," said Janes.

Awari said, "The object is to clear the stone. He was
just warm ng hinself to the task."

Janes said, "That stone is howtall? Seven feet?"

"Yes," said Awari. "An adequate warrior will leap to

the top, touching the stone, then | and on the other side.
Atrue warrior will clear the height w thout touching

the stone. In ancient days, this was training for their
sol diers, so they might junp.the protective walls of riva
villages."

"That is inpressive," said Eriand.

Awari smled. "They used to plant spears on both

sides of the wall stone, giving the contestants a bit nore
nmotivation in making the junp clean. Anyway, as | was
saying, now that that nest of pirates up in Queg has

been sl apped down, |'m hoping things will stay calm

al ong the northern borders. | don't nean to bother you
with the details of our donestic difficulties, but with ny
not her's age . " He watched a nonent as a strong-

| ooking man in a wooden denon's mask, with a spear in
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his |l eft hand, |eaped high over the stone to the roar of
the cromd. "... well, the situation in the heart of Kesh
is such that it would be to no one's advantage for there
to be any conflict between our two people. You are now
clearly our strongest neighbor, and fromthis tine for-
ward, | hope our good friend."

Eriand said, "As long as | live, | hope that is so."

Awari said, "Good. Let's hope you live a long, ful
span of years."

A flourish of trumpets announced the arrival of a

menber of the royal famly, and Eriand turned, hoping

it was Sharana. Instead, the Princess Sojiana entered
with her retinue, and Eriand could barely contain his

| augh of astoni shnent. Escorting the beautiful woman

to her place in the box next to the one he occupied with
Awari was Baron Lockl ear.

Janmes' s anusenent came behind his thoughts, too.
VWll, it seens that no barrier is insurnountable/or our
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friend, doesn 't it?
It does appear that way, replied Eriand.

The Princess was the first to enter the box, and be-

hi nd her came Lockl ear, who couldn't resist tossing a
grin Eriand's way. Gamna's only reaction was to raise
one eyebrow and fix himwith a | ook of disapproval
Then her eyes wi dened a bit and she spoke to both

Eri and and Janes. Locky is putting on a charade.

What ? asked Eri and.

He's trying to keep up appearances, but he's deeply
di sturbed about somet hi ng.

What is that? asked Janes.

He said he'll speak to us later, that right now he's

having difficulty concentrating. But he's saying one

thing now He thinks Sojiana nay have been behind the
attenpt on Borric in Krondor.

Eri and nodded absently to sone observation Lord

Ni rome was maki ng. To Gami na, and through her
James and Lockl ear, he said. Then that nmakes her a
pri me candi date behind the raid that killed Borric.

As if she sonmehow overheard, the Princess turned
and regarded Eriand with a frankly appraising |ook, as if
trying to nmeasure hi magai nst whatever reports her
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spi es brought her from her daughter's garden, or as if
speculating as to his suitability for her own anmusenent.
But when she sniled at him her beautiful face |ooked
not hing nmore to the Prince than nocki ng.

The festivities wore on, and whil e Keshi an nobl es
came and went at their leisure, Eriand renained. He
found hinself concerned with things that a few nonths
before he hadn't dreaned of, and he w shed he coul d
speak with his father.

The various exhibitions had followed a nmartial thene,
with warriors fromdistant corners of the Enpire show
ing their Enpress and her court their finest young nen.
The | ast exhibition was | ess a denonstration of nmartial
arts as nmuch as it was a ritual. Two conpani es of war-
riors were conpeting in a contest, the origins of which
were lost in time. Two villages had been selected by the
Gover nor of Jandowae to present the Battle of Dragons.

Two | arge dragons, narvel ously fashioned fromrope,

tied in coils and knots to the actual size of the creature,
were carried upon the backs of hundreds of warriors.

The rival villagers were wearing cane and bone arnor,
centuries old in design and nothing that would wth-
stand nodern iron weapons. Each nman's hel m was be-

decked in bright ribbons, one side red, the other bl ue,
and each rope dragon had a brightly carved nask on

the front of the sanme color. Upon the back of each of the
two dragons riders in ornate and brightly painted ar-
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nmor directed their conpanies. The two conpeting

groups woul d pick up the massive creatures, easily ten
feet in circunference at the wi dest part of the body,
behi nd the head, and run. They would run until they
reached the speed they felt was sufficient for their pur-
poses, then charge, bringing the dragons together in a
clash. The two rope nonsters would then be furiously
pushed upward, the tension between them forcing
them hi gher and hi gher, until the riders were easily
fifty feet in the air. Then the large figures would fall to
the ground. Eventually, Eriand had been told, one of

the two riders would gain a hei ght advantage over the
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ot her and seize the plume from his opponent's helm
endi ng the contest.

Eriand found it strangely conpelling. The two forces

had cl osed a hal f-dozen tinmes, with one side or the other
feigning and dodgi ng away before the first clash. They
had actually cone in contact three times now, w thout
either rider getting the other's plunme before being
forced to junp away and try again. Eriand was al so

i npressed on how the riders could nmake the junp,

froma height of twenty-five or so feet, in arnor, and not
be hurt.

At last the contest ended, with the red side prevail-
ing, and the festivities were over for the afternoon
After a recess for a long nap and refreshnents, the

di nner festivities would comrence. Eriand was think-

i ng about sending a runner to the Princess, requesting a
repeat of the previous night's encounter, when

Gamina's voice came to him Janes would like you to

dine with us this evening.

Eri and had gotten so used to the m nd speech that he
al most answered al oud. He covered by feigning a
cough, then said, "Perhaps we should have a quiet nea
tonight, my lord Earl?"

James shrugged as if it was nothing inmportant. "Well,

we' ve another fifty-eight days of festivities, so we should
mar shal our resources. Perhaps that woul d be best, af-

ter all."

Kafi, who had been at his usual post, said, "Then,

Hi ghness, | shall bid you good evening and return to ny
quarters in the lower city. | shall return at dawn for
your pleasure."

"Thank you. Lord Abu Harez," said Eriand, with a
slight bow

As Eriand's party returned to its quarters, nothing of
consequence was said, either aloud or by m nd-speech
Reaching the entrance to the wing they were housed
within, Eriand said, "I guess the Enpress felt her tine
was spent better el sewhere.™

James shrugged and Gamina said, "It's a long festiva
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and she is elderly, Eriand. It may be wise for her only to
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attend those functions which are absolutely vital. Today
was not nmuch different than a harvest festival, really.”

"True—

Furt her conversation was cut off by the appearance

of a soldier, dressed in trueblood fashion, but w thout

the colorful headdress. This one wore a very functional -
| ooki ng helm and his sandals were -replaced with boots

and greaves. Upon his chest he wore a | eather vest, and

a very well-tended sword hung fromhis belt. "MW

lords," he said, without waiting for perm ssion to speak
"She Who |I's Kesh commands your presence at once.”

Eriand felt hinself flush in surprise and irritation
" Commands—2"

Janmes put a restrai ning hand upon Eriand's shoul der,
preventing him from nmaki ng any rash statenent to the
guard. "W shall acconpany you now," he said.

From Gam na Eriand heard, Janes said sonething
i mportant mnust have occurred. He urges you to remain
qui et until we know what is happening.

Eriand renmi ned silent as they |eft the guest w ng

and nade their way back past the anphitheater tunne
entrance they had used, then on to the center palace. In
a few mnutes they were joined by many arnmed nobl es,

nost | ooki ng gri mand concer ned.

When they entered the Enpress's audi ence hall, the

vast central chanber of the palace, the full roster of
Lords and Masters was present in the upper gallery,

whi ch surrounded the Enpress's dais. Court officials
nmobbed the floor below, |eaving only a straight path to
the dais. It was down this path Eriand and his conpan-

i ons mar ched.

When they reached the foot of the dais, Eriand and
James bowed, while Gam na curtsied. Wthout pream

ble, the Enpress said, "Wuld H s H ghness care to tel
us why we just received word that your father is mar-
shalling his Armes of the West in the Vale of Dreans!"

Eriand felt his nouth open, then he shut it. He

gl anced at Janes, whose expressi on of astoni shnent

mat ched his own. At last Eriand said, "Majesty, | have
no notion of what you are saying."

Throwi ng down a crunpl ed parchnent, the woman
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who controlled the nost inportant Enpire in the

world nearly screaned in frustration. She said, "For
reasons beyond ny wi sdomto understand, your father

is holding this court personally responsible in the mat-
ter of your brother's death. Not content to assune the
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rol e of nonarch, and to negotiate sonme sort of indem
nity, he instead takes the role of bereaved father, and
orders his vassals into the field. Your uncle Martin and
his garrisons from Crydee, Tulan, and Carse have just

| anded on the shores southeast of Shamata. Five thou-
sand Royal Krondorian Lancers join them and our re-
ports tell us another ten thousand foot fromthe
garrisons of Sarth, Questor's View, Ylith, and Yabon
march south, and full three thousand Tsurani from

LaMut march with them Elenents of the garrisons at

Dar kmoor and Mal ac's Cross al so are on the march. W |
you please tell ne what. thirty thousand |Isles soldiers
are doi ng massing on our borders if this is not a prelude
to invasion!"

Eri and could not believe what he was hearing. Janes
stepped forward and said, "If Your Inperial Majesty wll
permt—=

"I will permt nothing!" shouted the old wonan. Her

rage was fully unleashed. "The fool is nourning one

son, yet apparently forgets that | hold another here as a
guar ant ee agai nst Arutha's good behavior."

Gai ning control over her rage, the Enpress said,

"Get to your quarters, sirs and nadam See to those
messages you need wite tonight. Send themwith al
haste to the border and pray your father and Prince has
| earned to control hinself. O by the gods, he'll nourn
anot her son should one |slenman cross into Kesh with
viol ence toward ny people in his heart. Is that clear?"

"Very clear, Your Majesty," answered Ji my.

Hal f-pul ling Eriand along, he led himout of the

court. Along the entire route fromthe dais to the front
door, the glare of eyes upon them was near pal pabl e,

and there was nothing of kindness in anyone's stare.
They were as isolated and al one as was i nmagi nabl e.

At the entrance to the royal court, a conpany of
Househol d Guards waited to escort them back to their
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own quarters. As they noved back through the gigantic
pal ace, Eriand sent his words to Janmes via Gami na.
What are we now? Prisoners or guests?

From James came. We are both. We are hostages

As the party fromlsles was escorted back to their
quarters, Kafi Abu Harez and Lord N rome joi ned

them Kafi said, "Hi ghness, lord and | ady, | have been
given an apartnent for the evening at th&base of the
upper city, just a few yards fromone of the many en-
trances. | will be awaiting your call should you have any
need of me."

Eri and nodded absently as he tried to i nagi ne what
coul d possibly bring his father to this incredible deci-
sion. Even if Arutha didn't have sone personal experi-
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ence with Kesh, as Eriand had, he read the intelligence
personal ly, rather than sinply leaving it to Gardan and
James to advise him He knew the scope of Kesh's

power should she bring it to bear upon the Ki ngdom

The Ki ngdom s i ndependence from Kesh had al ways

rested upon one point: Kesh couldn't afford the | osses
she woul d endure to invade a nation a third her own
size. And the nmauling the Kingdomwould inflict upon
Kesh to enjoy whatever brief victory she m ght enjoy
woul d make her vulnerable in turn to revolt by the

Conf ederacy, or attack fromthe Eastern Ki ngdons.

But never for a nonment did Kesh live in fear of mli-
tary adventure fromthe Kingdom An occasional bor-

der clash over the lands in the rich Vale of Dreans had
certainly becone commonpl ace in the history of the

two nations, but only once did Kesh seek to annex King-
dom | ands, when Inperial forces attenpted to occupy

the narrow strip of land north of the Peaks of Tranquil -
lity between Deep Taunton and the eastern point

where the nmountains met the sea. Then an army under

the command of Guy du Bas-Tyra had crushed the Im
perial forces at Deep Taunton, ending all Kesh's at-
tenpts to capture a port on the Kingdom Sea.

Since that time, no confrontation of major proportion
had occurred. But the specter of the Kingdominvading
the Enpire was never immgined, for if the consequences
of invading the Kingdom woul d be ruinous to Kesh, the
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Ki ngdom s consequences for invading the Enpire
woul d be even nore disastrous.

Drawing his attention to the present, Eriand becane
aware of Nirone's having said sonething. "Forgive ne,
my lord, ny mnd was el sewhere. Wiat did you say?"

"l said. Highness, that you will certainly wish to send
messages to your father at once. | shall have dispatch
riders ready to | eave at your convenience."

"Thank you," said Eriand.

James said, "My lord, if you could provide ne with a
copy of your latest reports upon this feared invasion,
woul d be thankful."

"I''l'l see what | may do, mlord. But Aber Bukar night
consider this a sore issue. You are, after all, hostile aliens
now. "

James controlled his urge to say sonething nasty and
merely smled. "Thank you."

From Gami na Eri and heard, Janes says there is sone-
thing terribly wong here.

O course there is, replied Eriand.
They reached the wing of the pal ace where their own

quarters were and saw that the passages between the
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roons given over to the Prince and his party were at
| east without guards between the entrances. "At |east
we can visit one another," observed Eriand.

"Yes," answered James. "Now, the question of the
monent is where is Lockl ear?"

Wth bitter hunmor, Eriand spoke, as he acconpani ed
James and Gamna into their own quarters. "Even

nmoney says he is once again entertaining the Princess
Sojiana."

Not willing to risk speaking, James sent, |'mcon-
cerned about him He has never reacted to a wonan |ike
he showed us today. Sonmething in this has himworried,
and he doesn 't worry easily. | think we should wait
until he joins us to decide what to do next.

Eri and nodded agreement, w thout speaking. To
Ganma he sent, Are we being watched agai n?

Ganm na gl anced around, then said. The nmagic device
i s upon us once again.

They sat in the receiving roomand Janes signal ed for
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the servants to place sone refreshnents upon a nearby
table and | eave themin privacy. Wen they were gone,
Janmes poured all three of them w ne.

See if you can determine who is controlling it, said
James, and Eriand knew that Gami na had established

the odd three-way nmind-link. It was something she did
only when she could sit and not speak, as the strain was
too great otherw se. Mst of the time in public she sim
ply relayed nessages.

Ganmi na cl osed her eyes as if she had a headache,

fingers pinching the bridge of her nose, then after a
monent she said. It's no one | know by thought pat-

terns. It's difficult to say without risking being detected.
I can only eavesdrop a few nmonents w t hout being

sensed by whoever is there.

Where are they?

Near by, she answered. In a conplex of rooms on the
other side of the garden that opens on to your roons is
the nost |ikely place, Eriand.

Eri and nodded. "I think after a bit I'lIl retire. This has
been a nost distressing day."

"Yes," agreed Janes. So what do you think of this
i nvasi on?

Al oud, so that any eavesdroppers mght hear him he
said, "This invasion is clearly nonsense."

James rai sed one eyebrow, but followed Eriand's
lead. "I think so, too, but what is your reasoning?"
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"Fat her woul d never |et anything, especially per-
sonal grief or anger, lead himto make so rash and de-
structive a decision.”

That's ny thinking, too, sent Janes. Al oud he said,
"Then what are the alternatives?"

"Two possibilities—ene, that the Enpress's intelli-

gence is false, that someone is sending fabricated re-
ports of a massive Kingdom buil dup al ong the border to
cause just this sort of disruption. O that father is not
massing the Armies of the West to invade, but to

counter a feared invasion from Kesh."

James glanced at Eriand with a nonmentary pride in
the youngster's reason, then said, "Those are the two
obvi ous choices.” Silently he said, You realize, of course,
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the significance of the second choice, if that is the cor-
rect one?

What ? asked Eri and.

It means our courier system and nore, our intelli-
gence system here in Kesh, has been conprom sed.

O course, said Eriand, his knuckles whitening as he
gripped the armof his chair. If the system has been
conprom sed, then any intelligence we've gotten from
any of our sources here is suspect. Nothing we have been
told since before we left on this journey is trustworthy.

James sighed aloud at that. Then to cover for those
listening, he said, "Sorry, H ghness. That was rude. |I'm

tired. "
Eri and said, "Think nothing of it."

But that nmeans we are conpletely on our own, said
James. We can't even see if the all eged staging of
soldiers is true or fal se

Gami na stretched theatrically, saying, "Perhaps we'l]l
be alittle nore intelligent if we turnin.”

Tine to do sone work on our own, said Janes.

Eri and's | ook was questioning. Wat do you have in
m nd?

It's been years since |I've had to run the roofs of the
pal ace | ooking for nmurderers, but |I've not forgotten
how to cli nb.

Eriand grinned, the first genuinely anused expres-
sion out of himfor days. Jimmy the Hand is com ng out
of retirenent.

Sonething like that. I want to see who is listening in
on us, and | can best do that al one.
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Standi ng, Eriand said, "I think | shall send a note to
Sharana. Perhaps she can intercede with her grand-
nmot her. She must know that we harbor no ill wll to-

ward her nation."

James nodded. "Good. |I'mgoing to set pen to parch-
ment and send dispatches to Shamata, to ascertain just
what is occurring up there."

Eri and bowed to Gamna. "My lady, | trust your
headache is passed by norning."

"I"'mcertain it will be. Hi ghness."
Eri and quickly nmade his way to his own quarters and
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di scovered he had no need to send a message for

Sharana, as the Princess lay waiting upon his bed. Her
court garnents, the white kilt and vest, and her jewelry
were piled neatly upon an ottoman at the foot of the
bed. Smiling at Eriand, she patted the cushion next to
her, saying, "l was certain you were going to be in
council with your people all night long."

Eriand tried to smle, but it was a weak effort. "I
appreciate your desire to spend tine with ne, Sharana,
but can we speak about this ness?"

"As soon as you get in here," she said with a pout

Eriand notioned for the servants to wait outside and
di srobed. He parted the hangi ngs around the bed and

|l ay down next to the Princess. She said, "I was hoping
we m ght have this night to ourselves."”

"Of course, but—

She put her fingers upon his lips, then kissed him
long and lingeringly. "We can talk later. | don't want to
be deprived of you one nonent |onger."

Eri and knew there were inportant issues to be dis-
cussed, but quickly he found hinmself agreeing with the
Princess. . . . They could be discussed nore calmy

| ater.

Chapter Si xteen
St al ki ng
Borric watched the fireworks.

Fromthe open front of the inn, he, Ghuda, and Nakor

had a fairly good field of view, as nost of the crowd was
on the other side of the plaza, which opened on the vast

I nperial anphitheater. Colorful displays of fireworks
filled the night sky, to the astoni shnent of the crowd.
Ghuda was lost in his own dark thoughts and Nakor

wat ched the show with the rapt attention and open

delight of a child. Borric had to adnmt it was far and
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away the nost inpressive he had seen, far surpassing
even the best the King's Master of Cerenonies had to
offer in Rillanon

Suli appeared and slid onto the bench next to Borric,

pi cking up the cup of ale waiting for him One thing the
boy could do better than any of themwas get infornma-
tion; he mght be a poor thief, but Suli was an excep-
tional beggar, which neant he was hal fway to being a

r unor nonger .

"There is sonething strange happeni ng, master," he
whi sper ed.

At this Ghuda's attention was caught. The nercenary
had been in a foul nood since the abortive attenpt to
gain the help of the local thieves. He was now con-
vinced that two groups, the Inperial Guards and the

t hi eves, were actively searching for them and their
lives would be neasured in mnutes, hours at best. He
had resigned hinself to dying without seeing a single
copper of the noney Borric had promi sed him |et

al one having the opportunity to enjoy spending it.

"What ' s happeni ng?" he asked.

There are many inportant people com ng and go-

ing in the pal ace toni ght, beyond what is normal for
even festival times. And nen on horseback, wearing the
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badges of post riders, hasten to and fromthe upper city.
Many guards race from one place to another, while

others do nothing. It's as if something big is happeni ng,
like a war or revolt or sudden disease. But there's no
hint of what it might be fromthe places you woul d hear
of such a thing, the caravan drivers and boatnen, there
is no talk of trouble in the inns and whorehouses. And
there are the very odd com ngs and goi ngs of servants

in the pal ace."

Sonet hing struck Borric. "Wat do you nean by 'odd
com ngs and goi ngs of servants in the pal ace' ?"

Suli shrugged. "As best as | can understand it, naster,
the servants who are not truebl ood are gone fromthe
pal ace after the evening neal, usually before m dnight.
But for sone reason many are headi ng back into the

pal ace fromthe Lower City. And fires can be seen in
the cook-buildings, as if a great deal of food is being
prepared for many hundreds of people. Those who

woul d be cooking the norning neal would not usually
undertake to do so for another seven hours."

Borric considered this in Iight of what he had been
taught about Keshian politics, which while not exten-
sive still contained one fact which fit in. "There are
several hundred nenbers of the Gallery of Lords and
Masters in the city. Those not truebl ood are being
called to an energency council. The food is to keep
them fromgetting hungry during deliberations. Wth
their retinue, many thousands of people are upon the
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pl ateau who nornally woul dn't be there at this hour."
He thought about what this night nean. "How do they
enter this upper city? Up that | ong road?"

Suli shrugged. "I can find out." He slipped out of his
seat and headed back into the plaza, which was filling
up with citizens now that the festivities were over. Usu-
ally, nost shops would be closed by this hour, just two
hours before midnight, but the presence of the throng

of cel ebrants had caused many of the businesses besides
al e shops, wine sellers, inns, and brothels to remain
open. Borric found it a little odd. The crowd was the

mat ch of anything he had ever seen in Krondor at high
noon, yet it was four hours after sundown.

St al ki ng 297

Ghuda said, "Wat insanity are you thinking of now,
Madman?"

Borric said, "It depends on what Suli discovers. |'lI
tell you when he returns. Just keep an eye open for any
of those thugs we lost in the alley last night."

Ghuda sai d, "Knowi ng the Inperial Guards, any of

the people in that brothel who survived the raid are
probably in cells right now while the city watch com
mander deci des what to charge themwith so he can sel
themon the slave block. Inperial justice is fair: it pun-
i shes everyone equal ly, regardless of guilt or inno-
cence. "

Time seened to drag for the twenty mnutes Suli was
gone. \Wen he at last returned, Suli |ooked puzzl ed.
"It's odd, master, but it seenms every entrance to the
upper city is open, so that those who need to return may
do so by the quickest route."

Borric's eyes narrowed. "That many entrances? Wat
about guards?"

Suli shrugged. "There weren't any at the four or five
entrances | saw, master."

Borric rose and put on the black |eather gloves that
were part of his disguise. Overnight he had undergone
his third netanorphosis in the | ast week, thanks to
Nakor's bag and what was |eft of the noney rmade from
selling Inperial horses. Now his short white hair was
once again dark, a brown with hints of red, and he wore
bl ack arnmor and a bl ack cl oak. At casual gl ance he

| ooked li ke an Imperial Guard of the Inner Legion

Upon cl oser examination, he would be another nane-

| ess nmercenary, in the city for the celebration. Suli wore
the sane desertman's garb and Nakor had put on a blue
robe, which was slightly | ess faded and stained than the
two he had worn before.

Ghuda had resisted any attenpt to get himto change

his armor and clothing, counting it as useless in the face
of certain destruction. He had bought a new red tunic

more to halt Borric's nagging than out of any real belief
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it would help them avoid eventual capture by either the
thieves or the Inperial CGuards |ooking for Borric.

When they were all standing, Borric turned and
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made his way across the plaza. Wending their way
through the crowd, they reached the boul evard, which
was still roped off and guarded to prevent the denizens
of the lower city fromentering the street, which would
agai n be used the next day for the norning procession
Borric peered across the now enpty boul evard and saw
dozens of buildings with lights burning'. Many had their
doors open wide. A nman hurried across the street, and a
guardsman noved to intercept him They spoke briefly
and then he waved the nan on. The nan continued

toward a door which he entered.

Suli said, "Those buildings built into the face of the

pl ateau are actually part of the palace itself, housing the
| owest of the trueblood, but still trueblood. And many of
those apartnents have tunnels up to the higher levels."

Borric glanced around, seeing several nore guards
stopping those attenpting to cross the street. "There's a
little too much activity around this street. Let's find
anot her way. "

As CGhuda followed the Prince he said, "Another way
what ?"

"You'l | see," answered Borri c.

"That's what | was afraid you woul d say," Chuda an-
swer ed.

Borric foll owed the edge of the boulevard as it bor-
dered the gigantic plateau that put this quarter of the
city into dusk a few hours after noon. Were another

| arge street intersected, Borric saw what he was | ooking
for. "There!" he said, indicating with a notion of his
head.

"What ?" sai d Ghuda

"Over in the far corner, warrior," answered Nakor

"Can you not see?"

In the far corner, a |arge open passageway into the

pl ateau coul d be seen, with no guards in sight but with
several servants hurrying through. Borric glanced in
both directions, and ducked under the rope. He hurried
across the street, expecting sonmeone to shout, but his
dark armor nust have convinced the other soldiers a

hal f - bl ock away that he was one of them H s conpan-
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ions were only a step behind, so it |ooked as if he es-
corted them
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Entering the | arge doorway, they saw a ranp | eadi ng
upward into the dark, with torches spaced al ong the
wal | s every hundred feet or so. Ghuda said, "Now what

are we doi ng?"
"W are wal king into the pal ace, answered the

P rinc*6
"And how do we do that?" asked Ghuda.

"I feel like an idiot for not thinking of this sooner. Just
foll ow me and what ever el se you do, look as if you know
exactly where we're going. One thing | know about is

pal aces and their servants. Servants don't want to know
anyt hing. That includes those guards put on duty

t hr oughout . "

He glanced in a side passage about a story above

where they entered and saw nothing. "Wen you are

where you don't bel ong, you gawk about, looking this

way and that, and you stand with shoul ders round, and

to anyone who does bel ong, you | ook out of place. If you
wal k with eyes forward, erect, and purposefully, ser-
vants and guards assune you know where you are go-

ing. They are not about to stop you and interrogate you,
for fear of their instinct about you being correct; they
don't want to be punished for interfering with sonmeone
who is where he is supposed to be.

"It's officers and | ower-level officials you have to be
cautious of. The officers are likely to halt anyone they
don't recogni ze—though with the influx of severa
thousand strangers, that's unlikely. Wat could get us
caught would be a minor official, full of hinmself, who is
anxi ous to prove he's sonebody inportant."

Ghuda sai d, "Sounds good. Madman. But then so did
your idea about contacting the thieves."

Borric halted. "Look, I'mhere, and if you're so fearful
of your life, now, after all we've been through, why
don't you head back?"

Ghuda seened to think upon it for only an instant.
"I"ve got both the Inperial Inner Legion and the

t hi eves of Kesh |l ooking to put me in a very deep hol e,
thanks to you. Madman. |'m as good as a wal ki ng cor pse.
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So, | can go back and wait for soneone to recognize ne,
or get caught here. But there's always the chance the

i npossi bl e is happening and you're finally doing sone-
thing right, in which case | mght survive and get ny
money. That's why |I'mstill here.”

Borric glanced back al ong the tunnel as the echo of
distant footfalls came toward them "Suli? Do you want
to | eave now?"

The boy was frightened, but shook his head no. "You
are ny master and | amyour servant. | will go with
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you.

Borric put his hand upon the boy's shoul der a no-
ment, then | ooked at Nakor. "And what about you, w z-
ard?"

Nakor's grin w dened. "Fun."

Ghuda | ooked heavenward and mout hed the word
"fun," but said nothing aloud as Borric signal ed they
shoul d continue up the passage.

Borric had never seen anything to conpare with the

pal ace of the Enpress. As big as a large town, the traffic
in the broad corridors was not that much |l ess than a

busy city boul evard on tradi ng day. The hurrying

stream of people down nearly every corridor they

passed hel ped them avoid detection. So far, Borric's
assertion that if they but | ooked the part of people who
bel onged there no one woul d chal | enge t hem had

proven correct.

The problem proved to be that none of them had a

hint as to where they were going. To ask directions was
to risk discovery, for anyone who was there by rights
woul d certainly know where he was bound.

They had been in the pal ace over an hour now. It was
getting close to nmidnight and while the Keshi an busi -
ness day had ended only a couple of hours earlier, it was
wel | past the tine when nbst honest citizens were in

bed.

Borric led themtoward an area which seened | ess

congested, then down a side passage toward what ap-
peared to be private quarters. Expecting any nonent
to be challenged, he was relieved when they turned
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into a small garden, presently deserted. Ghuda knelt at
the edge of a large fountain and drank. Sighing, he
| ooked up and said, "Wat now?"

Borric sat down on the edge of the fountain and said,
"I think | need to scout around, but not until things
have quieted down a little." He renoved his cl oak and
his | eather arnor, saying, "And if 1'mgoing to nove
around the way | want, this is going to have to stay
here." He gl anced around the garden, noting a stand of
deep shrubs and ferns which bordered one wall. "If you
hi de over there, you'll only be noticed if someone
comes | ooking for you."

Ghuda was about to reply when a gong reverberated
in the distance. "What was that?"

Wthin a few seconds, another sounded, then an-

ot her. Suddenly gongs were ringing close by and the
sound of people running down the hall could be heard.
G abbing his arnor, Borric raced for the hedge and

hal f-dove into it. Hunkering down with his conpanions,
he said, "Damm! | wonder if they're | ooking for us?"
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Peering through the sheltering hedge, Chuda said, "I
don't know, but if they start conbing this little patch,
we're found. There's only that one exit."

Borric nodded. "We'll wait."

Eri and and Sharana both cane awake instantly when

the gongs began to ring. They hadn't really been asl eep,
but rather were lost in a soft, warm doze that cane

qui ckly after their | ovenaking. Despite her soft appear-
ance, the girl was young, healthy, and fit, and chal -

| enged Eriand, |eaving himexhausted when they were
done. But it was a wonderful exhaustion and he could

not imagi ne anyt hing he would wish for nore than to
have it last for a very long tine.

But her reaction to the sound of the gongs bani shed
that mood in an instant. "What is it?" he asked.

Sharana | eaped out of the bed, the servants draw ng
aside the curtains for her, and said, "Court dress!"

As Eriand funbled to recover his own clothing, the
servants had the Princess's kilt and vest for her in no-
ments. As she fastened the clasp which bound her kilt,
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she said, "It's an alarm It's a conmmand to seal the uppc
city. It neans that sonething is very wong."

Eriand hurriedly finished dressing, and when he was
done, they both left the garden and entered his quar-
ters. A m xed conpany of truebl ood court guards and
men in the black of the Inner Legions waited for her
They bowed and the officer in comuand-said, "Your

H ghness. Your servants informed us you were here
when we called at your quarters. The Enpress com
mands us to bring you to her."

Sharana nodded, and as Eriand noved to cone with
her, one of the black-arnored | egionaries said, "W
have no orders regarding this one, H ghness."

Sharana spun and al nost spat as she said, "This one'"
Pointing at Eriand she said, "He is the Heir to the
throne of Isles! He is royalty!" Her voice was powerful,
commandi ng, and her face flushed with rage. She al -

nost screanmed at the man when she shouted, "You will
address himas you would ny uncle, for he is Awari'h
equal in rank! That is -ny command!"

Eri and was astoni shed at the anger in the girl's reac-
tion to the slight, and the ferocity with which she ex-
pressed it. He hal f-expected her to order the man to
abase hinmsel f, but instead she sinply notioned for the
conpany to depart.

Eri and noticed the officer was pal e and perspiring

and felt no envy for himthis night. But as they rounded
the corner, Sharana's voice was once agai n honey and

Wi ne as she said, "I suppose it nay be sonething to do
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with this unfortunate business of your father's arny. |
doubt it could be anything really dangerous. Not in the
upper city."

Eriand tried to reconcile the sweet and smiling girl
who wal ked beside himnow to the shouting one who

had dressed down an officer only a nonment before, and
he coul dn't.

They entered the wing of the pal ace that contained

the Court of Light, the formal hall of governing. Eriand
had not been inside it before, even when called before
the Enpress. Always before, they had net in the Em
press's audi ence hall.
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But now he entered the seat of Kesh's governnent,

,u place where darkness never intruded, for the hal

was constructed with a thousand chandeliers, each with

a score of large candles. Light bathed the room As
bright as day, the hall was al nost devoid of shadows, for
where sunlight came fromonly one direction, here

light came fromtwenty thousand sources. Even as the

busi ness of the court continued, teans of workers |ow
ered chandeliers and replaced guttering candl es al nost
spent, for never was darkness allowed in the Court of

Li ght

Down the long entranceway they hurried, past as-

senbl ed court officials and Inperial Legion officers. At
the forenost of the crowd stood the general staff officers
of Aber Bukar's Dog Legi ons. Upon a throne |eafed

over in gold sat the Enpress, resting on cushions made
frommterial of woven gold thread.

Around her on rising seats, tier after tier clinbing
upward in a semicircle, sat the assenbled rulers of Kesh
intheir Gallery of Lords and Masters. And even as FEr-

i and approached the throne, nmore were entering the

hall, hurrying to their places.

The room was hummi ng with qui et conversation and

it took no seer to sense the tone of the neeting was
fearful. Sonething terrible had occurred and the room
echoed with the nost apprehensive specul ation

Wien Sharana and Eriand reached the foot of the

dais, the Enpress's Master of Cerenonies struck the

ground with the iron-clad butt of his giant staff.

The fal con that adorned the top of the staff seened

ready to launch itself fromthe disc of the sun it held in
its claws.

"Attend, all ye! She is cone! She is come! She Wo Is
Kesh now sits in judgnment!"

Instantly a hush fell over the room The Enpress
mot i oned for Sharana to come up the twelve steps to

the top of the dais and the girl did so, a clear |ook of
uncertainty upon her face. This was an unprecedent ed
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act, for in the tradition of the Enpire, none nmounts the
I mperial dais save the Enpress's Master of Cerenonies,
and then he remains a step below, ready to pass up to
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She Who |I's Kesh any docunents she might need to

peruse. But now she hesitated at the |last step, and again
her grandnot her beckoned Sharana to cone to her

When the girl reached her grandnother, she fell to

her knees. Lakei sha, Enpress of Great Kesh, gathered

her granddaughter into her arns and began to cry. The
chanmber fell to utter silence at the spectacle, as nothing
like it had been witnessed by any in attendance.

At last the old woman rel eased her confused and di s-
tressed granddaughter and stood. Breathing deeph to
regain control, the Enpress cried out, "Let it be known
that nmurder has been done in ny house!" Tears canme to
her weat hered face again, but her voice renained
strong. "My daughter is dead."

There was a coll ective gasp fromthe audi ence. Sev-
eral menbers of the Gallery of Lords and Masters

| ooked at one another, seeking sone sign that they had
not heard this. "Yes," cried the Enpress, "Sojiana has
been taken fromme. She who was to follow after me is
now taken fromthe light." Then Lakei sha's voice
turned angry. "W have been betrayed! W have wel -
comed into this house one who has betrayed us, who is
serving those who would seek to bring us | ow"

Eri and watched fromthe floor of the hall, and seeing
the Enpress's eyes fall upon him glanced about | ooking
for his conpanions. James and Gani nha were standing

well to the rear of the vast hall, obviously under guard.
Ganmma' s voice cane to him Janes says to remain silent

no matter what. He thinks we have been nmade—

Bef ore she could finish the Enpress screaned, "Po-
| and! Prince of the House of conDoin, have you cone
into this nation to do naught but evil?"

Eri and took a breath before speaking, and in a clear,
cal mvoi ce said, "Mke your meaning clear, Lakeisha."

The fam liar use of her nane was not |ost on the

Keshi an nobl es. Eriand was asserting his rank as Heir to
the Throne of Isles. He knew that whatever happened,

he was assured sone protection by his rank and the
tradition of diplomatic inmmunity.

@ aring down at Eriand, the Enpress said, "You know
my meaning clearly enough, child of woe. My daughter
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Soi i ana she who woul d have followed ne in ruling
Kesh |ies dead in her chanber, as you well know. Dead
at the hands of your countryman.”

Eri and agai n gl anced around the room but even as
he failed to find the face he | ooked for, he heard the
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Enpress's voice say, "My daughter was nurdered by

the man you brought to our house, and if it can be
shown he did so at your order, your rank and position
wi Il nmean nothing."

Al nost a whisper, Eriand said, "Locklear."

"Yes," shouted the Enpress. "Baron Locklear has fled

into the night after doing his bloody work. The pal ace is
seal ed and the search begins. And when he has been

brought before us, we will at last know the truth of this.
Now, get you fromny sight; |'ve had enough of the

men of Isles for this life."

Eriand stiffly turned and wal ked out of the chanber,

and as he crossed the portal, Janes and Gamina fell into
step behind him surrounded by guards. Not a word was
said until they reached the apartnments given over for
Janes and Ganina's use. Eriand turned and com

manded the guard Captain, "Leave us." \Wen the man
hesitated, Eriand stepped forward and shouted, "Leave
us, now "

The Captain bowed and said, "MIlord," and ordered
hi s nmen out si de.

Eriand turned to Gamina and silently said. Can you
find Locky?

Ganmi na answered, | can try. She closed her eyes and
was notionless for a while, then her eyes opened wi de
i n astoni shnent and she said aloud, "Borric!"

Eri and said, "Wat!"

Forcing herself to m nd-speech, she said. For a no-

ment . . . just a nmonent, | thought . . . There was a
silence, then she continued, / don't know what that

was. For an instant | detected a pattern that was fam| -
iar, then just as | recognized it . . . as | thought | rec-
ognized it . . . it vanished.

Vani shed? asked Janes.

It must have been a magician. Only a magician could
have shi el ded his thoughts fromnme that quickly and
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absolutely. Wth a note of sadness, she said. It could,i 'f
have been Borric, not here in the palace. |'"'mtired and
worried. | nust have just sensed sonething famliar in

the pattern and junped to the wong concl usi on before

I was certain. I'll keep seeking for Locklear

The two nmen went to a divan and sat, watching as

Gani na stood notionl ess, eyes closed as she sent her

m nd questing through the vast pal ace, |ooking for the
famliar nmental pattern that was Locklear's. Eriand
moved cl ose to Janes so he could speak in confidence
whil e | eaving Gamina undi sturbed. "Did you find any-
thing earlier?" he asked, referring to Janes's intention
to sneak out and scout around the pal ace.
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"Not hi ng. There's too nuch ground to cover," Janes
whi spered. "It took me the better part of a nonth to
di scover npst of the secret passages in your father's
pal ace and that's one tenth the size of this one."

Eri and sighed. "I thought you might . . . find sone-
thing."

Janmes shared his disappointnent. "So did I."

They hardly spoke as they waited for Ganina to finish
her search. After nearly a half hour, she opened her
eyes. "Nothing," she said quietly.

"No sign of him" said Eriand al oud.
No, she answered. He's not in the pal ace. Anywhere.

Sitting back agai nst heavy cushions, Eriand said, "I
think there's nothing nore we can do tonight but wait."
He rose and without another word | eft Janmes and

Gani na.

Borric al nost junped from behind the bushes. "What

— he began, but Ghuda yanked hi m back down before

the guards in the entrance noticed. About five m nutes
after the alarmbell rang, guards began passing the
doorway, all hurrying in one direction. There were both
the white-kilted truebl oods of the Pal ace Guards and
the bl ack-arnored nmenbers of the |Inner Legion. Bor-
ric's only thought was that soneone had at |ast grown
suspi ci ous about the odd-Iooki ng group wanderi ng

through the pal ace unescorted.

Ghuda said, "Wat are you trying to do?"
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Borric whi spered back, "I thought | heard soneone

speaki ng behind nme for a nonent."

Nakor grinned. "There was sone nagic."

"What ?" asked Ghuda and Borric sinultaneously.
"Sonme magi c. Sonmeone was searching the area. They

reacted for a brief instant when they touched your
Borric blinked in confusion. "How do you know t hi s?"

Nakor ignored the question. "But | fixed it. They can't
find you now "

Borric was about to pursue the issue when another
group of guards in the black of the Inner Legion en-
tered the garden and began nethodical ly searching
anong the hedges and bushes. Chuda slowy and mne-
thodically pulled his sword fromover his shoul der,
ready to leap at the first guard who parted the brush
behi nd which they crouched. Wen the guards were
nearly upon them Nakor |eaped up and shouted, "Ye-
ah!"
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The cl osest guard nearly fell over backwards in shock

at the sight of this strange, scrawny nadnan | eapi ng

out at him Then Nakor did a little dance and suddenly a
dozen guards were rushing him

Borric's eyes widened in disbelief as a repeat of the
scene he had witnessed the first time he had seen the
dim nutive wi zard was repeated, for no matter how
close it seened sonmeone was to Nakor, the wily little
man el uded his grasp. First one guard, then another,
woul d al nost cl ose upon him only to see the spry

I sal ani | eap ninbly away, |aughing maniacally the en-
tire time. Twi ce he ducked under the encircling arns of
one man, tripping another, and darting past a third,
bef ore anyone knew what was occurring. As arns

sought to encircle him he hit the ground rolling, and as
guards dived to tackle him he leaped into the air.
Whenever a grasping hand sought to close upon him it
found only enptiness. And the hooting, gibbering
sounds he made only drove the guards to try harder,
taunting theminto acting rashly.

Finally a Sergeant of the guard bellowed orders and
the |l egionaries spread out to surround Nakor. The little
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man reached into his rucksack and pulled out a snal
obj ect, about the size of a walnut. As the guardsnen
rushed him he threw it at the ground.

When the device struck the ground, a blinding white
light burst forth for an instant, followed by a cloud of
whi t e snoke, acconpani ed by the sane nasty sul phur

snel |l Borric had experienced in the Jail at Jeel oge

Bl i nki ng, confused guardsnmen stood around a nonent,
then di scovered that Nakor wasn't in the center of the
circle anynore. A w cked | augh caused themto turn as
one and there stood the Isalani before the hallway door
Wi stling shrilly, he notioned for the guardsnen to
follow and ran off toward the center of the pal ace.
Ghuda said, "How did he do that?"

Suli whispered, "He nust truly be a nagician."

Borric stood up. "They' ||l be back when that Sergeant
renenbers there were others and they hadn't finished
searching this garden. W have to find another place to
hi de and qui ckly. Cone on."

Ghuda snorted in derision. "One place is nmuch the
sane as another to die, Madman."

Borric | ooked back at the nercenary for a | ong no-
ment, then coolly said, "The object of the exercise is nr/
to die, Chuda."

Ghuda shrugged. "I can't argue that. Wiere now?'
Borric glanced into the hall door and said, "In the
opposite direction fromwhere all those guards were
heading. If we can circle behind into the area they've
al ready searched, we can buy sone tine."

He didn't wait for further comment but sinph
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wal ked into the hall calmy, as if he knew exactly what
he was doing. Silently, he w shed he did.

Eri and sat al one broodi ng. Nothing was nmaki ng

sense. The events of the past two days were so inproba-
ble that he couldn't for a nmoment believe the Enpress
actual ly thought he had come into her palace to cause
this havoc. There was no notive, no reason, and no

expl anation, save the obvious one. Woever had tried
to fernment war between the Kingdom and the Enmpire

was actively attenpting it again and seened bent on
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speedi ng things along. The only suggestion that offered
itself was that whoever the architect of this plot was, he
wi shed to provoke the confrontation while every possi-

bl e suspect in the Enpire was in the city for the Jubilee.

Eri and wi shed he knew nore intimately the nanes of
those who would wi sh this madness on two nations, for
he woul d gl adl y have delivered hi m-er her, he

anended; the women in court were as dangerous as the
men—trussed |like a game bird to the Enpress. He con-
sidered trying to get a note to Sharana, reassuring her
that he had absolutely nothing to do with this viol ence
agai nst her not her.

Then he thought better of it. Even if he had pl unged

in the knife or put poison in Sojiana' s cup hinself, he
woul d proclaimhis innocence. Then a thought struck
him how was the Princess Sojiana nurdered? And if

Lockl ear was under suspicion, where was he? It was not
as if he was a thief in the night; he was a peer of the
Ki ngdom a Baron of the Prince of Krondor's court.

Even should sone conflict arise, some argunent—even

t he nost heat ed—tockl ear woul d not harm a wonan.

Eri and knew Lockl ear was bei ng nade the scape-
goat, but how to prove it?

Lady Mya entered the quarters and bowed slightly.
"Eriand," she said softly, "the Enpress has ordered that
you be confined to these quarters.”

Eri and sat upright, anger suffusing him "How dare
she! Even she woul d not jeopardize the tradition of
diplomatic inmunity. "

Mya canme to sit next to the Prince. "She's |ost her
daughter. Her advisors are cautioning her that if she
harnms you or any of your party without |eave of your
King, she risks reprisals, and no Arbassador will dare
enter the borders of Kesh again." The wonman si ghed

and put her armaround Eriand's shoul ders. "She'l
change her mind in a day or two, |I'mcertain. Unti

then, you're free to visit your friends in the other part of
this wing, but you can't leave this area w thout guards
and then only to return to the Enpress's court should
she desire to see you again."

Eri and said, "How was the Princess nurdered?"
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Mya's eyes brimmed but she kept fromcrying as she
said, "Her neck was broken."

Eriand' s eyes narrowed. "Broken? In a fall of sone
sort?"

The woman shook her head. "No. There were bruise
around her throat. Sonmeone snapped her neck."

Eriand said, "Mya, this is inportant. Locklea
couldn't have killed your cousin."

Mya studied the Prince's face for a nonent, then
sai d, "How can you be certain?"

"Lockl ear's not the kind of man who would harm a
worman, even if he had cause, save to defend hinself

But | ook, even if something ..." Eriand funbl ed foi
words. "Even if something caused himto act . . . un
like hinself ... he wouldn't have throttled Sojiana

He's a bl adesman, and he'd have used his sword or
dagger. He's a skilled fighting man but |acks the brute
strength to break a neck. The Princess was not a petite
worman. And if she's like her daughter, there's strength
under that soft skin."

M ya nodded. "Sojiana was stronger than she | ooked

Al ... all of nmy relatives fromthe Enpress's side of
the famly are like that. They | ook soft, but they're not.
She was quiet for a nonent, then said, "But if Locklea
didn't kill her, who did? And why isn't Lockl ear here”'

Eriand said, "Those two answers are the sane, | fear
And if |'mcorrect about what has happened, ther
Locklear is in danger ... if he isn't already dead "
Mya said, "I think | know sonmeone who can hel p
"Who?"

"Lord Nirome. He's always willing to listen to reason
And with Sojiana dead, the strain in the Gallery of Lord
and Masters will be even greater, for while nost woul c
have accepted Sojiana as the next Enpress, many o

those will not accept soneone as young as Sharana

Nirome will be anxious to reduce the strain in the court
and finding the Princess's nmurderer will nore than
likely do that faster than anything else."

"]l wonder said Eriand, as he consi dered sone
thing. "Who stands with Awari ?"

"Lord Ravi and the others who fear the matriarchy
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Rut many who were supporters of Sojiana sinply be-
cause she was eldest will now flock to Awari's cause. |
can't think of any reason he would not inherit."
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Eriand said, "See if you can get Nirone to call. W
must halt this nadness before it spills over into nore

The girl ran off and Eriand sat back. C osing his eyes,
he tried to picture Ganmina's face and he attenpted to
send his thoughts to her. After a minute, her voice came
into his mnd. Yes, Eriand, what is it?

Woul d you and Janes pl ease cone to ny quarters.
think I was premature in planning on sleep. There are
sonme things we need to discuss.

There was a nonent of silence, then Ganmi na said,
We're on our way.

Chapt er Sevent een
Tr aps

Borric glanced around the corner.

Seeing no novenment in the shadows, he notioned for

his conpanions to follow after him For the better part
of an hour they'd been hiding from various conpanies

of guards intent on finding the intruders. O Nakor they
had seen nothing since he led the first party of Inner
Legi onaries away. A half-dozen times since then they
had barely managed to avoid search parties

Ghuda put his hand on Borric's shoulder. "W're get-
ting nowhere fast," he whispered. "I think we've got to
grab a servant and find out where these friends of yours
are housed. We can tie the man up—t'll just |leave him
unconfortable for a while—then send soneone to turn

hi m | oose when you've cleared up this bl oody mness

we're in. What do you think?"

Borric said, "I can't think of a better idea, so we night
as well." He glanced about. "W could all do with a

short rest."

Ghuda said, "I could use a few ninutes off ny feet,

that's for certain."

"Well, these roonms all seemto be enpty." Pointing to
the nearest door, he said, "Let's check inside this one."

Borric opened the door as quietly as he could; it was

an ornate thing of cane and ivory, and creaked |loudly as
he pushed on it. After it opened a few inches, he said,
"Maybe we shoul d go back to those doors with only
curtains?"

Suddenl y Chuda pushed hard on the door, so that it
made a single, surprisingly nodest creak, then he
shoved the other two through, sw nging the door closed
behi nd him

Borric alnost |ost his bal ance and as he turned, the
old fighter put his finger to his lips, indicating the need
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for silence. Borric had his rapier out and Suli his short-

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (251 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

sword, and Chuda stepped back, unlinbering his |arge

hand- and-a-hal f sword. He stepped clear of the other

two so he would have roomto swing. Borric glanced

around the deserted room neking sure there was not h-

ing totrip himup if he had to fight. Not that it nmattered:

if he was forced to fight, there would be an unlinited
supply of guards as far as the three of themwere con-
cerned. His only hope would be to keep fromgetting
killed | ong enough to convince soneone that he really
was the other son of Arutha.

Tired, they all sat upon the floor, stretching nuscles
sore fromtension and being on their feet for hours.

Ghuda sai d, "You know, Madman, this sneaking around

in the palace gives a man an appetite. | wish | had one of
Nakor's oranges right now "

Borric was about to reply when a mufflled sound

caught his attention. Voices, indistinct but com ng
closer, caused himto junp to his feet and nove to the
door. Suli crouched down below Borric's chin, so he

m ght see. Borric was about to shoo the boy away, but
the sound of soneone approaching silenced him

Two nen came into view as they noved past the

door. One was stout, with a staff of office clutched in his
hand. The other was dressed in a black cloak, hiding
himfromview, but as they passed he turned and Borric
caught a glinpse of his face. Both nen were intent in
conversation and Borric overheard the stout one sayi ng,

" tonight. W can't wait any longer. If the Em
press's tenper fades, she may seek a nore reasonabl e

solution. | convinced her to send Awari north in prepa-
ration for trouble there, but that ruse will not |ast I|ong.
And there's this business of some maniac running | oose
in the pal ace that the guards can't seemto catch. | don't

know what that neans, but it must be presumed to be
troubl e. " The voice faded as the nen turned an-
ot her corner.

Suli turned and pulled enphatically on Borric's
sl eeve. "Master!"

What ?" said Borric, trying to sort out a rush of im
ages.
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"That man, the thin one in the black cloak. He's the
same man | saw at the Governor's house in Durbi n—+he
one who wore the gol den torque. The one who worked
for Lord Fire."

Borric | eaned back agai nst the door, and nodded.
"That nakes evil sense."

Ghuda put up his sword and whi spered, "Wat's this
t hen?"

"I know why trouble's been nipping at our heels since
Durbin," muttered Borric.
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"What ?"

"Il tell you later. | hope you both had a nice rest. It's
over. Right now, we've got to find that servant."

Borric yanked open the door, rendering the squeaky

hi nge nearly inaudible. He noved out into the hall be-
fore CGhuda could question himfurther. Borric hesi-
tated an instant, while the others noved through the
door and closed it. He notioned for Ghuda and Suli to
hug the wal |

At the next corner, the corridor turned, allow ng for
only one choice, so Borric followed the turn. No lights
were burning in this wing of the palace and Borric
doubted it was usual for Keshian nobles to stunble
around in the darkness, so there was likely no one
about .

As they reached the far end of that hall, Borric turned
and whi spered, "Soneone's coning." He notioned for
Ghuda and Suli to nove back against the wall, while he
nmoved to the opposite side of the hall

A lone woman hurried around the corner and Ghuda

stepped out to block her progress. "Wat— she began,
then Borric seized her from behind. The wonman was

lithe and athletic, but Borric easily kept her under con-

trol as he dragged her into the first door in the hall.

Light froma roomacross froma w ndow gave a faint
illumnation to the scene. The wonan was kept under
control as Borric whispered into her ear, "Mke an out-
cry and you'll be hurt. Rermain silent and no harmwil|
come to you. Do you understand?"

The worman gave hima single nod and he rel eased
her. Turning suddenly, she said, "How dare you—
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Then she saw who had sei zed her. "Eriand? What has
gotten into_" Her eyes w dened as she saw the fashion
of dress and the short-cropped dark hair. "Borric! How

did you get here?"

Al Borric's life, Janes had been telling stories about
his days as a thief in Krondor, and one comon charac-
teristic of James's farfetched tales was his reference to
his "bunp of trouble." Wen sonething was w ong,

Tames sonmehow sensed it. And for the first tine in his
life Borric understood what Janes had been talking

about. Sonething inside of himscreaned that there

was trouble standing directly before him

Taking his sword out, he leveled it at the wonman.
Ghuda said, "Madman, that's not necessary. The
woman—

"Qui et, Chuda. Wonan, what's your name?"
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"Mya. I'ma friend of your brother's. He will be so
thrilled to discover you still live. Wat are you doi ng—
She | aughed, and Borric knew it was as forced as it was
artful, for it sounded genui ne and spontaneous. "Il prat-

tle. It nmust be the shock of =
"Seeing me in the palace,"” Borric finished.
" "Alive,' | was about to say," said Mya.

Borric said, "I don't think so. Wen you first saw ne,
you thought | was ny brother. Then you quickly under-
stood | wasn't. Anyone who thought | was dead woul d

not have made that guess so quickly. And you didn't say,
"You're alive,' you said, 'How did you get here?" That's
because you knew | was alive and in the city bel ow. "

The woman fell silent, and Borric said to Ghuda and
Suli, "This is one of those who has been involved in
trying to get me killed every step of the way from
Krondor to Kesh. She works for Lord Fire."

Mya's eyes widened an instant at the nmention of that
nane, but she gave no other sign of recognition. She
said, "If | scream|oudly enough, a dozen guards wl|l
cone here in a nonent."

Borric shook his head no. "This wi ng has al ready been
searched. W slipped behind the |lines of those going
roomto room Besides, they're |ooking for one nman."

The woman's eyes flashed as she stepped away, her
316 Prince of the Bl ood

gl ance nmeasuring the distance to the door. "Don't think

of it," said Borric. "It would be a close thing, but |'m
faster than | ook and | have four feet of reach you | ack,"
he said, pointing at her with the sword.

"You won't get out of here alive; you know that”

Thi ngs are al ready beyond qui ck and easy expl anati ons.
Bl ood has been spilled and sol diers nmarch. Your father
marshals the Armi es of the West in the Vale of Dreans,
ready to invade."

"Your father?" said Giuda. "And just who m ght he
be when he's to hone?"

Borric said, "My father's Prince Arutha of Krondor "

Ghuda blinked like an oW caught in the light. "The
Prince of Krondor?"

Suli said, "And | am his servant, and will be his ser-
vant when he is King of the Isles.”

Ghuda stood quietly for a | ong nonent, then said,
"Madman . . . Borric . . . Prince, whatever |'mto
call you, when this is over remind ne | need to knock
you down again."

"If we get out of this mess, I'Il be happy to stand stil
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while you do it." To Mya he said, "My father is many
things, but no fool. He'd no sooner nmarch an arny into
Kesh than I'd run into a bog of quicksand carrying an
anvil."

Ghuda said, "Well, fromwhat |'ve seen you just
m ght. "

Borric said, "She's lying. And we need to get to ny
brother.” To Mya he said, "You're going to guide us
there. "

Borric stepped forward, putting his sword agai nst the
worman' s throat. When Mya didn't flinch, he said, "So,
you have no fear of dying?"

"You're no nurderer," spat Mya

Rough hands noved Borric aside. Ghuda said, "He

m ght not be, bitch." Huge hands gripped the wonman's
shoul ders as he jerked her toward him and fromthe
expression of disconfort on Mya's face in the gl oom
Borric could inmagine they were not gentle. Bringing
her face scant inches fromhis own, he whispered, "But
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I"'ma different stripe of cat. | have no use for you
truebl oods and your superior ways. |I'd just as soon pet a
snake as touch your soft skin. You could be on fire and
woul dn't cross the street to piss on you. I'Il kill you
slowy and painfully, girl, if you don't tell us what we

must know. And | will do it so you can't even scream"”

The cal m nenace of the nmercenary nmust have been
convincing, for Mya could barely speak as she said, "I'lI

take you."

Ghuda rel eased her, and Borne saw tears of terror
running down the girl's cheeks. He sheathed his rapier,
then pulled his dagger fromhis belt. Show ng her the
short bl ade, Borric then gave her a shove toward the
door and said, "Renenber, you can't get away. | can
throw ny dagger faster than you can run."

M ya opened the door and they followed after. As
they wal ked al ong, Ghuda said, "Wat tunbled you to
her act?"

"My bunp of trouble."

"You coul d have convinced nme you didn't have one,

for certain,"” said the nmercenary. "I'mglad it finally
woke up."
"Me, too."

"But you were already tunbled to sonething," he
sai d. "What nmade you alert to her?"
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"She was heading in the sane direction where | saw
those two nmen headi ng, and one of themtipped ne
of f."

"What about hi nP"

"He's been stal king me since we | eft Krondor. And
he's one of the fewin Kesh who would recognize ne on
sight."

"Who is he?" asked CGhuda, as they rounded a corner
into a better-lighted corridor

As the first pair of sentries standing before doors

came into view, Borric nmoved a step closer to the girl in
case she decided to bolt or call for help. To the nerce-
nary he said, "The man was Lord Toren Sie, Kesh's
Anbassador to ny father's court."

The nercenary shook his head. "He's royal. Sone
very inportant people want you dead. Madman."
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"And some very inportant people want the truth,”
answered Borric. "That's what's going to keep us ali\ e a
little | onger."

"Gods, | hope you're right," said the mercenary. Mya
| ed themthrough the pal ace, past a series of guards
standi ng before doors. If they thought it odd a nenber
of the Enpress's househol d shoul d escort three oddly
dressed nmen past them they hid it well. Mya turned
down a |l arge corridor, past another half-dozen un-
guar ded doors

At the far end of the hall, Mya noved to a | arge
cl osed door and said, "Your brother is in there."

Borric gave her a shove. "Open it and go through
first."”

The worman put her hand on the latch and noved it,
pushi ng open the door. She entered and noved the
door open wi der for Borric. He followed, ahead of
Ghuda and Suli.

She | ed themthrough a short reception roomto an-

ot her door, where the opening procedure was re-
peated, but this tinme, once Suli passed through, she
sl ammred the door behind him and yelled, "It's Borric
of Krondor! Kill him"

Armed nen in the truebl ood guard uniform sat
around the roomand at Mya's words they were on
their feet, weapons slipping from scabbards.

The servant announced Lord Nirome and Eriand bid
himenter. The stout noble hurried in and bowed before
the Prince. "Hi ghness, Lady Mya said you had sone-
thing you urgently wi shed to discuss with ne." Then

Ni rome noticed Janes and Gamina, who were sitting
opposite Eriand, just out of sight of Nirome when he
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entered. "My lord, ny lady. | didn't see you at first. My
apol ogi es. "

He's anxious to speak to you al one, Gamina sent to
Eriand. In fact, he's very upset we are here.

"Have you any word regardi ng Baron Lockl ear?"

Ni rome shrugged. "Had we, you woul d have been
advi sed at once. | nust nake you understand that nost
of us who sit in council with Her Majesty are not so
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nersonal ly outraged. We lost a cousin at nobst, while She
Who |I's Kesh | ost a daughter. Wile nother and daugh-

ter were often at odds over court matters, neverthel ess
the feelings they felt were strong. And as you have no
doubt repeated to yourself a hundred tines over, there
is nologic in any of this."

"That's what | was hoping you'd say," said Eriand.

"I ama pragmatic man, Hi ghness. My rol e through-

out ny tine in the Gallery of Lords and Masters has

often been that of a conciliator, for as you have no doubt
seen, we have nmany diverse people in our Enpire.

Kesh is a pluralistic nation, with a very different history
than your own Ki ngdom You were a comon people in

anci ent days. You have only two major subject people

wi thin your borders, those of Yabon and our former
countrymen in your own Crydee, while Kesh is a nation

of a thousand | anguages and customns."

He's stalling for tine, Janes sent via Gam na.

Why ?

Gami na answered, He wants to speak with you al one

. no, he wants to get you alone . . . his mndis
racing . . . he's not focusing the way you do when you
speak to ne . . . he's thinking about . . . Suddenly

Gamina's face went white and a second | ater Janes

al most | eaped to his feet, his sword in hand. The stout
nobl e sensed sonething from Eriand' s expression or
fromthe sound of James's standing, but he turned

qui ckly, his staff of office brought before himin a pro-
tective gesture.

"What is this?" said Eriand.

Ganina said, "Borric is alive. He's sonewhere here in
the city. Nirome wants to take you sonewhere in the

pal ace where friends of his can kill you."

Eriand couldn't take it all in for a nmonment. "Wat?"
Nironme's face went ashen. "Wiat ... is the |ady

sayi ng?"

James said, "My wife has certain talents, my lord. And
anong those is sensing fal sehood. Now, what part have
you been playing in the nurder done this night?"
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Ni rome edged toward the door and Janmes noved to
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cut himoff. El-land had his sword out and said, "Were
is nmy brother?"

Ni rome sought an exit, and when none was avail abl e

to him seened to visibly wilt. "Mercy, ny lord Prince,
mercy. | will confess, but you must prom se to intercede
with the Enpress. | did only a minor bit, to further the
anbitions of Awari. It was he who 'plotted his sister's
death and is planning on killing you and marrying

Shar ana. "

"H s own niece?" said Eriand.

Janmes waved his sword a bit. "It's been done before in
the earlier dynasties of the Enpire. If a succession was
seen as weak, clainmants nmarried a cousin or even a

sister or brother to bolster the claimon the throne. And
with so many related to the Enpress, a great nany

truebl oods are cousins.”

Ni rome said, "Just so. But if we are to save your
friend, we nust hurry. He's inprisoned in a | ower |eve
of the palace and injured."”

James gl anced at Gamina and she said, | can't tel
What ? asked Eri and.

He's very clever and his mind is very agile. He may

not know I can read his surface thoughts, but he sus-
pects some magic is at play and keeps his mind repeat-
ing what he has told us. There are hints of other images
and sone feelings . . he's lying about the scope of his
role, but I can't tell how much. You rust be wary of

hi m

Eri and said, "Now, what about Borric being alive?"

Nirome said, "It's thought to be true. A slave escaped

wi thin days after being brought to Durbin by deseit
raiders. It is thought he killed the wife of the Governor
of Durbin to mask his escape. He matches the descrip-
tion of your brother."

He's . . . hiding nore. But that's nore or less true

Eri and said, "W have to find someone whom we can
trust."

A servant arrived at the doorway and Eriand's atten-
tion was drawn away for a nonment. Nirome struck out
with his staff of office, and far nore quickly than his
wei ght prom sed, he dodged Janes's bl ow. Shouting
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"Get the guards!” to the girl, N rone swng w dely

with his staff.
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The girl hesitated only an instant, then ran scream ng
for the guards through the doorway. James grabbed at
Nirone's armand got struck with the staff on the shoul -
der. Eriand junped forward and grabbed the staff, forc-
ing the heavy courtier back. As the Prince brought his
sword up to nenace the court officer, guards entered
the room

Instantly swords and spears were | evel ed at Janes
and Eriand and a guard Captain, in the white kilt of a
truebl ood, cried, "Surrender your weapons or die!"

Eri and t hought about resistance for only an instant,
then gave his sword to a guard. "I need send word to the
Enpress at once. There's been a vile betrayal."

Guards took Janes and Eriand by the arns and the
Captain said, "Shall we kill thenP"

Ni rome said, "Not just yet. Take themto the enpty

wing and for the sake of our lives don't |let anyone see
you doing it! | have to find Mya and Toren Sie and we'l|
join you."

Suddenly Eriand realized that this stout man of obse-
qui ous manner had stationed nmen loyal to Prince Awari
around this wing of the pal ace—which was how he was
able to murder the Princess Sojiana and cast the blane
on Lockl ear.

"You killed Sojiana," Eriand said. "And Locklear."

Ni rome' s manner changed and he became, instead of

the fawni ng sycophant, a grimfaced man of deterni na-
tion and purpose. Picking up a walnut fromthe table,
he crushed it with his bare hand before Eriand' s face.
"You silly boy. You' ve blundered into matters so far
beyond your understanding. . . ." He studied the
Prince. "Had your brother the grace to die in Krondor,
and your father to send threatening notes to the Em
press, none of this would have been necessary. |If you
cooperate and don't cause a fuss, |I'Il happily send you
back to your father in one still-living piece. | have no
wi sh to deal with an angry Kingdom and once the

Enpress accedes to our plan, we have no further need
or you."
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To the guard captain he said, "Take them now, and

watch the witch woman. She's from Stardock and has

some sort of power to know what you're thinking if

you're not careful." He glanced at her and said, "W

may have to keep her. That would prove a useful talent.
But if any of them causes you any difficulty, kill them"

The sol di ers obeyed without hesitation and in a no-
ment were taking the three fromthe apartnent, nak-
ing sure there was no chance of escape.

The arned nmen hesitated a nonment, startled by
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Mya's unexpected alarm Borric took no time to think;

he reacted. He threw his dirk at the first man to rise,
taking himin the chest. Another went down from a
vaulting lunge that cleared five feet, and three nen
withdrew in haste as they brought up their own weap-
ons.

A coughing scream and a sickening crack told Borric
wi t hout | ooking that Ghuda had sil enced the woman
who had lured them here with a quickly crushed neck
Then the nercenary said, "Mike room Mdnman."

Borric knew Ghuda was unlinbering his bastard-

sword and needed nore roomfor it than the rapier or
shortsword that Suli carried. Borric was concerned for
the boy, but could not spare any attention for him
There were three angry guardsnen trying to kill him at
t he noment.

Borric parried a thrust fromone man with his dirk,

and took another in the throat with his rapier, ducking
under a thrust by the third. A solid crash behind and a
scream cut off suddenly and Borric knew that Chuda

had taken out another man. Four quickly down and stil

no attenpt to organize. Borric pressed his attack. He

sl ashed wi ckedly at a man's head, taking off an ear. The
man fell, crying in pain and unable to defend hinself,
and Borric killed himwith his dirk while slashing at the
remai ni ng nan.

Borric heard the solid noise of steel cleaving neat

and bone and judged Ghuda had killed or disabled the
fifth. The Prince parried a blow toward his own head by
the last man he faced and ran hi mthrough.
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Borric turned quickly to discover Ghuda kicking one

man in the groin while trying to free his hand-and- a-
hal f sword fromthe man he had just inpaled. Suli was
backed into a corner, frantically waving his shortsword,
keeping two men at bay. But a third was noving to

come at himon his left side, and Borric | eaped atop a

tabl e, sprang, and cane down in tine to kill the man
from behind. He then struck out and wounded one of
the two remmi ning men attacking Suli. But as that nan

went down, the other thrust with his Iongsword and the
boy screaned.

Borric hacked with the edge of his blade, cutting at

| east three inches into the neck of the man who had
wounded Suli. The man made a pitiful noise, much like

a mouse's squeak, and collapsed to the floor. Then it was
qui et .

Borric pulled off one dead man who lay atop Suli and
knelt besi de the boy, who was covered in bl ood and
vainly attenpting to hold together a gapi ng wound in
his stomach. Borric had seen such wounds in the field
before and knew Suli's life would be over in mnutes
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Feeling a cold certainty unlike anything he had

known before, Borric took the boy's hand. Suli's breath-
ing canme in shallow gul ps and his eyes were begi nni ng

to glaze over. His face had a waxy cast to it and he tried
to speak. Finally he said, "Master?"

Gipping Suli's hand, Borric said, "Here, Suli."
"I was your servant?" the boy asked quietly.

Borric gripped Suli's hand hard and said, "You were a
fine servant."

"Then it will be witten in the Book of Life that Sul
Abul was the servant of a great nan, the servant of a
Prince."

Linp fingers slipped fromthe Prince's hand. "Yes,

little beggar. You died the servant of a Prince." Borric
had seen death before, but not in one so young. |npo-
tence at being able to protect the boy overwhel ned

him For fully a minute he knelt, certain that if he could
but think of sonething, the proper thing to do or say,
sonehow Suli woul dn't be dead.

Ghuda's voice said, "W can't linger. There are
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twel ve corpses littering the floor. As soon as someone
wal ks in here, there'll be hell to pay. Let's go!"

Borric was up and noving. He knew that he had to
reach his brother or the Enpress within the next few
m nutes. Hostile forces nmoved within the pal ace of
Kesh, and no one could be trusted.

They hurried back the way they had conme until they
reached the hall with the sentries. Borric notioned
with his head and wal ked cal My past one pair into

anot her dark hall. Then, hal fway down the length of the
dark hallway, he heard muffl ed voi ces approaching. As
one, Borric and Ghuda ducked into the recesses of a
doorway, just as another pair of men hurried past.

The voice of the stout man Borric had seen a few

m nutes earlier said, "Dam. This is starting to unravel
Awari was not supposed to hear of his sister's death this
soon. Find out who sent himword and kill the "man or
worman responsi ble. He was to be halfway to Arutha's
myt hi cal invading arny when he finally found out."
Borric's eyes w dened. Princess Sojiana was dead! Per-
haps that was what all the nadness in the pal ace was
about, not a search for four nanel ess vagabonds who
stunbled into the palace, but a search for the Princess's
murderer. Borric signaled to Ghuda to follow and they
hung back a little, then darted across the intersecting
hal | way, getting back within earshot of the two nen

once nore. The stout one continued his conplaint.
"Awari's a stiff-necked idiot. He will certainly return to
the city within the day and if he marches into the Em
press's chanbers and demands any sort of recognition
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of his claimwhile she's this angry over Sojiana's death.
we'll have open rebellion to deal with; he nust be made
to lead the arnmy north. The |slenman nmust be made to

| ook guilty. Were do you have hin®"

A voice, one famliar to Borric, replied, "lIn a grain
shed, near the servants' |odgings on the |ower |levels,"
said Toren Sie.

"Move himto one of the enpty servant's quarters

and then let the guards find him Have the Captain
report the man was found and killed resisting arrest and
let it circulate anong the Gallery that he was killed to
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keep himsilent. Then have the guard Captain who finds
himdie nysteriously. | will denounce the plot in the
Gallery. By being the first to raise suspicion, we'll divert
it fromourselves for the tine being. By the time anyone
begins to question things, it will be too late."

"But won't thai: exonerate |sles?"

"No," replied the stout Keshian, "but it will again

make everyone wonder who knew, who took a hand,

and how high up the conspiracy went. Every rival in the
Gallery will be convinced his adversary is in | eague with
Isles. All | need for the next two days is confusion and
uncertainty. | have to have the time to ensure that

those supporting Sharana and Awari are equally voca
inthe Gallery."

The two men reached the door of the room Eriand

and Ghuda had vacated and continued on to a room at

the far end of the hall. "And where is Mya?" asked the
stout man as he turned to open the door. He must have
glinpsed the two figures following after, for he called,
"Who is that?"

Borric wal ked up, out of the gloom and saw the two
nmen before the door. The thinner of the two said,
"You!"

Borric smled a grimsnile as he leveled his sword and
sai d, "Ghuda, | have the honor of presenting Lord
Toren Sie, Anbassador of Her Majesty, the Enpress of
Kesh, to the Prince's court in Krondor."

The second nman turned as if to bolt into the room

and Ghuda noved to cut himoff. "And that," said Bor-
ric, "is one who is unknown to nme, but his clothing is
unmi st akably that of another menber of the Roya

House of Kesh."

Toren Sie said, "If | shout, a dozen guards will be here
in seconds."
Borric said, "Shout, and you'll be very dead when

they get here."

Toren Sie glared. "What do you expect to gain?"
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Movi ng so that his sword point was | eveled at the
Anbassador's throat, Borric answered, "An audi ence
with the Enpress.”

"I mpossi ble. "
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Borric notioned with the point of his blade, making a
dramati ¢ whooshi ng sound right bel ow Toren Sie's chin

"I don't know everything that is going on here," he said,
"but | do know enough that should we live to reach the
Enpress you are nost likely a dead man. |If you have

any hope for avoiding that fate, you-had best begin b\
telling me what | need to know. "

The stout man said, "W will tell you what you wish to
know. But we can do it better inside this door. W can
sit like civilized beings."

Wthout waiting for a response, the stout nman opened
the door and only CGhuda's quick reaction kept it from
being slamed in their faces. The | arge nercenary
shoved hard agai nst the door, forcing it open, then sud-
denly the resistance ceased and he al nost fell through
Borric grabbed Toren Sie by his gold torque, twi sting
the woven gold collar so that it constricted the man\
breat hing. Draggi ng hi mthrough the door after Ghudd,
Borric entered in tine to see the stout man running
with unusual swi ftness for the door on the other side of
the reception chanber of the conplex. Ghuda was at

the door when the man sprung through shouting, "Kil
them "

Borric didn't hesitate, but struck the Anmbassador

hard in the side of the head with the hilt of his sword
The man slunped to the floor, unconscious, as Borne
sprinted toward the next door

When he got there, he found CGhuda standing in open
amazenent, and the stout man dangling a foot off the
ground. Around the rooma full dozen guardsnen in the
uni form of the Inner Legion and a few of the truebl ood
| ay stunned on the floor. Al so unconscious were Earl
Janmes, Lady Gami na, and Eriand.

Sitting atop a large round table was Nakor, grinmacing
strangely and nmaki ng odd noi ses as he pointed two fin-
gers at the floating man. Seeing Ghuda and Borric, he
stopped his grunting and said, "Borric! Ghuda!" In-
stantly the stout Keshian fell to the floor with a harsh
thud, and CGhuda reached out to grip the man by the

neck.
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Borric crossed to where his friends |lay and said,
"Nakor, what have you done?"

"I was having fun with the guards, playing a nerry
ganme of 'catch-nme,' and they got lost. So | went | ooking
for them | saw you, or so | thought, being |l ed away by
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guards and thought to inquire how you nanaged to find
such splendid clothing, and where you had | ost ny
friends Ghuda and Suli. Were is Suli?"

Ghuda gl anced at Borric, who said, "Suli is dead."

"That is sad," said the little man. "He was a good-
hearted boy and woul d have been a good nan. He nost
likely will be when next he travels the Weel. Is this
your brother?" he asked, indicating Eriand.

"Yes," said Borric. "What did you do to then?"

"Ch, | cane into the room and everyone got very

excited. Sonme of themwere not very pleased to see ne,
and | was growing tired of the game, so | stunned every-
one. | assumed you woul d cone al ong, sooner or |later.
See? | was right."

Suddenly the tension erupted in Borric and Ghuda

and they | aughed. "Yes, you were right." They found

they couldn't stop as the grinning little man seened to
enjoy the nerriment as nuch as they. At last, with tears
runni ng down their faces, Borric said, "You stunned
everyone? How di d you nanage that?"

Nakor shrugged. "It's a trick."
Borric | aughed again. "Wat now?"

Nakor reached into his rucksack and said, "Want an
orange?"

"l never thought 1'd say this to you," said Eriand, "but
| have m ssed you."

Borric nodded. "Sane here. Now, what are we going
to do about this ness?"

James was shaking off the effects of Nakor's stun while
Ganma was still barely conscious. Ghuda stood watch

over the reviving guards and | ooked convincingly ready
to cut in half anyone who noved, so they sat quietly and
gave no trouble.

Eri and had been the first to revive, sonething to do
wi th being the youngest, according to Nakor. The
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brot hers had spoken about what each knew and had
come to the conclusion that many doubl e deal i ngs had
taken pl ace.

Janmes said, "Perhaps if we get word directly to the
Enpress herself . . . 2"

"How?" asked Borric.
"Gam na, " answered Eriand.

Borric | ooked unconprehendi ng and Eri and sai d,
"She caft do m nd-speech, renenber?"
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Borric nodded, then his face reddened. "I could have
‘called for help with my mind when | first got in the
pal ace and she woul d have heard."

"Why didn't you?" asked James as Gam na began to
rouse.

Borric's grin was sheepish. "I didn't think of it.

"And," said Janes, "how did you escape her nind
touch when she stumbl ed across you earlier today?"

Borric hiked a thunb at Nakor. "He sensed it and
somehow bl ocked her out."

Janmes said, "You're a nmgician?"

Nakor made an unpl easant face. "No. Isalani. Mgi-
cians are sonber nen who work in caves and do terri-
bl e and serious things. They do great nmgic. People
don't like magicians. | just do a few tricks that nake
peopl e laugh. That is all."

As Gamina fully roused, Janes said, "Fromthe | ook of
the guards and our fat friend over there, yours are no
mean tricks, and not always funny."

Nakor's grin wi dened and he said, "Thank you. |'m
pretty good at what | do, and | thought this was pretty
funny. "

Gani na caught sight of Borric and said, "You're
alive!"

"Apparently," answered Borric with a | augh.

Gam na gave hima hug and said, "How, then,
couldn't | find you in the desert?"

Borric's | ook showed he didn't understand, then com
prehension registered. "OF course. That bl oody robe
won before we left. The slavers took ne for a magician
and cl apped sone nanhacl es on ne that sonehow pre-

vent magi cians fromusing their powers."
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"Bah!" said Nakor. "That couldn't happen if those
magi ci ans knew what they were doing."

Tames said, "Perhaps. In any event, the next question
is- how do we get fromhere to the Enpress?”

"I't should be easy," said Nakor. "You just follow mne.
And bring these fell ows along."

Ghuda had di sarned the twel ve guards and dragged

the stunned Toren Sie into the room Wth four arned
guards, Borric, Eriand, Janes, and Ghuda, the fourteen
captives didn't seeminclined to start any trouble.

Ni rome warned, "As soon as we see another conpany of
guards, you'll be prisoners. Men loyal to Awari contro
this entire sector of the pal ace.”
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Nakor grinned. "Maybe."

When they reached the occupi ed hal | way, where

they woul d begin to pass dozens of guards, Nakor

reached into his rucksack and pul | ed sonet hing out of

it. Borric and Ghuda were al nost bl ase about the sack at
this point, but everyone el se was astoni shed. For as the
little Isalani brought his hand up, perched upon it was
the red- and gol den-speckl ed fal con, the royal bird of
Kesh, and nost revered and holy synbol of the Em
press's power. It was a bird thought to be al nbost extinct
—three females were all that remained in the Inperia
mews. The fal con shrieked and spread his wi ngs, but

remai ned upon the little man's wist as he noved down

t he hau.

The guards they passed sinply gaped at the splendid
bird. Nakor said to each sentry he passed, "Please, cone
with us. W go to see the Enpress.”

No matter what Nirome or Toren Sie said, the guards
seemed mesmnerized by the sight of the falcon. They
joined in behind the Islenmen and their captive band
and soon a procession of two hundred guards foll owed
Nakor and his conpani ons as they entered the hall of
t he Enpress.

The Master of Cerenonies said, "Wiat is this?"

Borric and Eriand both canme forward and Eri and

said, "The Princes Borric and Eriand of |Isles wi sh an
i medi at e audi ence with Her Majesty. W wish to dis-
cuss a snmall matter of treason.”
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The entire Gallery of Lords and Masters was in ex-
traordi nary session when the odd procession entered
the hall, Nakor |eading the band with the fal con
perched boldly upon his arm Wen at |ast they reached
the dais, they bowed, and Lakei sha hal f-rose from her
throne. "What insanity is this?" Her eyes swept the
party bel ow her and suddenly she becane aware that
Borric stood beside his brother. "You—dnless |I'msadly
m st aken—are supposed to be dead."

Nirome attenpted to speak, "Mjesty, these crim-
nal s—=

Ghuda rested his bl ade on the stout man's shoul der,
saying, "It's not polite to speak until you're given per-
m ssion." To the Enpress he said, "Sorry, mum Con-

tinue if you please.”

Lakei sha seened to sense sone nysteries were about

to be unravel ed and chose not to take offense. "Thank
you," she said drily. To Nakor she said, "Let's begin with
you, little man. You know that to possess the royal falcon
is a sentence of death."

Nakor grinned. "Yes, Enpress. But | do not possess
this bird. | ammerely providing the falcon transport to
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your august self. I'mjust bringing you a birthday pres-
ent." Wthout waiting for perm ssion, the audacious lit-
tle Isalani nmounted the dais and crossed to the throne
The two bl ack-clad Izmali bodyguards noved to bl ock

hi s approach, but he veered past the throne. Behind the
throne was the enpty sun synbol. He set the bird atop

it and the falcon flapped his wi ngs.

The Enpress said, "Only a mal e can perch upon the
royal sun, Isalani."

"Nakor understand, Enmpress. This one is a boy. He

will father many fal con hatchlings for you. | caught him
| ast spring in the nountains west of Tao Zi. There are a
few more up there, too. If you send your Inperial fal-
coner, he can bring themto the mews. The line will be
revived. "

Since the death other daughter, the Enpress had not
smled. Now she sniled. Sonmething in the little nan's
wor ds touched her, and she knew he was speaki ng not
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onlv of the rare birds, but of the Royal House as well.
"This is a gift of stunning splendor.”

St oppi ng next to the throne before descending the

steps to the floor bel ow, Nakor |eaned down and said,

"I't would be a very wise thing if you were to believe the
twin boys, for those two over there"—he indicated

Ni rome and Toren Sie—are very bad nen."

The Enpress studied the tabl eau bel ow then at | ast
said "Prince Eriand, why don't you begin and we can
start to sort out this mess."

Eriand and Borrie held the undivided attention of
everyone in the chanber as they wove together their
separate accounts, attenpting to make sense of all that
had transpired since the desert raid. They spoke with-
out interruption for nearly a quarter-hour. As Eriand
concl uded his account of the events leading up to their
arrival in the chanber, he said, "And the last thing that
convinced me Nirone was responsible for Sojiana's
death was his crushing a nut with his bare hand. Soji -
ana's neck was broken—enly someone with powerful

hands coul d acconplish the feat. Locklear is a master
swordsman, but he | acked the strength." Pointing at
Nirone, he said, "There is the nurderer. There is the
mysterious Lord Fire!"

The Enpress rose and said, "My lord N ronme—

But fromthe door cane a cry, "Mther!"

Prince Awari entered, with a dozen officers of the
army at his back, including Lords Ravi and Jaka. Com
ing to stand before the throne, he bowed, then said,
"What is this terrible news about Sojiana?"

The Enpress studied her son's face a nonent, then
said, "We are about to determne just that. Stay and be
quiet a while. This concerns your future, as well." Re-
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turning her gaze to Nirone, she said, "I was about to
ask, nmy lord N rone, what you had to say regarding
t hese charges."

The stout courtier said, "Mther of U A=

"Pl ease," interrupted the Enpress, "I despise that
title nost. Especially now "

"Most Majestic Ruler, have nercy. | did but what |
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t hought was best for the Enpire, which was to bring

your son to primacy. But it was never nmy wish to see
anyone harnmed. The attenpts upon Prince Borric were

but a ruse, to keep the Islemen fromreaching the cib,
We only wished to keep Sojiana's followers' attention 10
the north—which is why we falsified the reports of Isles
gathering to invade. But the nmurder of your daughter

was none of mnmy doing! It was Awari who sought to re-
move his rival."

Prince Awari went livid at that point and had his

sword hal fway out of its sheath before Lord Jaka put a
restrai ni ng hand upon him The Enpress shouted,
"Enough!" d ancing around the room she said, "Is

there any path to truth in this?" To the twi ns she said,
"Your arguments are convincing, but where is the

pr oof ?"

She | ooked down at Gamina. "You can read thoughts,
you say?"

Gam na nodded, but N rome shouted, "She's the wife
of an outlander, Mijesty! She would lie to serve her
husband and his cause is Isles!"

Gam na seened about to respond, but the Enpress

said, "l doubt you would lie, ny dear." She gestured
around her, indicating the now full gallery above her.
"But | doubt others here would be so kindly disposed |o
believe you. If it's not come to your notice, this is a
rather tense situation."

A guard Captain in the arnor of the Inner Legion
hurried into the room and whispered into the ear of the
Master of Cerenpbnies. He, in turn, nade a gesture re-
questing pernission to approach the Enpress. She ga\ e
perm ssion and he hurried up the dais.

When he was finished passing on the Captain's re-

port, the Enpress sat back. "Well, then, there you have
it. W have reports now that two conpani es of the
Househol d Guard are barricaded in one wing of the

pal ace, in open defiance of orders to put down their
arnms, and throughout the city arned conpani es of nen
are novi ng.

"Now, " she said, rising fromher throne, "we are
faced with arned rebellion in our own city! The I npe-
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rial Seal of Peace is upon Kesh, and the nan who draws
sword first, or whose retainer draws sword first, that
man be he base born or nobst noble lord, is under death
sentence. Do | make nyself clear?" The last was di-
rected at Lord Ravi, who stood notionl ess.

The Enpress sat again and said, "Again | amfaced
with betrayal and disloyalty, but have no neans of dis-
cerning the truth."

Nakor cleared his throat pointedly.
"Yes?" said Lakeisha. "Wat is it?"

"Enmpress, there is an ancient |salani neans of deter-
mning the truth of a thing."

"I would be pleased to know what it is.

Ginning, Nakor said to CGhuda, "Bring the fat |ord
out here, before the dais." As the nercenary did so,
Nakor put his rucksack on the ground and began rum
maging init. After a noment of searching, he said,
"Ah!" and pul |l ed somet hi ng out.

Al near to himreflexively stepped back, for in his
hands he held a cobra of stunning beauty and inpossi-
bl e proportions. The snake was easily six feet in length
and as thick as a man's forearm The back scal es were
the gold of beaten netal, and the inside of the hood and
throat were the green of the darkest and nost vivid
enerald. Eyes like fire opals, blue-black with red flame
dancing in themregarded the crowd, which nmuttered

wi th astoni shnent. A bl ood-red tongue flicked in and

out of its nmouth. Then it opened its nouth with a | oud
and om nous hiss, revealing two terrible-Iooking fangs
of ivory. It withed and hi ssed agai n as Nakor set it
down on the floor in front of Nirone. The courtier
shrank back agai nst the steps of the dais as Nakor said,
"This is the Truth Snake of Sha-shu. To lie before himis
to enbrace death.” Wth a cheery note to Nirone, he
added, "It's very painful."

The serpent slithered to Nirone's feet then raised

itself up, so that it appeared to | ook the stout truebl ood
lord in the eyes. The broad hood flared out and silver
sparkl es danced on its gol den back

Nakor said, "The snake will not strike so |long as you
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speak truth. One fal sehood and you die. There is no
warning. It is infallible."

Ni rome could barely nove, he was so nesnerized by

the swayi ng serpent that rose up before him Then

when it was but a foot away, he said, "Enough! | will tell
all! | planned this fromthe beginning."

Several menbers of the Gallery spoke in hushed
whi spers. The Enpress said, "Wat was Awari's part in
t hi s?"
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H s fear turning to anger, Nirone turned to face his
Enpress. "Awari! A strutting peacock and a fool. He
thought | was but seeking to bolster his claim | was
going to place blame upon Awari for Sojiana's death, or
at | east cast enough suspicion that no one woul d accept
himas heir to the throne."

"So," said the Enpress sitting back in her throne,
"you woul d put Sharana in ny place. But why?"

Ni rome said, "Because Ravi and his allies would

never accept another Enpress. The southern nations

are ready to rebel once nore and with the Brothers of
the Horse hol ding the pass through the Grdle of Kesh,
Lesser Kesh would be lost for all times. And Lord Jcika
and the other truebl oods woul d never accept a non-
truebl ood consort. So there was only one solution."

Lakei sha nodded. "Obviously. Marry Sharana to one
who is heir. Mike her husband Enmperor upon mny

death." She sighed. "And who better but the G eat
Conciliator, Lord Nirone. The only nenber of the Gal-
Il ery without enem es? The one man able to speak to
truebl ood and nontruebl ood ali ke?"

The Enpress covered her face with her hands, and

for a nonent it appeared as if she m ght be weeping
When she at | ast renobved her hands, her eyes were

i ndeed red-rinmred, but no sign of tears could be seen
"How have we conme to this, that our best plot for their
own aggrandi zenent, and not for the well-being of the
Enpire." She sighed loudly and said, "My lord Rau
Woul d this plan have worked?"

The Master of the Brothers of the Horse bowed. "M s-
tress, | fear the traitor was correct. Until this evening,
we believed the Prince, your son, to have been the one
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responsible for Sojiana' s death. W woul d not have ac-
cepted Sharana as our mstress, but we would not have
al | oned one who has spilled royal blood to command us.
Ni romre woul d have been the | ogical conpromse.”

The Enpress seemed to |ose her strength, so far back
into the throne did she slunp. "Ai-eee!" she half-
screamed. "All is tunbling toward the pit! Al trenbles
on the brink of chaos, but for the kind fortune that sent
these two boys to our court!"

Eriand said, "Majesty! If | may ask a boon?"

Lakei sha said, "You have been as wonged as any
here, it seems. Prince Eriand. Wuat is your w sh?"

"A question of Nirome." To the trenbling lord he
sai d, "Lockl ear has been branded with the nmurder of

Sojiana. | told you that only a man with powerful arns
and hands coul d have broken her neck in such a fashion
Did you kill her and cast the blame upon ny friend?"
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Ni rome gazed at the hovering serpent and barely
whi spered, "Yes."

Janmes said, "Were is Locklear?"

Attenpting to sink even farther back into the stone
steps, Nirone said, "He is dead. His body is hidden in a
grain roomin the lower |evels."

Ganina's eyes began to brimw th tears and Janes

and the twins all |ooked stricken at the news. They had
known agai nst all hope that Locklear was nost |ikely
murdered, but until they had actually heard the news
they had held out hope. Borric was the first to speak
"Maj esty, | know that Kesh had no part in the death of
one of our Anmbassadors. The Ki ngdom of the Isles wll
demand no reparation." He spoke calmy, but everyone
close to himcould see the tears that were gathering in
his eyes.

Ri sing, the Enpress turned to | ook at the assenbl ed
Gallery. "Hear ny judgment!" Pointing at N rome, she

said, "This man, by his own words, has condemed hi m
self." Turning to stare at the traitor, she said, "Nirone,
lord no |l onger, by your own words you have confessed

your evil and for this you shall die."

The stout man stiffened and said, "I demand ny right
to die at ny own hands!"
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"You shall demand nothing!" spat the Enpress. "You

are not of the blood fromthis noment forward. There

will be no sweet death as you drift into intoxicated
oblivion froma gentle poison, no lightly cut wists in a
hot bath as you drift away into eternal sleep

"I'n ancient tinmes a puni shnent was decreed for

those who betrayed their kings and queens. It has not
been pronounced in centuries, but it shall be now.
Nirome, this is to be your fate: you are to remain in a cel
this night, to dwell upon your wongdoi ng and your

com ng death, and at every beating of the quarter-hour,
a guard shall repeat this sentence aloud to you, so you
may have no rest. Then at dawn, you are to be taken to
the tenple, and there shall the guard read your sen-
tence to the High Priest of Quis-wa, so that the Red-
Jawed Hunter will hear that you are not worthy of a
place in the Eternal Hunt. Then you shall be taken to
the base of the plateau and stripped naked. Then shall a
dozen guards of the truebl ood whip you and run you
through the city. Should you fall, they shall apply hot
coals to your buttocks, until you rise and run again. At
the gates of the city you will be hung in a cage, and your
sentence will be read al oud by guards upon the hour, so
that all passing may hear of your crines. Even the | ow
est shall be offered sticks of banboo with which to tor-
ment you, so you may feel the wath of those you
betrayed, yet you shall endure and no one shall grant
you nerciful death. Wen you are near unto death from
exposure, you shall be taken fromthe cage and revived
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with water nade bitter with vinegar and bread covered

with salt. You shall be driven by |ash and hot coals to the
edge of the Overn Deep, to the nmarshes where the first

Ki ngs of the trueblood hunted. There you shall be made

to drink the bitter wine of betrayal and eat the rotten
meat of treason. Then shall your nmanhood be cut from

your body. You shall then be bound and thrown into the

mar sh, where the crocodiles of the Overn shall devour

your fl esh.

"In every royal decree and record of your time
anong us, your nane shall be stricken so that no one
shal | ever speak it again. Inits place will be witten 'one
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who betrayed his nation,' and the name Nirome will be
forbi dden to children of the trueblood fromthis day
forward. In tinme, even the gods will not know who you
were. And in the black void of the nanel ess and forgot-
ten will your soul endure eternal confinenent, alone.

"This, then, is nmy decree!"

The Master of Cerenonies called out, "She W Is
Kesh has spoken! Now, let it be done!"

Guards hurried forward and hesitated as they

reached the cobra. Nakor notioned that the snake

woul dn't touch them and the guards seized the terri-
fied NNrone. "No!" he screamed as they dragged him
fromthe court, and his cries echoed through the halls.

The Enpress said to Toren Sie, "You, ny onetine

friend, shall nane every acconplice in this plot and
perhaps | shall be kind to you: a quick death or perhaps
even nere bani shment. G herw se you shall follow your
friend in humliation and pain.”

Lord Toren Sie bowed and said, "Your Mjesty is
merciful. | shall reveal all."

As he was | ed away, the Enpress notioned to Nakor
"Do sonething with that."

The grinning wi zard hurried over and said, "This,
Enpress?" He reached down and grabbed the cobra

around the mddl e, and when he stood, there was only a
long strand of cord in his hands. "This is just a piece of
rope."

He coiled the line and put it back in his rucksack
Eriand's eyes were wide, but Borric said, "lIt's only a
trick."

Chapt er Ei ghteen
Tri unph

The servant bowed.

Borric, Eriand, and their conpanions entered a snall
garden, and the servant bade themsit upon soft cush-
i ons surrounding a wondrous table, with all manner of
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del i caci es and a choice of fine wines. A cold pitcnei of
| ager and a warm pitcher of ale were the choices of
Ghuda and Nakor respectively, and the guests began

wi t hout their hostess.

When the Enpress entered, carried in a sedan chair,

all began to rise. She gestured for themto remain

where they were. "There are so few occasions | can

manage a little informality, | relish those tines. Sit, sit.
The servants who carried the chair placed it at the head

of the Iow table and removed the | ong pol es that they

used to carry it.

Sharana entered a nmonent later, and came to sit

bet ween her grandnother and Eriand. She smled at
Borric, who | ooked her over with open and frank ap-
praisal. Borric now wore his own clothing, from anong
those bags not stolen by the raiders in the desert. His
hair was its own natural color, the dye having been
washed out with sone foul-snmelling |otion that Nakor
provided. Ghuda and the little wi zard wore fine robes
provided for the occasion by the Enpress's staff.

"I wanted a little informal chat before we return to

this mserabl e business of the Jubilee. | can't belie\ e
we'l |l have to endure another four-and-a-half weeks of
it."

Eriand said, "I was somewhat surprised that you 01

dered it continued, Mijesty."

The old woman smiled. "Nirone's plotting would be
not hing conpared to the troubles I'd start if | tried to
cancel the festivities, Eriand. The Lords and Masters
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m eht wish land or power, but the conmon nan of the
Empire nmerely wants his fun. If we tried to take it away
fromhim we'd have blood in the streets. You've the

| ook of a common enough fellow, CGhuda Bule. Isn't that

4-i-npr

Ghuda, unconfortable at being this close to such
powerful and inportant people, said, "This is true, Mj-
esty. Most nen won't give you nuch trouble if they get
food to eat, a roof over their head, a good wonman now
and again, and sone fun along the way. Too nuch

bot her, otherw se."

The Enpress | aughed. "A phil osopher. And a serious
one." To the others she said, "Didn't even notice | was
having fun with him" She sighed. "I think | may have

| ost the knack of fun."

Looki ng at Ghuda, she said, "So then, what is your
reward to be for hel ping save our Enpire?"

Now Chuda | ooked terribly enbarrassed, and Borric
said, "He was pronised ten thousand gol den ecu, by
me, Mjesty."
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"Done," she said. "And again that rmuch from our
treasury. How woul d you like to stay on and help run
my | nner Legion, Ghuda? | have many openi ngs for
officers, and nore to cone as Toren Sie confesses."

Ghuda smi | ed weakly, unconfortable to be refusing

such an offer, but he said, "I amsorry. Your Mjesty, but
I think 1"'mgoing to take the noney and open an inn, in
Jandowae maybe. The weather's nice there, and there's

not nmuch trouble. 1'll get a couple of pretty serving girls
and maybe even marry one of them and have some

sons. I'mgetting too old for travel and adventure."

The Enpress smiled warmy and said, "I envy you

your nodest anbitions, warrior. You'll do well telling

your stories around the taproomin the evening. But
you have ny debt and shoul d you ever need an ear at
court, send word and I'Il listen."

Ghuda inclined his head and said, "Your Mjesty."
N "\What about you, little man?" she said to Nakor
"What can we do to thank you for your part in this?"

The Isalani wi ped foamfromhis nouth with the back
of his sleeve and said, "Could | have a horse? A large

Prince of the Bl ood

bl ack horse nmaybe? And a fine blue robe to wear when
ride her?"

The Enpress | aughed and said, "A thousand horses if
that is what you want."

Nakor grinned. "No, just one will do, thank you, Em
press. It's difficult to ride nore than one at a tine. But
one beautiful black horse and a grand bl ue robe woul d
once again nmake nme Nakor the Blue Rider. That woul d

be a fine thing."

"Anyt hing el se? Gol d? A court appoi ntnent?"

Reaching into his rucksack, Nakor pulled out a deck

of playing cards. Piffling them he said, "As |long as

have ny cards, | don't need gold. And if | take an ap-
poi ntment at court, | won't have tinme to ride ny black
horse. Thank you. Enpress, but no."

The Enpress regarded the two nmen and said, "The

two nost refreshingly original characters to walk into

the palace in ny life and | can't keep either of you
around. Very well," she said, with a hint of hunor. "But
if | were Sharana's age still, 1'd find a way to keep \ ou
here. "

Everyone | aughed at that. The Enpress said, "Lord
Janmes, |'msorry to turn the conversation to nore seri-
ous matters, but we've |l ocated the body of your com
pani on. Baron Locklear will be nade ready to return to
Krondor and a guard of honor shall escort himto his
father's estates at Land's End. The Enpire stands ready
to nmake any reparation your King nmay ask. He was a
nobl e of the Kingdom and our guest; his safety was in

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (274 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt

our hands and we |l et himcone to harm™"

James said, "I think Prince Arutha and the King will
bot h understand." He | ooked t houghtful for a nonent.
"We knew com ng down here there would be risks. It's
the price we pay for our privileges."

The Enpress regarded himw th a penetrating | ock

"You Islenen are a strange lot. You take very seriously
your concept of the obligations of the nobility and the
G eat Freedom”

James shrugged. "The Great Freedom gives even t'"e
nost | owborn rights the nobles cannot abridge. E*>-n
the King is not above the |aw. "

Tri unph 341

"Brrr," said the Enpress with a nock shiver. "That
gives ne a chill. The idea of not being able to comrmand
what | wishis ... alien."

Borric smiled. "W are different. Eriand and |, each

in our owmn way, have | earned nmany things by com ng

here, being anbng 'aliens.' " Regarding the lovely Prin-
cess, whose thin robe hid none of her physical beauty,
Borric drily added, "Though by nobst any neasure, |
suspect ny brother's | essons were by far the nore pl eas-
ant."

Eriand said, "Wat is to happen now? | nean with
you and your son?"

The Enpress said, "Awari has al ways been a strong-
headed boy. That's the reason he is not the man to guide
Kesh when | am dead."

Janes | ooked at Sharana. "So the Princess will be
naned your heir?"

"No," said the Enpress. "As much as | |ove her,
Sharana does not have the temper to govern. Perhaps if
I lived another twenty years, she night |earn enough,

but | doubt 1'Il survive half that." Sharana began to
protest that she would, and the Enpress waved her off.
"Enough. |'m seventy-five years old and |'mtired. You

have no idea what tired can be until you've had the

wei ght of over five nmillion people on your shoul ders

every day for forty-seven years. | took the throne when

I was younger than your nother, may the gods give her
peace. Twenty-eight years when mnmy nother's weak

heart gave out." There was a bitter note in the air as the
Enpress paused. "No, it's no gift | give when | nane ny
heir." Looking at Borric, Eriand, and Janes, she said, "If
I had one of you here, then | would not fear half so

much ny people's future."” Pointing at Eriand, she said,

If I could I'd keep you here, boy, and name you ny
successor and marry you off to Sharana. Now woul dn't
that be a fine mess." She | aughed, but Eriand' s face
showed he didn't think the subject was conic.
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Seeing Eriand's distress, Lakeisha said, "Grl, take
hi maway and talk to him You're going to be spending
sonme nore weeks together and you need have an un-
derstandi ng. Get along."
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Sharana and Eriand rose and departed, and the Em
press said, "Sharana can't marry anyone but a
truebl ood, or we'd have a revolution here upon the
pl ateau, and Awari woul d be our next Enperor. W'|
barely have enough support as it is."

Janmes consi dered what he knew of the court, then
said, "So you're going to marry her to Diigai ?"

The Enpress's eyes went round in obvious pleasure

"Ch, you are a clever one. | do wish | could keep you
here, but |I'msure your King would object." Looking at
Ganmi na, she added, "Wth a lady at your side who can
read the thoughts of those you negotiate with

what a treasure you would be, nmy lord Janes. | nust
renenber to have you banned for life fromthe Em
pire. You're too dangerous to allow back here."

James couldn't tell if she was joking. "Yes," she con-
tinued. "I"'mgoing to marry her to Lord Jaka's el dest
No truebl ood, save Awari and perhaps a handful of his
nmost ardent followers, will object to Diigai being the
next to sit upon the Throne of Light. And with his fa-
ther's sage council, he will growto rule wisely."

Looki ng off to where Eriand and Sharana had di sap-
peared, the Enpress said, "All ends well, | think." To
Borric she said, "I know that when you becone ruler in
Isles, you'll have at your side a brother who will always
remenber this court with some affection. And in Diigdi,
Kesh will have a ruler who will feel obligation to your
house."” Borric inclined his head in acknow edgnent

James had told himof Diigai and the lion and Eriand's
part in that.

Borric said, "I hope, that as long as | rule in Isles, Kesh
wi Il count us her friendly neighbor to the north."

Tappi ng her fingers upon the arm of her sedan chair,
Lakei sha said, "I hope that is so. | fear we shall have
trouble with our nore fractious subjects south of the
Grdle. Lesser Kesh wears its yoke poorly."

"If 1 may suggest," said Janes, "renove the yoke,

Maj esty. There are many able nmen who woul d serve

you with their life's blood if needs be, but because they
are not trueblood they are denied the highest ranks in
court. There was never a nore vigorous servant and
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brilliant mind in Kesh's enploy than your |ate Anbassa-
dor Hazara-Khan, and the nman who has been our guide
|ately. Lord Abu Harez, puts nme rmuch in mnd of him
To limt such a man from serving you because of his
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ancestry . . . seens a waste."

The Enpress said, "It nay be you're right. But there

are limts, ny lord. Od ways die hard and there are

men in ny service, blood kin, who would die rather

than see such changes. And our position is not, at this
moment, what | would call the best. | have no idea how
much nmy son was in |league with Nirone, but if he truly

was ignorant of what N rone was apparently doing on

his behalf, it was because he chose to be blind, deaf, and

nmut e.
"No, revolutionary changes cannot be considered.”

Janmes said, "Be warned, then. | tear that revolution is
the only alternative."

The Enpress was silent for a long time, then at |ast
said, "I will think on this. I'mnot dead yet. There m ght
still be time."

Al fell silent around the table; each hoped that would
be the case.

Eriand held the girl's hand tightly as he said, "Wat
does your grandnot her nean, 'need have an under -
st andi ng' ?"

Sharana sai d, "She knows how rmuch | enjoy having
you in bed with ne. But | need to spend less time with
you in public."

" \My?u

"I"'mgoing to wed Lord Jaka's son, Diigai. G and-

nmot her's decided that. The rebellious lords will get
their male ruler and the trueblood will get their

truebl ood Enperor. He's a cousin, you know, so it's stil
inthe fanmly."

Eri and | ooked away for a nmoment. "I knew it was

i mpossible for us to remain together . . . yet sone-
how . "

;o What 2"

"I love you, Sharana. | shall always |ove you."

The girl pulled Eriand around and ki ssed hi m pas-
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sionately. "I amvery fond of you, Eriand. It will be good
to know you are so close to the throne of Isles when | sit
at the Enperor's side."

Eriand felt disappointed his statenent hadn't pro-
voked a nore enthusiastic response. "I said | |ove you."

"Yes," said Sharana, with wi de eyes fixed upon him "\
heard you."

"Doesn't that nean anything to you?"
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"OfF course it does. It's very nice. | just said so. Vi hat
el se did you have in mnd?"

"Ni ce?" Eriand turned around from her for a no-
ment, feeling icy pains in his stomach. "Nothing,
guess. "

She pul | ed hi m back around and said, "Stop this.

You're being very strange. You said you love ne. | said
I"'mfond of you. That's all very nice. You act as if sone-
thing is wong between us."

Eri and | aughed and said, "Nothing is wong. Just the
worman | love is going to marry anot her man."

Sharana said, "You say "woman | love' as if you will not
| ove anyone el se again."

"That's the way | feel."

"That's a silly way to feel, Eriand." The girl took his
hand and put it upon her breast. "Feel ny heart. Can
you feel the beat?"

He nodded, feeling heat rise in his body at the soft-

ness of her under his hand. "I have much roomin there
for many people. | love ny grandnother, and ny

mot her and father when they lived. | even |ove ny
uncl e, though he is a strange nman at times. |'ve |oved
ot her boys before you and I will |ove others as well,
Lovi ng one takes nothing away fromthe others. Can

you see?"

Eri and shook his head. "I guess our ways are too dif-

ferent. You're going to marry another, yet you talk of
ot her |oves."

"Way not? I'Il be Enpress and will |ove anyone | find
worthy. It will be the sane with Diigai. Many truebl ood
wonmen will want to sleep with him To have an Enper -
or's child is a very special thing."

Eri and | aughed. "I guess | just don't understand you,
Tri unph 345
Anyway, | won't cause any difficulty with you and Dii -

She | ooked puzzled. "Difficulty? I don't know what

you mean. | shall have to spend a few nights with him
so he gets used to the idea of being husband to the
Enpress's granddaughter. And if he is to be naned heir

I nmust spend nost of ny public tinme with him But | wll
have nost of ny nights for you while you're with us. If
you still wish to come to ne."

Eriand felt nore conflict than he coul d renenber
ever having. Then he laughed and said, "I don't know.
But | think | would have troubl e staying away."

Movi ng sensuously under his hand, she rubbed
agai nst himand gripped himtightly to her. "I thought
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you might." She kissed himand said, "Tell me, are you
and your brother very nuch alike?"

He stepped back from her, then | aughed al oud. "In
most ways. But there are some things we just will not
share!™

Sharana pouted. "Pity. It could have provided sone
interesting possibilities."

At the city gates of Kesh the mounted escorts were
ready. Borric, Eriand, and their party rode down the

| ast boul evard to the edge of the town. Near the city
gate, the netal cage that had held Nironme swung

enpty, a grimrem nder of the fate of traitors. The
fornmer truebl ood noble had hung there for al nost two
days, enduring the taunts and proddi ng of anyone who
passed by and chose to stop and add to his tornent. And
there were many who relished the idea of seeing a
truebl ood nobl e brought | ow.

Nearly a thousand people had Iined the streets as he
had been taken fromthe cage, forced to eat salted
bread and drink vinegar mixed with water, then was

whi pped |i ke a beast out to the narshes on the edge of
the great Overn Deep. There he was nutil ated and cast
to the crocodiles, while hundreds of citizens cheered.
Eriand and Borric had declined the invitation to watch
the spectacle. Prince Awari had watched, and no one
was certain if it was to witness justice or to hear if
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Nironme would inplicate nore of Awari's followers.
There was a strong feeling that sonehow the stout no-
ble had died still holding secrets wthin.

At the gate, the newly named Prince Diigai waited in
his chariot, with Sharana at his side. She now wore the
short kilt and gol den torque of her rank, and waited
formally next to her future husband. Behind, ranks of
Keshi an nobles waited to bid farewell to their roya
guests.

Lord Jaka canme forward and reined in his chari ot
next to his son's. Eriand halted and said, "Good day, ny
lords. Prince and Princess."”

Sharana smled warmy at Eriand. "Good day. Your
H ghness. "

Borric said, "W are pleased you felt noved to cone
see us upon our way."

Diigai said, "Your H ghness, we are nuch in your
debt. If we can ever repay you, you have but to ask."

Borric bowed. "You are gracious. Highness. W hope
the friendship we have begun here shall endure.”

Sharana said, "I shall mss you, Eriand.”

Feeling hinself coloring a little, he replied, "I shal

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (279 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt
m ss you as well, Princess."

Then Sharana said, "And while we have known each
other only briefly, | shall mss you as well, Borric."

Eriand's eyes narrowed as he turned to ook at his
brot her. "Wat—

Borric said, "Good-bye, dear friends," and spurred his
horse forward. Instantly the dozen Krondorian Pal ace
Guards noved out and Eriand was |left sitting behind.

"WAit a minute!" shouted Eriand, spurring his horse
on after his brother's. "I want to talk to you!"

As the conpany noved out, Janes turned and found

Nakor nmoving up to ride beside him As they left the
city gate and entered the road to Khattara, Janmes said,
"Nakor, you're conmng with us?"

The little man sniled. "For a while. | fear things wll
become dull in Kesh when Borric and his brother |eave.
Al ready CGhuda is bound for Jandowae and the inn he

will build. It is lonely when you don't know people."

Tri unph 347

Tanes nodded at that. "What about Stardock? Have
you t hought of going there?"
"Bah! An island of magicians? Who could have fun

t here?"
"Per haps they need sonmeone to teach them fun?"

"Maybe. But | think that soneone is soneone ot her
t han Nakor the Blue Rider."

Janes | aughed. "Why don't you conme with us unti
Stardock, spend a little tinme there, and decide later."

"Maybe. But | don't think I'"'mgoing to like it."

James thought for a while, and becane certain of
sonet hing. "Do you know of Pug the Magician?"

"Pug is famous. He is a very powerful magician. He

works arts |ike none since Macros the Black. | ama very
poor man who knows some sinple tricks. See, | would

not like it there."

James smiled. "He said something. He said that if |
ever needed speak for him on his behalf, then | should
say this thing."

"Sonmet hing you think will nmake nme want to go to
St ardock?" said the little man with a grin. "This nust be
sonet hing very wondrous."

"I am convinced he sonehow knew | woul d neet

you, or soreone |ike you, someone who would bring a

di fferent perspective to magi c than anyone el se at
Stardock, and he felt that it was inportant. | think that
is why he had me renenber these words: there is no

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Blood.txt (280 of 284) [1/23/03 5:47:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Jordan/Prince%200f%20the%20Bl ood.txt
magi c. "

Nakor | aughed. He seened genuinely anused. "Pug
the Magician said that?"

"Yes."

"Then," said Nakor, "he is a very smart man for a
magi ci an. "

"You'll go to Stardock?"

Nakor nodded. "Yes. | think you are right. Pug
wanted me to go there and knew you woul d need to tel
me this thing to nake ne go."

Ganmi na had been riding silently beside her husband
and at | ast she said, "Father often knew things before
others. | think he knewthat if left to their own devices,
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the Academny of Magicians woul d grow i ntrospective
and isol ated.”

"Magi cians |ike caves," agreed Nakor
Janmes said, "Then do ne one courtesy."
"What ?"

"Tell me what 'there is no magic' neans."

Nakor's face screwed up in concentration. "Stop," he
sai d. Janes, Gamina, and Nakor noved their horses out
of line and halted by the roadside, just beyond the
boundary of the city. Nakor reached into his rucksack
and pulled out three oranges. "Can you juggle?"

"Alittle," said James.
Nakor tossed the three oranges to him "Juggle."

Janmes, who had al ways had dexterity bordering on
the supernatural, caught the three oranges and pro-
pell ed them upward, and qui ckly was juggling them
whil e hol ding his horse steady: no nmean feat. Then
Nakor said, "Can you do it with your eyes closed?"

James tried to get it into a rhythmas even as possible
and closed his eyes. He had to force hinself not to open
his eyes and yet every instant he felt as if the next
orange would not land in the palmof his left hand

"Now, do it with one hand."

Janmes's eyes opened and the oranges fell to the
ground. "What ?"

"l said you were to juggle with one hand."
" \My?ll

"It's atrick. Do you see?"
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Janmes said, "lI'mnot sure."”

"Juggling is a trick. It is not magic. But if you don't
know how to do it, it looks |ike magic. That is why
people toss coins to jugglers at the fair. Wen you can
do it with one hand, you're |earning sonething." Then
he spurred his horse on and said, "And when you can do
it without using your hands, you'll understand what Pug
meant . "

Arutha and Anita stood before their thrones as their
sons marched into the court in Krondor. In the four

mont hs since the boys had left their court, the Prince
and Princess of Krondor had felt pain and joy at news of
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Borric's loss and his return. And they felt an enpty
olace within that matched the enpty place in court
wher e Baron Lockl ear shoul d have been.

The twins canme to stand before their parents and

both bowed formally. Arutha couldn't put his finger on
it but sonmething in themwas different. He had sent

boys south to deal with Kesh and young nmen had re-
turned. They were now confident where they had been
brash, decisive where they had been inpulsive, and in
their eyes was an echo of |oss, of seeing the results of
vi cious and hateful acts. Arutha had read the reports
that hard-riding dispatch riders had carried ahead of
the returning Princes, but now he understood them

So that all could hear, he said, "It pleases us that our
sons have returned. The Princess and | wel conme them
back to our court."”

Then he stepped down fromthe dais and enbraced

Borric, then Eriand. Anita cane behi nd and hugged

both fiercely, lingering a bit when she held Borric's
cheek next to her own. Then El ena and Nichol as were
there to greet them and Borric held his sister close to
him saying, "After those Keshi an nobl ewonen, you are

a sinple and rare treasure."

"Sinmple!" she said, pushing himaway. "I like that!"
Ginning at Eriand, she said, "You nust tell me about
the | adies of the Keshian court. Everything. Wat did
t hey wear?"

Borric and Eriand exchanged gl ances and started to

| augh. Borric said, "I don't think you'll be starting any
fashions here, little sister. Keshian | adies wear alnost no
clothing at all. Wile Eriand and | found it very attrac-
tive, | think Father would take one | ook at you in

Keshi an court regalia and have you | ocked away in your
room forever."

El ena bl ushed. "Well, tell nme everything anyway.
We're going to have a weddi ng cel ebration for Baron
James and |I'Il want sonething different."

Ni chol as had been quietly waiting next to his father,
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and Borne and Eriand as one noticed him "Hello, little
brother,"” said Borric. He bent down hands on knees so
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he coul d 1 ook N cholas in the eyes. "Have you been
wel | 2"

Ni cholas threw his arnms around Borric's neck and
began to cry. "They said you were dead. | knew you
couldn't be, but they said you were. | was so scared."”

Eriand felt tears cone unbidden to his own eyes and

he uncharacteristically reached out and pulled El ena
into his arnms, hugging her again. Anita wept for joy, as
did Elena, and even Arutha was hard-pressed to keep a
dry eye.

After a noment, Borric picked up the boy and said
"That's enough, N cky. We're both just fine."

Eriand said, "Yes, we are. And we m ssed you."
Ni chol as wi ped away his tears and said, "You did?"

"Yes, we did," answered Borric. "I net a boy in Kesh
who was only a few years ol der than you. He made ne
understand just how nuch | did mss ny little brother.

Ni chol as said, "Wat's his name?"

"H's name was Suli Abul," said Borric with a tear
runni ng down his face.

"That's a strange name," said Nicholas. "Wat hap-
pened to hinP"

"Il tell you about him™

"When?" said Nicholas with the inpatience of nost
seven-year-ol d boys.

Borric put the boy down. "Maybe in a day or two,
we'll take a boat out of the harbor and go fishing. Wuld
you like that?"

Ni chol as nodded his head enphatically, and Eriand
tousled his hair.

Arutha notioned for James to conme away fromthe
others and then when they were off a little way, Duke
Gardan j oi ned them

Arutha said, "First of all, I'll want to talk to you at
I ength tomorrow. But fromyour reports, | think we
owe you thanks."

James said, "It was sonething that needed to be don e«

Real |y, the boys deserve nobst of the credit. If Borric had
returned to Krondor rather than risk his life trying to
catch up with us, or had Eriand not been so quick to see
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t hrough sonme very clever ruses . . . who knows what
harm coul d have cone of it?"

Arutha put his hand on Janmes's shoulder. "It's be-
come sonet hing of a joke between us about you being
naned Duke of Krondor soneday, hasn't it?"

James smled. "Yes, but | still want the job."

Gardan, his seaned face showi ng disbelief, said, "Af-
ter all you've just been through, you still want to sit at
the right hand of power?"

James gl anced at the happy faces in the court and
said, "There's nowhere else |I'd rather be."

Arut ha said, "Good. Because | have sonething to tel
you. Gardan is finally retiring."

Janes's eyes widened. "Then . . ."

"No," said Arutha. "I'moffering the post of Duke of
Krondor to Earl Geoffery of Ravenswood, who's serving
in Rillanon with Lyams First Advisor."

Janmes's eyes narrowed. "What are you saying,
Ar ut ha?"

The Prince sniled his crooked snmile and Janes felt

his stomach turn cold. "Wen the festivities of your
weddi ng cel ebration are over, ny dear Jimmy," said
Arut ha, "you and your |ady are bound for Rillanon. You
are to take Geoffery's place as second in command to
Duke Guy of Rillanon." He grinned, one of the rare
occasi ons Janes had ever seen himdo that. "And who
knows, when Borric is at |ast King, he nmay make you
Duke of Rillanon."

Motioning for his wife to cone to his side, Janes
slipped his armaround her waist and with a dry note
said, "Amos Trask is right about you, you know. You do
take the fun out of life."
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