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Preface
In Which Discussion is made of the Sources
Which Led to the Document that FollowsIT HAS NOW been a mere two score of years since we had the honor to have ourwork, Toward Beginning a Survey of Some Events Contributing To the Fall of theEmpire, rejected by Lord Tri'ari and Master Vrei of the Institute. We may say thatwe are in complete sympathy with their desire to have our work expanded by anadditional eight or nine volumes prior to its appearance in the Imperial Library inorder to ensure that certain details are sufficiently clear and that our annotation iscomplete. But should he who holds the present sketchpad of words in his handswonder how it came to occupy such a place, we should explain that it was one ofour notebooks while we were preparing for the longer work mentioned above. YetMaster Vrei, who happened to see the notebook one day while we discussed thevolumes in question, and read it on the spot, announced that, by itself, it would, ifnot provide an accurate look at certain aspects of court life before the Interregnum,at least be a possible source of, in his words, "enlightened entertainment." It waswith this in mind that, for the past twenty-one years, we have had the honor ofrefining, or, if we are permitted, "honing" the notebook, and preparing it for thepublication we humbly hope it merits.
We pray, therefore, that we may strain our readers' patience long enough to give abrief explanation of how this particular notebook, or, if you will, sketchbook, came
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to exist.
It may be hoped that the reader has had the pleasure of perusing MasterKesselroi's Survivors of the Fall. If not, we wish to express the earnest wish that he 1will make for himself a note to do so. In any case, it was our pleasure and honor toread this manuscript some decades prior to its publication, when it author was kindenough to send us, via our common patron, Parachai, Countess of Sliptower, ahandwritten copy, which we eagerly devoured, being familiar with the author's earlierworks in history and poetics.
One thing that caught our eye occurred in the sixty-third or sixty-fourth chapter,where mention was made of a certain Tiassa who "declined to discuss the events"leading up to the tragedy. While the notion of a reticent Tiassa is startling enough, italso brought to mind at once a passage in the ninety-third stanza of Mistress Fornei'spoem, "Return to Me, My City," where we find the lines, "Yet you survived, for faraway/ Walking out upon the silent road/ Where quiet Tiassa for you waits/ WithYendi and gallant Lavode."
This intrigued us so much that, when Master Kesselroi refused, quite properly, todirectly identify the Tiassa in question, we could hardly fail to find and study theentire poem. And, while noting no other references to a Tiassa, we did findreference, in the eighty-eighth stanza, to one Aerich, which name stuck in our mindas having to do with certain events transpiring nearly five hundred years before theDisaster and the Interregnum.
Unable to stop here, we searched for references to Aerich where we could, anddiscovered that he was, in fact, a Lyorn, and associated with a Yendi, with aDzurlord who, some time later, became a Lavode, and with a Tiassa. A little morework told us the name of the Tiassa, and yet more work, some of which is of anature we are not prepared to discuss, procured for us copies of certain letters toand from him, mostly written early in his career, which provide much of the basis forthe work you now hold in your hands.
We must beg our readers' indulgence, of course, if we have used other sourcesas well. Many of the events herein described are matters of public record, and wecan hardly claim to be the only historian who has chosen to discuss them.Furthermore, the Yendi who was mentioned in the poem has left many records andmissives behind, some of which, no doubt, are accurate, at least in part. In addition,we have more accounts that we can make use of for such matters as the geographyof the Imperial Palace and Dragaera City; and many of the events were witnessed bysuch chroniclers as the Marquis of Windhome, and, in some cases, by SethraLavode herself. We also took the trouble to conduct interviews with the Duke ofY_________ and the Baroness of D_________, whose memories were graciouslyplaced at our disposal. Yet, for the most part, it was the occasional journal entry bythe Lyorn, Aerich, and letters (home and abroad) by the Tiassa himself that havegiven us this look at Imperial life before the Interregnum.
As a last note, we would like to say that we have every intention, for our ownenlightenment if for no other reason, of continuing our researches into the lives of
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these personages. We have, even now, reason to believe that some of them mayhave had an influence on the events at Court beyond the account contained herein,perhaps even exerting their influences as far as the Interregnum itself.
With this in mind, we hope our reader will take some degree of pleasure in ourrelation, or, if you will, collation of these events, and, perhaps, even to such adegree that we may feel justified in continuing our researches.
--Paarfi
309 (2/1/2/3)1
Translator's Note: The Dragaeran language uses the symbol "gya" to representsomeone of unknown sex. Since English lacks this convenience, I decided to use theword "he" for all such occurrences.
BOOK
ONE
Chapter the First
In Which We Introduce Several Persons
With Whom, In the Hopes of the Author,
The Reader Will Wish to Become Better Acquainted
^»IT HAPPENED THAT on the sixth day of spring, in the first year of the reign of HisImperial Majesty Tortaalik I of the House of the Phoenix, a young gentleman entereda small hostelry, in the village of Newmarket, some sixty leagues from Dragaera City.The inn was called The Three Forts, and its sign depicted three tall fortresses withdoors flung wide open. The name was taken from those fortresses built during theWar of the Barons, in which the district had been much involved, that could be seenfrom the west end of town.
The village (and, consequently, the inn) was located in the wide valley betweenthe Yendi and the Shallow Rivers, a region renowned for its wheat and maize fieldsand for the unique odor of its kethna farms. If we go on to say that Newmarket wasin that portion of this valley which was located within the County of Sorannah, andthat within the Duchy of Luatha, we hope we shall have identified the place wellenough to satisfy all but the most exacting of our readers.
As for the village itself, it should be said that there was little to distinguish it from
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other villages in the area. That is, it had its inn, it had its leather-worker, it had its milland bins. It had no sorcerer, but did have an augur and a healer. It had nosteelbender, but did have a smith and wheelwright. It had no packing-house, but didhave a smokehouse. It had no mayor, but did have its Speaker, with a low Speaker'sHouse that was the only building of stone in the town. It had one street, that for halfthe year was mud and for the rest was the good, black soil of the district. It was nearenough to the Imperial Highway that a coach came by the inn every morning andevening, but far enough away that it was a good refuge for the few bandits andhighwaymen who dared to brave the wizards of the Athyra Guard, just lately retiredwith the turning of the Cycle from the Athyra to the Phoenix and with the ascensionof the Emperor Tortaalik.
This day was the thirteenth of Tortaalik's reign, and this reign the eighteenth of theHouse of the Phoenix. The inaugural festivities still had four days to run their course.So it was that the young gentleman found Newmarket in a state of quiet and serenecelebration.
This gentleman, to whom we now have the honor of returning, was, we shouldsay, dusty. In those days, before the Interregnum, a gentleman who had beentraveling on foot was easily seen to be poor. And yet he was surely of gentle birth.He had long, curly black hair, parted at his noble's point; soft brown eyes; and arather long, pleasant face, distinguished by the creases in the forehead that show highintellect and by the strong chin that indicates determination and will. To thesefeatures, add high cheekbones, a proud nose, and a fair complexion, and it will beseen at once that he was not only a gentleman, but clearly of the House of theTiassa--which was proved by the color of his garments, where they could bediscerned beneath the dust he wore as his outer, and, no doubt, inner, layer ofclothing.
His tunic was of white cotton, with puffed sleeves, and was drawn tight aroundthe waist. He had a light woolen overtunic of pale blue with wide lapels. The tunicended in a short flared skirt without fringe or tassel. Beneath, he wore hose of thesame shade of blue, and lyornskin boots, undyed, with low heels and rounded toes.A chain of flat links around his waist held a light sword of good length. The chainalso held a thong which ran from scabbard to belt, preventing the sword fromscraping the ground when he walked, as well as a sheathed dagger next to the sword,and a purse on the opposite hip. The purse, upon close inspection, looked ratheranemic.
He was of medium height, but well built and athletic-looking. He wore neitherjewelry nor hat--this last because it had been lost in a gust of wind two days before.To round off our description, with which we hope our readers have not lostpatience, we will say that he had a clear, friendly eye, an open countenance, and afrank, pleasant smile. With these things and a sword of good length, much can bedone, as we will, by and by, endeavor to show.
The Tiassa, whose name was Khaavren, entered the inn, and stood for a momentto let his eyes adjust to the darkness. On one side was a table where sat the host,
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waiting for travelers. On the other was a single large room, lit by kerosene lamps andcontaining four long tables. At first glance, every chair seemed to be occupied, but acloser look revealed a few empty places in the farthest corner. Khaavren made hisway there, smiling his apologies to a Jhegaala and a Chreotha, into whom he couldnot help bumping. Since the inaugural festivities continued, and since the Tiassa'scountenance was one of friendliness, neither one was inclined to take offense, so hesoon found himself seated on a plain, hard-backed wooden chair.
At length, he identified a servant who seemed to be keeping the patrons suppliedwith cheer. This servant, however, was on the other side of the room, so Khaavrenrelaxed, making up his mind to wait patiently. To pass the time, he looked around,his gaze slipping by the numerous Teckla to dwell on persons of more interest. Tohis right a wizard of the House of the Athyra sat drinking alone, staring into hiscup,.and, we must assume, thinking deep and subtle thoughts. Next to this wizardwas a Vallista with her head on the table, snoring loudly. To Khaavren's left was anattractive young lady of the House of the Dzur, who was engaged in a game ofthree-copper-mud with a Lyorn and two Hawks. As Khaavren's eye was about topass over them, the Dzurlord suddenly stood, a hand on the greatsword she carriedover her shoulder. Several pairs of eyes turned to her as she frowned at one of theHawklords. The Hawk at whom she stared seemed suddenly pale.
"My lady," he said in a raspy voice. "What troubles you?"
The Dzur, as Dzur will when in the presence of someone showing fear, allowed asmile to play about her lips. "It is very simple, my lord," said she, in a strong voice."I have an amulet, given me by my uncle, Lord Tuaral." She paused here, evidentlyto see if the name produced an effect. When it didn't, she continued. "This amuletemits a small sound, which only I can hear, whenever sorcery occurs near it."
"I fail to see," said the Hawk, "how I am concerned with an amulet given you byyour uncle."
"Ah, but you soon will."
"How so?"
"Well, this way: four times now, you have made very difficult throws. Twice, youmanaged three Thrones over my split high; once, you achieved three Orbs over mythree Thrones; and now, just lately, you threw three Orbs followed by a split highafter my three Orbs."
"That it true," said the Hawk. "But how does this concern your amulet?"
Khaavren, who saw things faster than the Hawklord pretended to, drew in hisbreath and leaned forward.
"It concerns the amulet," replied the Dzur, "in that at each of the throws I havejust had the honor to describe, I have heard that sound. Had it been only once, Ishould have thought nothing of it. Even hearing it twice, no action would have beencalled for. But four times--come now, my lord. Four times is excessive, I think."
The Hawklord seemed to understand at last. His brows came together. "I almost
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
think you accuse me," he said.
"Well, yes," said she.
He glanced around, then said to the other Hawklord, "Will you stand for me, mylord?"
"Gladly," said the other. Then the latter turned to the Dzur and said, "Have you asecond?"
"I have no need," she said, "If this gentleman"--here she indicated the Lyornnext to her--"will be so kind as to judge for us."
The second Hawklord turned to the Lyorn. "My lord?"
Now, all this time there had been more and more interest in the proceedings fromthose nearby, until nearly everyone in the room was watching the interplay. But theLyorn, who had been one of the players, had shown no sign of interest save for aslight, sad smile which flitted across his face, rather like the small, red daythiefacross an afternoon sky. When spoken to, however, he shrugged. Then he said tothe Dzurlord, in a quiet, melodious voice, "Do you accuse?"
"I do," she answered, with a toss of her head that sent her dark hair from oneside of her neck to the other.
He turned to the second Hawklord while pointing to the first. "Do you deny?" heasked.
They looked at each other, and the principal nodded. "He does," said thesecond.
"Well, then," said the Lyorn, and drained his glass in one motion, his throatbobbing smoothly. He set the glass down gently and stood up. "Perhaps the street,"he suggested. He looked around, his eye coming to rest on Khaavren. "Would youcare to draw the circle?"
Now, we would not be faithful to our role of historian if we did not say thatKhaavren was young, and, moreover, had come from a noble family, albeit one thathad fallen on hard times. He had been as well-educated as his poverty would permit,but the Fallen Nobility, as they were beginning to be called in that day, usually hadlittle experience with the ways of Court, or even the ways of the more prosperous ofthe aristocracy; yet they invariably craved such knowledge and experience. A younggentleman, such as Khaavren, could hardly be made such a request without beingdelighted. He nodded.
Remembering what was involved as best he could, he walked out into the street,which was, fortunately, rather wide. He noted the size of the Dzurlord's blade,estimated the distance between the hostel on the one side and the livery stables onthe other, and decided that it would do. He took more pains with his task because, inaddition to other factors, he had been living far out in the country, and, in hisninety-five years, he had never been this close to a duel. To be sure, he had once, asa child, peeking over the stone wall that surrounded his home, had occasion to seehis father beat a neighbor with the flat of his sword over some insult, but that was
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hardly the same as a duel, with all of the formalities that, like war, make legal andproper injury or death inflicted on one's fellow man.
As he was making his observations, the Dzurlord emerged, speaking to theHawklord's second, apparently deciding on the terms of the engagement. The Lyorncame after them. Khaavren looked at the latter briefly, noticing the short, straightbrown hair brushed back off a high forehead, the thin face, the small chin, smallmouth, and hooked nose. These, along with the dark complexion, identify the Lyorneven without his costume. This Lyorn, who was very tall for one of his House,seemed to be a warrior, as he was wearing soft leather boots, a plain red blouse, anda brown skirt that came to his ankles. He had no visible weapon, but wore a pair ofcopper or bronze vambraces.
The Tiassa turned back to his task then, and drew his sword. He found a spot tomake the corner, and lowered his blade to begin drawing the line. He wasinterrupted, then, by a low, soft voice near him: "No, not your sword."
He looked up and saw the Lyorn standing near his elbow.
"No?" he inquired.
"Use your knife," said the Lyorn.
"Why?" asked Khaavren.
The Lyorn smiled sadly. "Name?"
"Khaavren of Castlerock."
"Aerich," said the other, accompanying the word with a gesture to indicatehimself.
"But," said Khaavren, "about the sword--"
Aerich gestured at the weapon's point. "This is your honor," he said. "It mustnever touch the ground. Use your knife."
Khaavren looked at Aerich for a moment, trying to decide if the Lyorn werejesting. But then, he thought, Aerich was the judge. He sheathed his sword, took outhis dagger, and drew a line across the width of the street, then one along the side,twice seventeen paces in length, then crossed the street again, and back to where hehad begun to complete the rectangle. He straightened his back with some relief andlooked up at Aerich, who nodded solemnly.
Aerich turned and gestured to the combatants, indicating where they ought tostand. The Dzurlord removed her doublet and folded it carefully, setting it on thestreet outside of the circle. She drew her sword from behind her back. The weaponseemed close to her own height, yet she had no apparent trouble wielding it. TheHawk had a short broadsword, and a dagger in the other hand. Aerich looked at theHawklord's second.
"Terms," he said.
The other Hawk frowned. "We have agreed--"
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"State them aloud, please," said Aerich.
The Hawk nodded. "Plain steel weapons, sword and dagger, to first blood, nohealer present, but a healer may be summoned at once upon conclusion."
Aerich looked an inquiry at the Dzurlord, who seemed disgusted, but nodded.The Lyorn stood between them, so they were each separated from him by fivepaces, and from each other by ten. He raised his hand.
"As your chosen Imperial intermediary, in accordance with the laws of theEmpire, I ask if you will not be reconciled." His tone of voice indicated a certain lackof interest in the answer.
"No."
"No."
"Very well," he said, and lowered his hand in a motion that was at once gracefuland sudden.
Both Hawk and Dzur seemed to be startled but the Dzur recovered first. With ayell, she sprang at her enemy, her blade visible only as a blur. The Hawklord barelyhad time to assume a defensive posture, and at once there was the ringing sound ofsteel on steel, which sent a thrill through Khaavren's heart.
The Hawk stepped back, and swung his blade wildly--and from so far away thatKhaavren could see it was a useless gesture. The Dzur smiled contemptuously andstepped in, and, to Khaavren's inexperienced but expert eye, she moved with a graceand fluidity that would have made her a worthy opponent of his own sword-master.
With her next step, she beat aside the Hawklord's sword and, with the samemotion, gave him a good cut across his right shoulder and down to his chest. Thesound that came from his throat was more squeak than moan as he fell overbackward, the point of her sword still lodged in his chest, breaking two ribs andnearly cutting open his lungs.
The Hawklord's weapons fell from his hands as he lay on the ground, staringupward in horror as the Dzur pulled her sword free and raised it for the killing stroke.
"Lady!" called Aerich, in a tone that was far sharper than Khaavren would havesuspected possible from the quiet gentleman. It was used to good effect, too, as theDzurlord stopped, looked at him, then sighed and nodded.
"Ah, yes," she said, with a hint of contempt in her voice. "First blood."
Then, turning her back on the fallen Hawklord, she walked back into the inn,stopping only to clean her blade and retrieve her doublet. The Hawk's secondapproached his principal and dropped to his knee, looking at the wound.
"A healer!" he cried.
The village healer, such as he was, was sent for, and Khaavren returned to theinn, following Aerich back to the same corner he had occupied earlier. They satdown next to the Dzur, who had already resumed her place with an air whichindicated that the battle in which she had just been victorious was not even worth the
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trouble to discuss. Aerich picked up the three copper pieces they had been playingwith, threw them into the air, looked at the result, and carelessly set out two silverorbs.
"With only two players?" asked the Dzur, who was gathering the Hawklord'swinnings over to her side of the table. Khaavren studied her for the first time. Herhair and eyes were quite black, the hair hanging straight down to well below hershoulders without evidence of a curl. Her cheekbones were high, and she had theupward tilting eyes of the House of the Dzur. She was fully as tall as he, with a darkcomplexion. Her nose was long and straight, her chin strong. She wore a blackdoublet of finely woven linen, which came to just below her waist The collar washigh, but she had no ruff. The sleeves were nearly as puffed as Khaavren's own, witha bit of white lace at the cuff. The buttons on the doublet seemed to be of gold, andhad inlay work that looked to be Serioli in style. Her belt of black leather was widewith brass buttons. He couldn't see her legs, but his memory told him that her hosewere of silk, and finely knit. She wore gleaming black boots with cuffs just below theknee.
Around her neck was a pendant on a silver chain, with the face of a dzur picturedon it.
Aerich shrugged and looked an inquiry at Khaavren. The latter felt himselfblushing. "Lord Aerich," he said, "I do not play."
Aerich studied him, then wordlessly drew several coins from in front of him andset them in front of Khaavren.
"My lord," said Khaavren, as he tried to decide if he ought to be offended thathis lack of funds had been discovered. "I could not--"
Aerich cut him off with a smile and a shake of his head. Then he pointed to thethree copper coins. "Split high," he said. He pointed to the coins he had placed inthe middle of the table. "Two," he added.
Khaavren swallowed, and pushed two silver orbs into the center of the table. TheDzur had already done so. Aerich passed him the coins, and Khaavren gatheredthem clumsily into his hand. He licked his lips, and tossed the coins half a meter intothe air. They hit with the high, tinkling sound of light copper, two of them showingorbs and one showing the throne, the same as Aerich's.
The Dzurlord said, "Split high. You match."
"Hmmmm," said Khaavren, struggling to remember the little he knew of the game."I'll hold."
The Dzurlord threw next, splitting low, leaving her out Aerich threw and split low.He shrugged, and passed a hand over the table indicating that he would hold.
Khaavren threw and achieved three thrones. He looked at Aerich, who nodded.Khaavren collected the silver. The Dzur gave him a smile, then called in a loud voice,"Bring us wine, by the Orb! I'll not be penniless and dry at once, eh?" Then sheturned to Khaavren. "What is your name, my friend?"
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He told her. She said, "I am Tazendra." Aerich gave her, for only an instant, asingular glance, but said nothing. Khaavren noticed this look and wondered.
The tinkling of coins continued, and the pile of silver that Aerich had givenKhaavren began to diminish. Khaavren, it should be noted, was hardly concerned,since the money had not been his to begin with. He had, in his purse, some ten silverorbs, which he had no intention of using in this manner. Thus he could only gain.And, he realized, should fortune smile on him, he'd be able to purchase a horse.This, if it wouldn't make his journey shorter, would at least make it morecomfortable.
As they played, Khaavren addressed the Dzur, who was by far the morecommunicative of the two. "Lady Tazendra," he said, "how do you come to behere?"
"Eh?" she said. "But I live nearby. My--" she paused, then continued. "My homeis only a few leagues away."
Khaavren chewed his lip. It seemed to him that she had been about to saysomething else. "Ah, I see," he said to himself, remembering the strange look thathad passed over Aerich's features. "You are doubtless the daughter of the lord ofthese lands, and our Lyorn friend knows it, but you wish to keep it a secret. Verywell, we will see if we can discover the reason behind your reticence."
Now Khaavren, we should understand, had one of those searching, inquiringminds which, in a more serious or studious person, leads to work in some of themore strange and esoteric branches of magic, and perhaps the discovery of spellsthat had never been thought of before. But, Tiassa that he was, he had not thedisposition for it. Still, he was intrigued, and he resolved to discover what he couldabout the lady who called herself Tazendra. None of this passed over hiscountenance, however, as he turned to Aerich and said, "And you, my lord? Whatbrings you here?"
His sharp eyes noted that Tazendra seemed curious too, from which he deducedthat, if Aerich knew about Tazendra, Tazendra didn't know about Aerich. But theLyorn only shook his head and said, "Me? Why, I am here--because I am here. It isyour throw, my good Marquis."
"Yes and--but hold, I believe you have addressed me as 'Marquis'."
"Why, yes, I did," said Aerich.
"How did you know?"
Aerich shrugged, a gesture he seemed to be fond of. "You call yourselfKhaavren," he said.
"Well, and if I do?"
"Khaavren is the largest district within the County of Shallowbanks."
"And if it is?"
"The Count of Shallowbanks always gives his eldest son one of his districts and
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the title of Marquis."
"But," exclaimed Khaavren, "County Shallowbanks was sold back to the Empirenearly a thousand years ago!"
"Yet," said Aerich, "it has not been given to fiefdom to another. You perceive,therefore, that you are entitled to the name."
Before Khaavren could argue further, Tazendra said, "And whither are youtraveling?"
"Eh? To Dragaera, of course. With a Phoenix on the throne, there will be placesin the Guard, and I think I could use such a place."
Aerich frowned. Tazendra said, "In the Guard? But why?"
"It surprises me to hear a Dzur ask," said Khaavren. "But still, I can hardly liveoff lands we no longer own, and I must do something. I think my sword is longenough, and I am tolerably well acquainted with its use."
"But the pay, I'm told--"
"It's bad, I know. However, that is a beginning only. By the Orb! I don't intend tobe a mere man-at-arms all my life."
"You will be competing with Dragons, however."
"So much the better," said Khaavren. "They will have many Dragons, but fewTiassa. Therefore, you perceive, I will stand out. Someone will notice me, and I willtake the opportunity to distinguish myself, and my career will be made."
Tazendra's eyes grew wide. "Why, now," she said. "That is hardly a plan withwhich I can find fault."
Aerich nodded, "A career in arms is certainly worthy for one of gentle birth," hesaid.
"There was a young Guardsman here, just yesterday," said Tazendra. "Was therenot, good Aerich?"
"Not a Tiassa," exclaimed Khaavren in alarm.
"I hardly know," said Tazendra.
"He was a Yendi," said Aerich.
"A Yendi!" said Tazendra.
"Indeed," said Aerich.
"Bah! How could you tell?"
"By the Phoenix, I think I could tell that he wasn't a Teckla; noble birth cannot behidden. And he was not a Jhereg, or I should have smelled it. Every other Housemay be identified by face and clothing, save the Yendi."
"That is well," said Khaavren. "I have no fear of my place being taken by aYendi."
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"Yet," said Tazendra, "why should a Yendi wish to join the Imperial Guard?"
"Ah, perhaps I will see him and ask," said Khaavren, who, talking about hisplans, became filled with the desire to reach the end of his journey.
"Yes," said Tazendra. "We will find him and ask him."
"We!" exclaimed Khaavren. "Excuse me, but I nearly think you said 'we'."
"Why, I did at that," said Tazendra.
"You join the Guard?"
"And by the Orb, why not? Your plan sounds to me to be a good one."
"Well, I think it is."
"Therefore, I shall subscribe to it. Come! I have money, if our friend the Lyorndoesn't win it all from me, and I can pay for a coach for both of us."
"Ah!" said Aerich. "You say 'both'."
"Well, and if I do?"
"Both means two, I think."
"So it seems to me, good Aerich."
"Well, I think we are three."
"You mean to join us, then?" cried Khaavren happily, for, in playing, he hadbegun to admire the Lyorn's coolness more and more.
"You have understood me exactly," said Aerich.
"Come then," said Tazendra. "Let us drink to this plan!"
"Rather," said Aerich, "let us drink to our friendship." To this they agreed, and itwas no sooner said than acted upon. But Khaavren said to himself, "Come, Aerichmy friend, there is some mystery here. I will certainly find you out in time."
And yet, as they drank the dark, sweet wine of the district, Aerich seemed sopleasant, though he still spoke little, that, by the third bottle, any mistrust Khaavrenmay have had of him vanished, and never returned as long as they knew each other.
Chapter the Second
In Which Our Friends Take a Journey
Which is Not as Uneventful as One Might Suppose
«^»AT THE TIME of which we have the honor to write, there were, in general, sixvarieties of coach in use throughout the Empire. The one- or two-horse coaches inthe large cities, that allowed intercourse among the streets and alleys thereof, were
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often only bare frames of soft wood, with highly decorated but poorly built squareboxes nailed to the top. At the other extreme were the privately owned and builtcoaches, such as the famous twenty-two-horse carriage of Lothinor, Duke ofNeedle-At-The-Top, made of blackwood braced with iron, with a box of oak,maple, and silver, with six separate compartments, each with its own door, and sixsets of wheels, each with its own brake, that required three expertly trainedcoachmen to keep on the roads, and was capable of such speed that it nearly madethe jump across the Lonely Ridge in the Kanefthali Mountains.
The coach in which our friends found themselves early in the morning of the nextday fell squarely between these extremes. It was built upon fine maple braces, eachof which had a strip of good iron for additional support, and above these were setlong pieces of leather on which the cab rested, to provide ease for the passengersfrom the tribulations of the journey. The cab itself was large enough for eightpersons--that is, four on either side--to journey in great comfort, with room for allof them to stretch out their legs, a great boon on long journeys. Above eachpassenger was a small cabinet supplied with several wines of various potency andsweetness, along with good bread, fruit, and dried meat. Luggage was cleverlyplaced on top of the cab, behind the driver, surrounded by an oak railing thatprevented it from sliding or toppling onto the driver or the road.
The driver, a surly Teckla who wore the black that has been the garb ofcoachmen for as long as coachmen have existed, casually threw Khaavren's valise upto the top, followed by the small pack that Aerich bore. Tazendra, it seemed, had noluggage at all. Khaavren and Tazendra removed their swords and set them inside nearto hand. A light but steady rain, typical for that part of the country in that season, fellagainst the wooden cab. The driver assisted the passengers up the iron stairway andinto the cab, then closed the door and pulled the stairway back up to fasten againstthe single door until it was needed again. He then climbed up to his box, and allowedthe passengers to make their own introductions as they would.
The coach rolled smoothly out of the yard behind the inn, with Khaavren sittingnext to one window, Aerich next to the other, and Tazendra between them. Acrossfrom them were the only other occupants of the coach, a man and a woman. Bothwore the white and green of the House of the Issola, had the light brown hair andeyes that most Issola have, and the gentleman even had an issola engraved on a ringhe wore on the least finger of his left hand.
To Khaavren's eye, the gentleman was pleasing enough; that is, his movementswere slow and practiced, he smiled with both sides of his mouth at once, his fingerswere long and graceful, and his attitude was easy and relaxed.
It must be added, lest we be reproached for leaving out details important to ourreader's understanding of subsequent events, that the lady seemed to have all theattributes of beauty, grace and charm that make a young man's heart beat faster andcause his eyes to widen, lest they miss the least nuance of expression or gesture. Itneed hardly be added that Khaavren was just of the type to appreciate all of thesequalities; that is to say, he was young and a man, and had, moreover, a vivid
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imagination which allowed his thoughts to penetrate, if not the mind of the ladyopposite him, at least the folds and angles of her gown.
"Good morning," said Khaavren. "It seems we are to travel together. I amKhaavren, and these are my friends, Aerich and Tazendra."
"A pleasant morning to you, also," said the lady. "I am Nylissit, and this is myhusband, Hrivaan." Hrivaan nodded pleasantly to them, then leaned his head againstthe well-padded seat back and closed his eyes. Khaavren's heart sank when he heardthe word "husband," yet he kept his disappointment from his features. "Myhusband," continued the lady by way of explanation, "is very weary from the revelsof the last night, which were spent in Pondview, just a few leagues from here."
Khaavren nodded. "We also spent the evening well. Are you traveling, as we are,all the way to Dragaera City?"
"Indeed we are," she said. "We have accepted positions in His Majesty'sDiplomatic Service."
"Ah," said Khaavren. "How fortunate."
"Indeed," said Nylissit. "It is fortunate. My cousin was acquainted with HisMajesty some years ago."
"That is splendid," said Khaavren. "We, also, intend to serve His ImperialMajesty, by becoming part of the force of city guards, or the Rovers, or perhaps thearmy itself."
"Indeed?" she said. "And yet, none of you are of the House of the Dragon."
"So much the better," said Khaavren, and he explained his reasoning, aided nowand then by a comment from Tazendra, and this quickly passed on to a discussionof the affairs of the day and predictions about the Reign of the new Emperor. Thusthey passed the first stage of the journey in amiable companionship among the threeof them, while Aerich watched the countryside, and Hrivaan dozed.
They stopped at an inn along the highway for the afternoon meal of corn-breadand the local kethna sausages, which were bland but satisfying. During the meal, thecouple left for a walk around the inn to observe the countryside, giving Khaavren thechance to ask Aerich what he thought of their two companions.
"What do I think?" said Aerich. "It is odd that you ask. What do you think?"
"Well, I think they are very odd for Issola."
"Ah, and what makes you think so?"
"As for him, what Issola would sleep rather than converse pleasantly withstrangers?"
"Well taken," said Aerich. "And her?"
"As for her, well, did you not observe some moments ago, that a single strand ofgold hair peeked out from beneath the brown?"
"No, I did not observe this, good Khaavren. You have keen eyes."
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"Speaking of eyes," said Tazendra.
"Well," said Khaavren. "Speaking of eyes?"
"Did you happen to notice the eyes of the gentleman, when he first opened themas we stopped here?"
"No," said Khaavren. "What of them?"
"Well, when he first opened his eyes, I should have thought they were of a goldencolor, such as one sees in those of the House of the Phoenix, or in certain paintingsrendered by artists who wish to show purity of character without concern foraccuracy."
"Yet," said Khaavren, "I had thought I perceived that his eyes were brown."
"Indeed yes," said Tazendra. "That is why I was startled. And, to be sure, when Ilooked a second time, they did seem brown. And yet, at that same moment, I heardthe sound emitted by my amulet when in the presence of sorcery."
"Well," said Khaavren to Aerich, "what do you make of it?"
"What do I make of it?" said the Lyorn. "Only this: any sorcerer can change thecolor of his eyes, and anyone can wear whatever clothing he chooses, and anyonecan wear a wig, and anyone can wear a ring. But only a Phoenix can carry that air ofmajesty which I observe in both of them."
The discussion was interrupted at this point by the return of the couple inquestion. Shortly thereafter the Teckla coachman emerged from the kitchen wipinghis face on the sleeve of his dirty black tunic, and they set off again. The mealseemed to have thoroughly refreshed the one who called himself Hrivaan. Theycontinued the conversation as if there had been no interruption, aided this time byHrivaan contributing his own ideas on the upcoming Phoenix Reign. "We who servethe Emperor," he said, "must be strong from the very beginning, to hold back thedarkness as long as possible."
"Come now," said Khaavren. "You speak of some darkness?"
"I do indeed," said the other.
"Tell me what it is, then."
"Why, simply this: is His Imperial Majesty not of the House of the Phoenix?"
"He most certainly is."
"And does not the Phoenix represent both rebirth and decay?"
"Well, yes, it does."
"And is it not the case that every Phoenix Emperor except Zerika the First, whofounded the Empire, grew decadent, and began practicing evil arts, and neglectingthe Empire, until at least he was removed by the turn of the Cycle and the arrival ofthe Dragon?"
"Well, that seems to be true."
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"And is this not the eighteenth time the House of the Phoenix has taken the Orb?That is, the first time after a complete Cycle?"
"It is indeed."
"Well, then, it seems clear that we can expect this Emperor to act as all the othershave, if not even more so, and that the Empire will be neglected, and nearly fall intoruin."
"You think so? Perhaps, as we start a new cycle, we will have a Phoenix Emperormuch like the first, of whom no ill can be spoken."
"Well, you may be right, but I think it likely that the end of this Phoenix reign will,in fact, be worse than any other in our long history."
"And, if it is?"
"Then it is our task, we who serve His Majesty, to hold back the darkness as longas we can."
Before Khaavren could speak, Aerich stirred himself from the window and said,"Sir, you are nearly correct."
"Ah, you say, nearly."
"Yes."
"But then, have I erred in some way?"
"A small but significant way, my lord."
"Well, tell me what it is."
"You said that we serve the Emperor."
"And if I did?"
"We do not."
"We do not?"
"No."
"But, then--"
"Rather, we serve the Empire. The distinction is small, but, you perceive,important."
Hrivaan frowned, as if this method of thinking were new to him, but Nylissitlaughed. "Well spoken, good Lyorn. You reason like an Athyra, yet speak like aDragon, straight to the target, all the more appropriate as we now begin the reignprecisely between those two Houses."
Aerich bowed his head to acknowledge the compliment. "Spoken," he said, "likean Issola." If Khaavren noticed the hint of irony in this speech, it was only becausehe was looking for it, and had come to know the Lyorn's moods rather well for theshort time they had known each other.
A certain amount of time elapsed then in which no one spoke. During this
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interval, Khaavren happened to notice Tazendra who, after the change in seatingwhich followed the meal, was sitting next to the window, as well as next toKhaavren, who can thus be seen to have been in the middle, well situated to observethe Dzur, who was, in turn, well situated to observe the fields and meadows ofSorannah slowly pass by. After this interval, Khaavren remarked, "My goodTazendra, I believe I heard you sigh."
"Well, and if I did?"
"It is, if I am not mistaken, the third time you have done so in these last fewminutes."
"Perhaps it is."
"Tell me, then, for I am curious, why you are sighing."
"It is only that this is the first time I have left my home, good Khaavren, and Ibelieve that I shall miss the spine-trees, and the song of the follow-me, and thecandlebud, which grows nowhere else."
During this speech, with which Khaavren was in full sympathy, as similarthoughts had crossed his mind several times since he'd left home, he happened tonotice that Nylissit gave a small start, as if pricked by a needle carelessly left by ahandmaid, and, at the same time, Hrivaan had suddenly placed his hand against hischest, as if to assure himself that it remained adjoining to his shoulders, or, thoughtthe Tiassa, as if to assure himself that something concealed within his cloak was stillin place. Khaavren pretended not to have noticed, however, and contented himselfwith murmuring sympathetically to Tazendra.
He considered the words which had caused the simultaneous reaction in hisfellow-travelers, and decided that it was upon the mention of the word "candlebud"that the reaction had occurred. Now Khaavren was also from this general region,which was the only area where candlebud could then be found; he therefore turned atonce to the two of them and said, "Have you, perchance, ever seen the candlebud?It is a small flower, yet remarkable in its own way."
"Why, no," said Nylissit coolly. "I have never seen one."
"It grows only on the eastern slope of a hill or valley," said Khaavren, watchingthem carefully. "And always near running water, though never too near. The stalk ispale green, and rises to the height of a man's knee. In the fall each plant producessmall, purple berries, tart and full of juice. Yet what is remarkable, my friends, is thecolor. For at the top of each plant, in the early spring, is a small bud that is brightyellow in the morning, and changes, as the day grows older, to orange, and at last toa shining red. But that is not all, for when darkness is full, the bud gives off a light ofits own, so that there are whole valleys that shimmer in the night, and are so welllighted one can find the small paths left by the antelope and the tsalmoth. It is ashame that we have no more time here, for they are just now in bloom."
"A most remarkable flower it must be," said Hrivaan. "But come, it can not bethe only unusual feature of this region. What else grows or lives here that is worthyof mention?"
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This led them off to a discussion of the history and character of Sorannah, whichoccupied the rest of that day's journey, and continued well into the next day. Duringthe subsequent hours, while they spoke together of many things, as good travelersought, they never came back to the subject of the candlebud, nor did Hrivaan orNylissit ever speak of their own history.
Chapter the Third
In Which, Upon Arriving in Dragaera City,
We are Introduced To a Notable Personage
In the Imperial Guard
«^»THE ACTUAL ARRIVAL of Khaavren, Aerich, and Tazendra in Dragaera City,which occurred early in the morning, was uneventful. They gave courteous farewellsto their traveling companions, who, notwithstanding that they seemed to be in a greathurry to be about their business, returned the compliments nearly as well as theIssola they pretended to be.
The coach stopped on a narrow street, and was surrounded by urchins of theHouse of the Teckla who begged driver and passengers for coins. On this occasionthey were disappointed, as the driver chased them away before any of the travelerscould bring forth whatever alms they might have wished. When the urchins and thesupposed Issola were gone, Tazendra and Khaavren took a careful look around. Onone side of the street were small structures of wood and stone, most of whichappeared to be homes for two or three families, save for one that displayed the Nutand Raisin emblem of the grocer. On the other side the buildings were taller anddarker, and made of brick, and one of these claimed to be an inn.
"The Imperial Palace," said Aerich, "is this way."
"Good," said Khaavren. "Let us adjourn thither, for I tell you plainly that arrivingthus, a full week sooner, due to your courtesy, than I had thought to, has onlyincreased my desire to enter the Guard as quickly as possible."
Without another word, then, they set off, taking up most of the middle of thestreet, Khaavren with his arms linked with Aerich to his right and Tazendra to his left.They were nearly marching as they stepped through the long, winding street. Oneither side of them, inns, shops, and houses appeared, though Khaavren noticed atonce a lack of any facilities for horses, which, as he subsequently learned, wereforbidden to be stabled near the Imperial Palace, because of the odors theyproduced and the pests they attracted.
Most of the structures in this area had been built while the Idyllic School of theHouse of the Vallista was in fashion, as one could see from the semicirculararchways, the wide, enclosed courtyards, and the impossibility of determining what
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was a carefully hidden support as opposed to a decoration. Furthermore, as theycame closer to the areas of the city dominated by the Imperial Palace, they began tonotice that there were no wooden buildings to be seen, but rather, everything was ofcarefully wrought stone. Khaavren looked around in wonder until, while passing alarge, white building which proclaimed itself The Campaigner, he felt his arm graspedby Aerich, which he took as a signal to halt, and which signal he simultaneouslypassed on to Tazendra.
"Yes?" he said to Aerich.
The Lyorn made a gesture, then asked Tazendra, "Is that he?"
She leaned forward. "Kieron's Boots, I think it is."
"Who?" asked Khaavren. "The small fellow holding a gold cloak, and speaking tothe Chreotha?"
"The very one," said Tazendra.
"Well?" asked Aerich.
"Let us hail him," said Tazendra.
"Yes, indeed," said Khaavren.
"Very well," said Aerich.
They quickly approached him. But, as they came near, he happened to turn away,so he didn't see them. When they were close by, they could hear him speaking in afirm but pleasant voice. "My dear lady," he was saying to the Chreotha, "regulationcut is all very well, to be sure, but I have no doubt that you perceive that ahalf-cloak, coming only to the tops of my thighs, would but ill suit my physique.Now, I beg of you, make it only a little longer, and I promise you that no harm willcome of it. On the contrary, my Captain will be delighted that his Guard is lookingwell, for it is certainly a poor reflection on him for one of his regiment to stand outunpleasantly. You see my logic, do you not?"
"My lord," she said, "you argue most convincingly. But I assure you that I havebeen told, and in the strictest terms, to--" She stopped then, not from seeing theapproach of the three friends, but because of the sound of coins clinking on thetable in front of her where she sat before the building she shared with several othermerchants, artisans, and mendicants who served the Imperial Palace in varyingcapacities.
The worthy Chreotha stopped, as we have said, and cleared her throat. "Well,after all," she said, "if you can promise me--" This time she did, in fact, stopbecause she had caught sight of the three friends approaching her. Seeing her glanceover his shoulder, the other turned around, and Khaavren saw a young man who,while small, appeared to be perfectly proportioned. His face, in addition, was regularand handsome, with wide-set blue eyes and a well-formed nose. He was dressed in amarvelous tailored silk doublet of white, with lacing around his small, delicate hands.He wore hose and pantaloons of black, and tall, shiny white boots with pointed toes.His doublet was embroidered with black and red abstract designs. He bore a sword
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
of medium length and weight, with the bell guard that has been called the "dueler'sgrip," and a ruby set into the hilt.
He bowed to Khaavren, Aerich, and Tazendra, showing no sign ofembarrassment. His bow, moreover, was graceful, left foot forward and right handnearly touching the ground while his eyes remained on the faces of the companions.While he did not, as we have said, show any embarrassment, the Chreotha more thanmade up for this lack by flushing and stuttering enough for several courtfunctionaries.
"A good day to you," said the Guardsman. "I believe I have seen two of youbefore, in the village of Newmarket, have I not?"
They nodded. "I am Aerich, and this is the lady Tazendra, and the Marquis ofKhaavren." They bowed in turn, and he acknowledged.
"I am Pel," he said. Khaavren had, by this time, learned to watch Aerichwhenever an introduction was made. He was rewarded in his vigilance by seeing thetiniest furrow cross the Lorn's brown. Pel continued, "What brings you to the city?"
"Why, the same thing that brings you," said Tazendra carelessly.
"You must excuse me if I fail to understand your meaning," said Pel. Khaavrenwas certain there was a tension apparent in Pel's face and voice as he said this.
"Why," said the Dzurlord, "to join the Guard."
"Ah!" said Pel, his expression clearing. Khaavren glanced at Aerich. They caughteach other's eyes for a moment, and Khaavren knew that Pel's reaction had not beenmissed by the sharp-eyed Lyorn. "That falls out well enough," said Pel. "For I amfortunate enough to be on tolerably good terms with G'aereth, who is a captain, andis just now looking for recruits to fill his posts. I should be happy to introduce you.Now, two of you," he indicated Aerich and Tazendra, "I know to be excellentcompanions, from having seen you at play but two days ago. And as for you," henodded to Khaavren, "I must say that your face pleases me. So if it is agreeable tojoin the regiment in which I have the honor to serve, it is as good as settled."
They quickly agreed to this, whereupon Pel smiled and turned back to theChreotha, who had recovered and was patiently awaiting the end of the conversation."Come, now," said the Guardsman. "I will return for this cloak two hours afternoon. I think you can have it ready by then, can you not? I'm certain I can have stillmore business for you, if you do."
For a moment, the Chreotha flushed with embarrassment, but the thought ofpreparing uniforms for three more Guards apparently decided her and she agreed.
"Come then," said Pel, "and I'll lead you to the captain." So saying, he beganwalking down the street. The three companions followed. Tazendra caught up tohim, and they began talking as they walked. Khaavren dropped back and made a signfor Aerich to do the same. When the latter did, Khaavren spoke to him in a lowvoice.
"I could not help but notice, my friend, that you started when our friend gave us
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his name."
"Well," said Aerich. "And if I did?"
"I should be happy to know why."
Aerich shrugged. "I am a Lyorn, and we are taught all that we need to know ofthe lines of the Houses. Now, I know very well that there is no 'Pel' belonging to theHouse of the Yendi. Therefore, he did not give us his true name."
"Ah," said Khaavren. "But what then? He is a Yendi."
Aerich had no answer to this, so they continued in silence toward the ImperialPalace.
The Imperial Palace was begun shortly before the reign of Emperor Jamiss I, andthe earliest version was completed toward the end of his reign, which encompassed,in its nine hundred years, the entirety of the reign of the House of the Vallista in theFirst Cycle. The story has come down to us that the Tsalmoth Emperor whoproceeded him, Faarith I, took possession of the Palace before it was habitable, andthat he was killed by falling masonry as he directed the installation of the throne. Thatthe Imperial Orb, which was even then beginning to show its marvelous attributes,didn't save him, was taken as a sign by Jamiss, the engineer who was directing thebuilding. He thereupon claimed the throne and the Orb for his own. While this talesmacks of the apocryphal, we cannot deny that it has a certain charm.
At any rate, the aforementioned Vallista reign saw, in addition to the constructionof the Imperial Palace, the creation for the first time of forts and fortresses (thedistinction, certain comments by the Lord of Snails notwithstanding, having nothingwhatsoever to do with the presence of breastworks, nor the size of buttresses) alongwhat was then the Eastern border. The construction of the Great Houses around theImperial Palace did not begin until the Second Cycle, with the reign of Kieron theYounger, of the House of the Dragon. He ordered the building of the Great House ofthe Phoenix, opposite the Palace, as a tribute to Empress Zerika II, or possibly as abribe to persuade her to relinquish the throne--history is unclear on this. The otherHouses were built over the course of the Lyorn, Tiassa, and Hawk reigns during thisCycle, and doors were added to the Imperial Palace which looked out on each.Streets were laid on each side of these Houses, so that if one left the Palace by, forinstance, the Athyra Door, one would pass the House of Athyra on one's left.
It is not our intention to weary our readers with a description of each GreatHouse in the Imperial Circle, but we beg leave to make a hasty sketch of the Palaceitself.
The Palace was built before the Vallista architects had split into the Idyllic andRealist camps (and therefore, of course, long before the Reunification andsubsequent splits), but the seeds of both major styles could be seen quite clearly, asMistress Lethria has shown so well in her recent treatise. By the time of EmperorTortaalik--that is, by the time of which we have the honor to write--the Palace hadlong since reached its final form, and the original building was a mere nucleus within,holding the throne room, the personal chambers of the Emperor and his family,
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kitchens, and a few small audience chambers. The larger Palace rose nine stories intothe air, contained full courtyards at each door, a separate four-story wing (withassociated minister) for each House, dozens of balconies (pillared and plain),hundreds of stairways (circular, curved, twisted, and straight), thousands ofwindows (round, oblong, triangular, rectangular, octagonal, and square), ninelibraries (public and private), four indoor gardens and arboreta, twelve major indoorbaths, sixty-five towers, twenty-seven minor domes and three major ones, and was,in the famous words the Empress Undauntra I, "the most bleeding indefensiblestructure it has ever been my duty to occupy."
In those days, no one familiar with the Imperial Palace spoke of going there. Onewent to the Dragon Wing, if it was a matter of war, or the Iorich Wing, if it was amatter of law, or the Central Palace, if it was an Imperial matter, and so on.
It was to the Dragon Wing that our friends found themselves traveling. Khaavrenknew some of this, from having been told of it, but he had no comprehension of ituntil, walking around the immense complex of buildings, looking for the Street of theDragon, he realized he was seeing one massive structure.
"It's amazing!" he cried to his companions.
Pel smiled complacently, but Tazendra touched his arm and said in a low voice,"Come! Not so loud. Everyone will think that you come from the duchies."
A puzzled look crossed Khaavren's countenance. "But I do come from theduchies."
This time, the look of puzzlement crossed Tazendra's features, while Aerichsmiled.
In due course they came to the Street of the Dragon.
They walked along it until they came to the gate into the Dragon Courtyard. Eightguards were stationed on the walls of this gate, dressed in the black with silver trimof their House. Each carried a pike and had a sword at his side.
As the companions came near, one of the Guards said, "Who approaches theGate of the Dragon, and by what right?"
"The Cavalier Pel, Guardsman of the company of G'aereth, with potentialrecruits, to see the Captain."
"Enter," suggested the guard.
They passed beneath the arched gateway, which had not been closed. Khaavrenfound himself, to his own annoyance, nervous. For the first time, he began towonder if he could make his mark in an organization rilled with such men and womenas these. But he resolutely put these thoughts aside.
They were challenged once more before being admitted into the wing itself. Theywere in a hall wide enough for a party twice their size to walk abreast. The walls wereof marble, and unadorned save for occasion oil paintings of great battles, none ofwhich, we are forced to admit, Khaavren recognized.
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The apartments of the captains of the Imperial Guard were located in the westsub-wing of the Dragon Wing of the Palace, which was reached through a widehallway that jutted off from the main entrance at a sharp angle, passing beneath aplain arch and sweeping in a gentle curve away from the central area of the Palace. Init, each of the captains had apartments arranged in this way: a large foyer or waitingroom, a private audience room for the captain, and audience rooms for up to sixlieutenants. Behind the captain's audience room was a stairway, leading up to thecaptain's living quarters. Each captain also had a small stairway which communicatedto the audience quarters of the Brigadier-General of the Imperial Guard, to whoseperson and household the entire third floor of this sub-wing was devoted. The fourthand top floor was a vast meeting hall, where the Brigadier could address as many asthree thousand Guards at once.
There were quarters in the Palace for six captains, although there were, at present,only two. Each captain could command as many as six lieutenants, although Pel'scaptain. My Lord Count of Gant-Aerethia (or G'aereth, as he was then known) hadonly troops enough for one, and had therefore chosen to have none. We should notein passing that this decision of Captain G'aereth's had the effect, not entirelyaccidental, of leaving his troops with the belief that anyone who could show himselfworthy would be promoted to fill the spot.
Khaavren and his companions entered the foyer of this captain, which was nearlyempty except for them, and Pel addressed a few words in a quiet voice to one of theGuardsmen. This man, a tall Dragonlord with two short-swords, nodded andstepped over to the Captain's door. More words were spoken quietly, then theDragon nodded to Pel, who motioned his companions forward. Khaavren's heartwas pounding as they stepped toward the door, but he attempted to look as cool asAerich, or, failing that, as haughty as Tazendra.
However, before they reached the door, there was the sound of commotionbehind them, and a cry of "Make way! Make way for Lord Shaltre. Make way!"
Khaavren, whose keen eyes missed nothing, saw Aerich's back tense as this namewas pronounced, but the Lyorn coolly moved to the side when Pel, who was leadingthem, did so. Khaavren and Tazendra followed this lead, and as they did, two thingshappened. The first was that an old, powerfully built Dzurlord appeared from thedoor in front of Pel, walking quickly into the middle of the room. This was plainlythe Captain. His eyes were fixed on the opposite door, so Khaavren looked therealso. A man and a woman, both Dragonlords and both in Guardsmen's cloaks,entered and stepped to the sides. Then another came through the door, dressed inthe golden-brown and red of the House of the Lyorn, but wearing long, loosebreeches instead of a skirt, and no vambraces. Khaavren glanced quickly at Aerich,but the latter's face showed no expression.
The Lyorn noble and the Captain looked at each other, then nodded and thecaptain signaled that the other should enter his audience chamber. This chamber, weshould note, was supplied with a hard oak door, on leather hinges, set into a wall ofstone, so nothing said within could be heard from the antechamber, unless one
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pressed one's ear directly to the door.
Pel shrugged, as if to say, "Well, it may be a while then," and walked casuallyover to the woman who had accompanied the Lyorn. As he did this, Khaavrenleaned over and whispered to Aerich, "Who is he?"
In a tone without inflection, Aerich said, "The Count of Shaltre, Marquis ofDeepsprings, Baron of--"
"Pardon me, good Aerich," said Khaavren. "But you perceive that these namestell me nothing."
"Well, he is a chief advisor to His Imperial Majesty."
"Ah!"
Then Khaavren noticed that Pel was in deep conversation with the woman whohad escorted the Lyorn. She smiled and shook her head, and, from the back,Khaavren fancied he could see Pel smiling at her. After a moment, Pel shrugged andseated himself next to the door, and leaned back as if resting--with his headremarkable close to the door itself. Aerich and Khaavren exchanged a glance full ofmeaning.
"Well?" said Tazendra to Khaavren.
"Well?" said Khaavren. "I should think we could wait. What is your opinion,Aerich?"
In answer, Aerich seated himself and said, "This appears to be a waiting room."
Khaavren nodded and also sat down, on a backless stone bench that caused himto wonder briefly who had done the labor of bringing it there, how many it hadtaken, and if they were well-paid for their trouble. Tazendra looked unhappy but alsosat down. A moment later, Pel stretched lazily and leaned forward, and at just thatmoment the door opened and Count Shaltre emerged. His eyes flashed fire, but hesaid nothing. He collected the two Guards who had escorted him and departed.
Tazendra said, "Well, should we--"
"Hush," said Aerich. Pel turned back to them and sat down next to Tazendra.
"Well?" said Khaavren. "What did you learn?"
"Learn?" said Pel, frowning. "Do you pretend I learned anything?"
"I nearly think so," said Khaavren. "Or, at any rate, I should think you were tryingto."
"Not the least in the world, I assure you," said Pel.
Before Khaavren could answer, the Dragonlord who had been in the room said,"The Captain will see you now." The four stood as one. Pel led the way into theaudience chamber, with Tazendra close at his heels, followed by Aerich andKhaavren.
They found themselves standing before a long desk, covered with papers. Behindthe desk was the Captain, and behind him a window that looked out into a courtyard,
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where several Guardsmen could be seen engaged in sword practice. A cool breezecame through the window, disturbing the papers, which were only held in place bystones set on them.
G'aereth gave them a greeting with his hand. Pel said, "My Captain, I have thehonor to present to you the Cavalier Aerich, the Cavalier Tazendra, and the Marquisof Khaavren."
"Welcome, my friends, welcome. So, you all wish to join his Imperial Majesty'sGuards?"
They signified that this was, indeed, the case.
"Well well," he said. He addressed Aerich. "It would appear that you have noblade."
Aerich bowed as a sign of agreement.
"Can you use one?" asked the Captain.
Aerich shrugged, as if to say, "Who cannot?"
"Are you then, a sorcerer?"
This time when Aerich shrugged it meant, "Only a poor one." Aerich, as we cansee, was very expressive with his gestures.
The Captain looked at him closely for a moment, his keen eyes taking in the skirtthat is the mark of a trained warrior of the House of the Lorn. Then the Captaingrunted, as if to say, "I have no worries about your fighting abilities, my friend." TheCaptain's grunts, as we can see, were nearly as expressive as the Lorn's shrugs.
G'aereth turned his attention to Tazendra. He said, "I see that you have a blade."
"Well, so I do."
"Can you play with it?"
"Yes," she said.
"Ah! And are you a sorcerer?"
"If my lord would be good enough to try me--"
The Captain grunted, which meant, this time, "There is no need for the moment."
He continued, "Can you ride?"
"I was born on horseback," she said.
"Hmmm. And you, my good Khaavren?"
"My lord?" said Khaavren, who felt a sudden tightening in this throat. "Yes, Iride."
"Are you a sorcerer?"
"No part of me, I must admit."
"And your swordplay?"
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"I only ask that you try me, my lord."
"That's well," he said. "That is what we'll do." He reached into a cupboard thatwas next to his chair and found three purses. He passed one to each. "GuardsmenPel will show you where you may purchase uniform cloaks. Come back when youare attired, and we will give you a trial duty, during which each of you will experiencea patrol as a Guardsman, and a report will be made of how well you perform yourduties."
"Thank you, Lord," said Khaavren, taking the purse. Aerich bowed his head,which amounted to the same thing.
Tazendra, however, bowed without accepting the purse. "I am well providedfor," she said. "I have no need--"
"Ah! So much the worse!" said G'aereth.
"So much the worse?"
"Yes. It is my wish that I, and I alone, you perceive, outfit and equip myGuardsmen. I wish them to be dependent upon me, as I am upon them."
"Oh. Well then--"
"Yes?"
"I shall give up my funds from this moment."
"That would be well. And I have just remembered something else." He found,from within the same cupboard, a handful of gold Imperials, which he gave toAerich. "These are to allow you to purchase a sword."
Aerich shrugged again, this time to indicate, "I will obey, naturally."
At this, they understood the interview to be at an end, and filed out of the room,after bowing to the Captain.
"Come now," said Tazendra to Pel, "let us adjourn to the tailor with whom wesaw you speaking earlier. The sooner we are outfitted, the sooner we may be tested.And the sooner tested, the sooner we shall be able to cover ourselves with glory."
Aerich shrugged again.
Chapter the Fourth
In Which Aerich Acquires a Sword
And our Friends are Assigned their Duties
«^»ON THE WAY to meet with the Chreotha tailor, Pel had occasion three times topoint out to Aerich that they were passing a weapon-smith, but each time the lattermerely shook his head. The third time, Pel said, "I should mention, I think, that the
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Captain expects you to be armed."
"I will be," said Aerich laconically. Even as he spoke something seemed to catchhis eye, for he stopped, and indicated a door leading down into the basement of ahostelry. They were on a tiny, unnamed street between the Street of the Dragons andthe Street of the Seven Trees, perhaps half a league from the Dragon Wing. Thehostel was a squat, two-story building, of whitewashed brick, and had a large signdepicting a fat partridge. The door to the basement had a small sign, depicting asimple longsword. "Here?" said Pel. "Do you know this smith?" asked Aerich.
"K'sozhaleniju, I do not," said Pel, falling for a moment into the Serioli speechthen fashionable at court.
Aerich, without another word, made his way down the stairs. The othersfollowed, and found themselves in a small, stuffy basement, which would have beendamp, smelly, close, and dark, were it not, in fact, well-lit, which prevented it frombeing dark. An old Vallista, with scraggly grey hair and bright eyes, sat at a tablehoning a hiltless blade by use of a small whetstone. As the four friends entered, helooked up and pursed his lips, as if trying to decide why someone could be comingto see him. Then he shook his head and said, "May I have the honor to be of someservice to you, my lords?"
Aerich nodded. "I would like a sword," he said. "It is to be three and threequarter pounds, forty-seven centimeters of blade. The width is to be a uniform threeand one half centimeters. The steel must be Kanefthali, tempered in the Dui'clior wayand crystal-forged. The balance must be within one centimeter of the guard, whichmust be plain. Double-edged, oak-covered hilt."
The Vallista listened to this quietly, then bowed, "Length of the hilt, lord?"
"Anything within reason."
The smith nodded. "I have one that is made of a fine alloy, woven, as is said, inthe technique of--" He paused, seeing that Aerich was uninterested in these details.He continued, "It fits all of the particulars you mention save hilt and balance."
"Balance is necessary," said Aerich.
"Of a certainty it is, lord," said the Vallista. "But with a few words, I think, I cansatisfy you."
"Pray do so, then."
"I shall."
"How?"
"Well, this way: I shall removed the hilt and replace it with one of oak, and I willhollow this out and fill it with lead shot until the balance is correct. You perceive,then, that we will have solved both problems at once."
"Admirable," said Aerich.
"To be sure, I will also sharpen, clean, and polish it. Would you like leather gripson the hilt?"
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"Exactly."
"And will you have a stiffened scabbard? Or perhaps a soft leather sheath?"
"Just so," said Aerich.
"A belt then as well, with a small chain for a side draw?"
"Precisely."
"Very good."
The Vallista disappeared into a back room, whence the sound of sawing could beheard for a few minutes, then other sounds which Khaavren recognized assmoothing and polishing. The companions occupied themselves by describing thecoach-ride to Pel, and discussing their strange companions, who were dressed asIssola, yet seemed to be Phoenix. When Khaavren explained his observations aboutthe candlebud, Pel's brow came together, and then Khaavren observed a faint smileand upon his lips, hover for a moment, and fly off. Yet when he asked about it, Peldenied having any thoughts on the matter; Tazendra, we should add, was amazedthat this deception had taken place before her, and demanded several times ofKhaavren and Aerich if they were certain of the truth of their observations, to whichthey replied without hesitation that they were.
In a surprisingly short time, the smith appeared with sword and sheath, along withbelt and chain. Without deigning to inspect any of them, Aerich placed on the tablethe Imperials he had been given by the Captain for the sword. The Vallista seemedsatisfied, and bowed deeply. Aerich led them out of the basement.
"Come then," he said. "Let us see about our uniform cloaks."
This was done in due course, after which they repaired to The Campaigner,which inn they had noted earlier, and had a meal while waiting for their cloaks to befinished. Their host brought them several bottles of wine from the Ailor region, and adish involving darr meat rolled around chunks of delicately seasoned beef andcovered with a sauce in which butter, cream, and tarragon figured prominently. For awhile, the only sounds from the four friends were those scrapings, of woodenspoons in wooden bowls, so beloved of the hungry, the epicurean, and the cook. Atlast Khaavren gave forth a sigh and announced that he was finished with the meal.
"That is well," said Aerich, "for I think it is time we take our uniform cloaks andreturn to the Captain who will, no doubt, assign us trial duties."
"Well spoken!" said Tazendra. "For my part, I am quite ready to begin."
"As am I," said Khaavren.
Using the money given them for the purpose, they paid their account, and pickedup their cloaks from the Chreotha across the street. Each cloak was made of linenand silk brocade, of a fine golden hue, and was fastened at the neck by a cunningclasp made of copper and inlaid with a stylized phoenix. On the left breast was asmall pair of boots, embroidered in red thread. Khaavren, Aerich, and Tazendra hadhalf-cloaks, while Pel's was knee-length.
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After settling with the clothier, they returned to the Imperial Palace and informedG'aereth that they were prepared to take up their duties.
We will pause, then, long enough to say two words about Captain Gant-Aerethia.He had arrived in Dragaera City, the poor younger son of a poor Dzur baron from amarshy south-western lake region, late in the Seventeenth Teckla Republic. He joinedthe army of the Jhegaala, and was involved in the fall of the Republic and theestablishment of Empress Viodonna the Sixth, of the House of the Jhegaala. He thenenlisted in the armies of the Empire under the command of Lady Yaro e'Lanya, andcame to her notice during the Island Wars, especially at the Battle of Near P'iensotta,where he received a battlefield promotion to officer. He ended the Wars on LadyYaro's staff and it was actually in his arms that she died in the famous Charge of theBrown River.
At the end of the Wars, and the subsequent beginning of the Reign of Cherova IIIof the House of the Athyra, the entire battalion that had been Lady Yaro's waseliminated, but by then Lord Gant-Aerethia had earned many friends at court, not theleast of whom was Sethra Lavode herself, who served as Warlord during the last halfof the Island Wars. For these reasons, then, Empress Cherova was unable todismiss him. She finally found a spot for him commanding her personal guards,thinking thus to keep him from doing anything noteworthy. When she next noticedhim, these guards had become an elite fighting corps--none other, in fact, than thefamous Feather-hats, although this name wasn't given them until hundreds of yearslater.
After that, he was involved in the Lavode scandal, although in what capacity isnot clear. He emerged in good form, however, appearing, somehow, not to havemade an enemy on either--or, rather, any--side. When the fires died, as the sayingis, he had earned such powerful friends among the courtiers and allies of theEmpress that her own personal dislike for him was unable to harm him.
Among his friends for many years was the young Prince Tortaalik, to whom hehad, in fact, given some lessons in swordplay before the Prince became PhoenixHeir. Their friendship grew no weaker as the years wore on, and Tortaalik neverstopped admiring G'aereth's blunt manner, harsh tongue, and fiery temper. G'aerethbecame Captain of the Gold Cloaks the very day Tortaalik took the Orb.
This Captain, then, this G'aereth, was just coming into his prime, just arriving atthe station for which he had worked all his life, and he accepted this as he acceptedeverything life threw at him: with a bold eye, good humor, a clear sense of whatmattered, and unbending principles. Thus his first words when the friends arrivedwere to say to Pel, with something of a glint in his eye, "Your cloak appearssomewhat different from those of your comrades."
Pel bowed. "I am honored that my Captain should deign to notice."
G'aereth chuckled, but said no more about it Khaavren said, "My lord, we areprepared to assume our duties."
"That is well," said the Captain. "Are you aware of what these duties consist?"
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"No, my lord," said Khaavren frankly.
"But we hope to learn," said Aerich with a slight bow.
"Then I will tell you," said G'aereth. "There remains two more days of festivitiesin the city. Those who enjoy these festivities may, in their enthusiasm, become amenace to the other more restrained citizens. It falls upon us, then, to make certainthere are no, or at least few, needless injuries. We must also strive to our utmost tosee that the dueling code is upheld."
They nodded.
"Very well," said the Captain, "you are to enforce the laws of the Empire."
"And what laws are these, Captain?" asked Aerich.
"Heh," said G'aereth. "Use your judgement. If it looks illegal, then it probably is."
"Very well."
"Furthermore, if necessary, you may act as judges and Imperial Witnesses, butonly if no other duty presses you."
The four friends nodded once more.
"And remember, from this moment forward, your lives belong to the Emperorfirst, to the Warlord second, to me third, and to yourselves last. Is this plainlyunderstood?"
They all agreed that it was.
"That is well. Now, have your found lodgings?"
All except Pel shook their heads.
"Well," said the Captain, "the evening's revelries will not begin for yet a fewhours. Make use of this time to secure lodgings. Then you will meet outside of theDragon Gate. Here you will find those I have chosen to be partners for each of you.Be warned," he added sternly, "that your partners will report to me on how well youhave carried out your duties. You perceive that admission to the Imperial Guard isnot a favor to be earned lightly-especially when it is to my brigade that you wish toattach yourselves."
They all bowed. The Captain's words suited Khaavren well, for he would havefound little value in a prize too easily won. Something occurred to him, then, and hesaid, "All of us? Isn't Pel admitted?"
"He is, yes," said the Captain. "His test was completed two days ago. But he hasnot yet made a patrol, and I wish for him to be guided by someone with experience."
"I understand," said Khaavren.
Pel, in his turn, said, "How long will this patrol last, my Captain?"
"You will begin as I have indicated, three hours hence. Continue until dawn, thenyou may retire. Tomorrow, present yourselves to me again. You, Khaavren, at thishour. Tazendra at the next hour, and Aerich one hour later and Pel last."
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There being no more questions, then, the foursome took their leaves and went outto secure lodgings. This was quickly done, but, as we have already taken up muchof the reader's valuable time with descriptions, we do not intend to try his patiencewith yet another at this moment--rest assured, however, that we will return to thematter of lodgings soon enough, as it plays a part in the history we have the honor torelate.
Chapter the Fifth
In Which Method is Applied to Mayhem,
and Khaavren, To his Advantage,
Recalls Certain Filial Advice
«^»IN THE MEANTIME we will leap ahead, with our readers' kind indulgence, to theearly evening, when a cool breeze from the east blew across our friends before thehigh wrought-iron and stonework Dragon Gate of the Imperial Palace. They had justsettled down to wait when four Dragonlords appeared from within. Theyapproached the four friends and, without arrangement or study, each stood beforeone and bowed.
The young man who bowed to Khaavren wore knee-length black boots, heavyblack hose, a black, cheaply woven and loosely fitting cotton doublet with copperbuttons and silver-colored strips along the side and at the cuffs. He carried a heavybroadsword at his side. Khaavren at once determined that he was the sort of fellowwhose arrogant blue eyes and quarrelsome countenance would have already earnedhim scores of duels.
"Good day, my lord," said our young hero. "I am Khaavren."
"I am Frai e'Terics," said the other. "If you would be so kind as to follow me, wecan begin at once."
"I should be honored," said Khaavren.
"Yes," said the other.
Khaavren looked at him quickly, but saw no trace of a smile. He shrugged tohimself, however, and allowed the Dragonlord to lead him toward the Street of theNine Pleasures. This was a narrow, east-west running street that had been named forthe inns, brothels, gaming halls, and other entertainments that could be found there.No one knew what all of the nine pleasures were, and much entertainment wasderived among the lower classes (and, we are forced to admit, sometimes the upperclasses) by speculating upon what these pleasures were, or imagining that a tenth hadbeen found. One that was often spoken of, in jest, was the pleasure provided by thenarrowness of the street, which hardly permitted the passing of a single hand-cart.
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The pleasure provided by this feature was that of standing in a doorway whentwo nobles, particularly two Dzurlords, met; especially if each had a greatswordworn in such a way that it would project out to the side. When this occurred, as itdid several times a day, one of the nobles would be obliged to turn to allow the otherto pass, thus being subject to the loud hoots and jeers from hidden onlookers; orelse both must stand fast, in which case it was unlikely that both would resume thejourney under their own power. It is certainly true that there were other streets inDragaera City as narrow, but none as narrow and as well-trodden by the nobility.
To this street, then, came Khaavren and Frai. On this evening, ribbons had beenhung from building to building--ribbons of all colors, but gold predominating;buildings of all types, but square wooden frames of two or three stories and roundbalconies being the most common. During the walk, they had not said a word toeach other, Khaavren contenting himself with watching the festivities. These, itshould be said, ran the gamut from public, with hundreds of revelers singing songstogether, attempting to reclaim in volume whatever might be lost in pitch, to private,with a single Teckla holding a bottle of wine and laughing uproariously at a joke onlyhe understood. Sometimes, the revels were organized, as the parade they passedwhich included bits of wood and wax thrown from buildings, and fireworks shotback and forth between the balconies of opposing inns in a sort of mock battle, atother times to the completely disorganized, as the bathing party in the public fountainnear Maretta's House.
After some few minutes of walking along the street and watching the festivities,Frai indicated that they should enter an inn beneath a sign which showed an issolacontorting itself around a thin tree. The Inn was crowded, as all such places were onthis evening of celebration. The patrons were of mixed Houses, but Khaavrennoticed a high proportion of Dzur and Jhereg. He mentioned this to Frai, but thelatter gave him a look which said, as plainly as Aerich could have said it with a shrugor the Captain with a grunt, that the observation was useless.
The host, who stood behind a long counter nearly as high as his chest, noticedthe two men in gold cloaks at once, and nodded to them. Walking down to the endof the counter and reaching under it, he appeared to pull on something. Khaavrenwas at a loss to know the result of this at first, but Frai continued to the far wall,through a door in it, and came at last to a hallway, where he stopped opposite a partof the wall that appeared no different from the rest of the passage. Frai glanced atKhaavren as if to say, "watch closely," then clapped his hands five times in aparticular sequence. Almost at once, a door was revealed in the wall, and the twoGuardsmen passed through.
Khaavren found himself in a large room set in the back of the inn. There were sixor seven round tables, and seated at each were five or six persons, mostly Jheregand Dzur, and they appeared to be playing with the Sivali-Yangorra Stones, whichwere at that time becoming one of the more popular means of parting with or gainingexcess funds.
For an instant, Khaavren wondered why the gamblers had taken the trouble to
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conceal themselves, as apparently they had done, but the idea suddenly came to himthat a game thus concealed would be safe from Imperial taxes, and this would allowthe inn to keep a larger portion of the profits. He was on the point of asking Fraihow he had uncovered this place, and if they were to arrest all of the participants aswell as the owners, when he noticed that no one in the room seemed surprised orconcerned by their presence. In fact, at that very moment, a short, pale Jheregapproached them, with an ingratiating smile on his lips.
"Good evening, my lords," he said.
Frai said, "You will be so kind, my good Corris, as to keep your pleasantries totheir home within your mouth, and merely hand over to me that for which I havecome."
"With pleasure, my lord," said the Jhereg, giving Frai a moderateley heavy purse."Is it your pleasure to stay a few hours and increase this amount, or to offer us thechance to regain some portion of it?"
Frai only growled and signified to Khaavren that the interview was at an end. Asthey passed back into the main part of the inn, and presently, back onto the street,Khaavren said, "Tell me, my friend Frai, does what I have just had the honor towitness represent a common occurrence?"
They crossed the street and were immediately inside another inn, almost identicalto the first, save that the counter was lower, darker, and on the other side of thedoorway. The floor had once been tiled, which indicated that the inn used to be ofthe expensive sort, but the tiles were now broken and chipped, and the plainhardwood of the walls seemed in need of some repair, light was provided by lampshung along the walls, as well as a large one in the center of the single large room.This hostelry was, like the first, filled nearly to overflowing, although Khaavrennoticed only a few Chreotha and Vallista among the throng of Teckla.
"I do not believe, my lord Tiassa," said Frai, "that I have done you the honor ofcalling you my friend. And as to your question, I think you will soon learn theanswer."
"A moment, sir," said Khaavren, who suddenly felt his blood rushing to a spotbehind his eyes. "Could it be that I have the misfortune to have done you someinjury of which I am unaware? If so, I hope you will do me the honor of telling me ofit. Yet, if I may say so, it seems unlikely that I could have yet had the chance to havegiven you an injury, since all we have had to do with each other is to collect a fewgold Imperials, which you have not even deigned to share with me, as, I think, agood comrade would."
"You have done me no injury, sir," said Frai, who, stopping just inside thedoorway of the inn at the beginning of Khaavren's speech, had become more than alittle warm by the end of it. "You have done me no injury, yet I confess that I thinklittle enough of you."
"Indeed," said Khaavren haughtily. "If you would be good enough to tell me thereason, perhaps we can come to an accord of some kind."
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"Reason?" said the other, in fully as haughty a manner as Khaavren's before him."I need no reason. You are a Tiassa; that is sufficient."
"You pretend, then, that there is some blemish upon my House?"
"Not the least in the world. Only--"
"Well?"
"You are not a Dragon. Hence, you see, you have no place in the ImperialGuard."
"And yet, it seems to me that membership in the Guard is open to all who earnit."
"Oh, as to that; that is a matter of law. I speak of what is proper."
"Sir," said Khaavren, only keeping control of his temper with great difficulty, "Iam anxious to improve your opinion of me."
"That is unlikely," said Frai.
"I know a way," said Khaavren.
"I should be happy to learn of it."
"It is the only way a man of honor has to repair an insult to his House, or ridhimself of an annoying companion."
"I annoy you then?" said Frai with some surprise.
"What do you expect?" said Khaavren. "I am, as you have done me the honor tonotice, of the House of the Tiassa, and furthermore I am from the Sorannah, whereno one utters careless speech, for we are all as warm as the winters are cool, andconsequently we let little pass."
"You wish, then, to play at sport?"
"Exactly. And of a particular nature."
"Well, I find myself suitably equipped."
"Where shall we play, then, my lord? Perhaps a stroll out into the evening is inorder?"
"For what reason, my lord? Here is fine, I think."
"And yet, need we not find seconds, and a judge, and a witness, to stay withinthe agreements of the law?"
"How then?" said Frai. "Who is likely to arrest us?"
"That is true," said Khaavren. "For my part, I am unlikely to arrest myself, andyou will soon be in no condition to arrest anyone."
"That is unlikely," said the Dragonlord. "And as for seconds, well, as you areonly lately come from the duchies you have had insufficient time to make friends; itwould therefore be unbecoming of me to have the advantage of a second when youhave none."
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"You speak with courtesy as well as wisdom, my lord."
"And, as to whether I will, as you suggested, be in no condition to make an arrestshould I wish to do so, well, it is likely that you are mistaken."
"Come, then, let us find out," said Khaavren, stepping into an aisle between rowsof tables, and backing to the far end of the room, where he removed his cloak, anddrew his sword.
The Dragonlord moved to a spot in the same aisle, near the door, and removedhis own cloak. It should be added that the guests, so numerous the moment beforethat movement was all but impossible, had, by the particular magic of crowds, madea large clear space for the contest without any of them actually leaving the room.
"Have a care," said Frai. "I should hate to take advantage of you by breakingyour stick."
"Oh, that is of no consequence," said Khaavren, taking his dagger into his lefthand. "If you will be so kind as to draw, you will make me the happiest of men, Iassure you."
"I am only too delighted to please you, sir," said Frai, and took his heavybroadsword into both of his hands, weaving it through the air quite expertly.Khaavren noticed that, with the Dragonlord's doublet as apparently ill-fitting as itwas, there was no need for it to be removed to allow him full freedom of motion.Khaavren's tunic, of course, made no interference with his own motion.
Meanwhile, the patrons of the inn, delighted by the rare spectacle of a contestbetween a pair of Guardsmen, drew well back and cleared away several tables. Thehost, while worried about damage to his inn, was also aware of how good it wouldbe for his business for weeks to come to have such an event occur there.
Khaavren, watching Frai's blade-work, would have been frightened at the skill theDragonlord was showing, except that his anger, by this time, had passed beyond thereach of fear. He stamped his foot, then, and said, "Sir, I am awaiting youimpatiently."
"Oh, there is no need of that," cried Frai, and immediately charged, sweeping hisbroadsword down at an angle to strike Khaavren's neck on the left side, whichwould have ended the discussion at once.
Khaavren, however, not wishing to feel the bite of such a large blade in the regionof his neck, and knowing that his thin blade could hardly parry a strong cut from thelarger broadsword, took half a step backward. Now, although he was quite warm,Khaavren's sense had not deserted him, and he knew that he must consider carefullyhis approach to the contest. First, he noted with pleasure that the other's blade wasno longer than his. Second, he observed that both of his opponent's hands wereinvolved in maneuvering the heavier sword, while he, Khaavren, had his left hand freeto use his dagger. Third, the broadsword was considerably heavier, but then, itought to be slower, notwithstanding the fact that the Dragon was using both of hishands.
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As Frai struck again, this time for the other side of Khaavren's neck, the Tiassacontinued observation. "From the blades," he said to himself, "let us pass to thewielders. Now, I am in extremely good health, and ought not to tire easily, yet Iwould be surprised indeed if he were not. So. Yet he is larger than I am, and,moreover, his arms are longer than mine, so I ought to contrive to position myselfcloser to him than he is to me, to make up for it. This, alas, is unlikely. However, Iought to be that much quicker. We can call that even as well. So much for thequestions of reach and endurance.
"Now," Khaavren continued to himself, "he is quite as good as I am in hishandling of the blade, so I can expect no advantage there. But, we must not forget,he is a Dragonlord, and will hardly think of me as a worthy opponent, especiallysince I have now retreated from him twice. Well then, if I defend myself only, I willincrease his self-confidence, and then he will betray himself. Yet, thinking again, thisplan will result in a long engagement, and my father (who should know, I think) saysthat long engagements are decided by a mistake, rather than by skill, and each of usis as likely to make a mistake as the other.
"So, then! Instead, if I were to cut him a few times, he will grow angry, and as Iplay with some skill, I will encourage him to make errors due to anger, and this willhumiliate him, and lead him to make more mistakes, and then I will commit the finalhumiliation of passing my sword through his body. Come, this is the plan, I think."
Having settled on this idea, Khaavren put it into action at once. As Frai cut for hisstomach, the Tiassa stepped back again, but only so far as to make sure the swordmissed by the smallest possible margin. As the Dragonlord pulled his blade back foranother cut, his left elbow was, for a moment, unprotected, and Khaavren reachedout, without changing his footing, and scratched it.
Frai bared his teeth as he felt the scratch, and swung straight down forKhaavren's head. This maneuver forced the Tiassa to step backward, becausemerely tipping his head back would have allowed the blade to continue downwardalong his breastbone. He stepped back, then, but immediately recovered his place,and, almost delicately, put a cut across Frai's right wrist.
At this point the Dragonlord stopped, and looked at Khaavren with a grimace ofrage. He still had enough of self-possession, however, not to charge into the quickhands and supple wrists of the Tiassa. Therefore, he changed his tactics, and beganmaking quick thrusts with the point of his broadsword for Khaavren's head, chest,and abdomen.
This was no better, however. For without the weight of the blade and the force ofthe long swing behind it, Khaavren was able to use his sword to parry thethrusts--with some effort, it is true. On the fourth of these thrusts, aimed atKhaavren's neck, the Tiassa managed to push Frai's blade to the right, whilemaintaining his own sword in a position on top of his opponent's. This, for aninstant, left the Dragonlord's body open. Khaavren stepped in and thrust with hisdagger at Frai's throat, a blow which the latter avoided by leaning backward andbringing his sword up. Then Khaavren dropped the point of his sword and stepped
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forward again while thrusting.
The Tiassa's blade penetrated a good inch into the middle of the other's chest.Frai scrambled back, while Khaavren continued forward with a thrusting motion. Hissteps were of a strange cadence: right--leftright--leftright--leftright, and so on, andeach time his left foot was forward he struck with his poniard, and each time his rightfoot was forward he struck with his sword.
Frai continued to retreat for a moment, then, gnashing his teeth, he seemed tolose his temper at this upstart Tiassa who was forcing him to retreat He moved in,while whirling his blade in a continuous circle, so that any weapon coming within itwould be struck by the full weight of his blade, and, almost certainly, dropped orbroken.
Khaavren stopped his advance and Frai's eyes lit up. But the last Count ofShallowbanks, Khaavren's father, had told him of this maneuver, saying: "I onlymention this because it is an error even a skilled swordsman may make, not for youdo it yourself. It is easily defeated..." And, remembering this lesson, Khaavrenmatched the motion of the broadsword and, following the inward motion of a screw,ended, after three orbits, by passing the greater part of his blade through the body ofthe Dragonlord, who cried out, fell against the serving-counter, and collapsed in aheap next to it.
Khaavren rushed over to this counter, set his weapon on it, and knelt down bythe injured man. Frai looked up at him and blinked, not seeming to recognize him atfirst Then he saw him and said, hoarsely, "Give me your hand, good Khaavren."Khaavren gave his hand to the Dragonlord, who pressed it. "It was well fought," hesaid. "I am proud to have fallen by your hand, and it would please me indeed if youwould, hereafter, think of me as your friend."
"Is there anything I can do for you, good comrade?" said Khaavren.
"Ah! By the Lords of Judgement, I think you have pierced by lung."
"A healer!" cried Khaavren. "Find a healer!"
A healer was sent for. Frai, who was well acquainted with wounds, was correct:Khaavren's blade had been traveling up, and had passed just to the right of theclavicle, between the second and third ribs, puncturing a lung, missing the pulmonaryartery, it is true, but making small cuts in the aorta and esophagus, and had exitednear the backbone, below the neck. We can see, therefore, that while his lung was,indeed, damaged, he was bleeding internally as well.
It may be supposed that a soldier as experienced as Frai would have recognizedthe signs of such wounds, but he said nothing to Khaavren, merely smiled andpressed his hand until, just as the healer walked into the inn, the Dragonlord coughedbloodily and expired. The healer, a man of fair, delicate skin dressed in the white andred robes of the House of the Athyra, merely shrugged upon seeing the body.
Khaavren stood up. "Very well, then," he said crisply. He pointed to four of thepersons who stood watching with great interest all that occurred. "Bring him withme."
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He sheathed his sword after cleaning it on a towel provided by the innkeeper.Then he donned his cloak and with a fair imitation of the flourish he had noticed inTazendra as she had first donned hers. The four he had spoken to hadn't moved. Hedrew himself up. "On the Imperial Service!" he cried, putting a hand to the hilt of hissword, whereupon they shuffled forward and picked up the body. Khaavren foundthe purse that Frai had received from the Jhereg, and drew a single gold coin from it,which he presented to the healer. "For your trouble," he explained, and, with a lastglance at the Athyra, he led the way out of the inn.
Chapter the Sixth
In Which the Results of the First Patrol
are Discussed At some Length with the Captain,
Who is Less than Pleased
«^»THEY WALKED BACK to the Dragon Gate, and into the sub-wing of the ImperialGuards, where Khaavren paid each of the four two orbs from the same purse. Theyleft the body in Captain G'aereth's antechamber, and told the attendant that hewished to see the Captain. This worthy looked at the body and went to give themessage. He returned at once, and signed that Khaavren should enter at once.
"Well, my good Tiassa," said the Captain, motioning Khaavren to a chair. "Itseems that something has happened. I am anxious to hear the details."
"My lord," said Khaavren, "I will tell you of the entire affair."
"That is precisely what I wish to hear," said the Captain.
"That is well. Here it is, then." And he explained exactly what had occurred, withthe precision of detail only a Tiassa is capable of. As he spoke, G'aereth's eyesbecame hard. When he had finished, the Captain opened his mouth to speak, butthey were interrupted by the attendant, who said that the Cavalier Pel wished to beadmitted.
The Captain shrugged, and signed to Khaavren that he should be patient. "Verywell," G'aereth said to the attendant. "Send him in."
Pel bowed to the pair of them.
"Well?" said the Captain.
"There has been a small misadventure, my lord," said Pel.
"A misadventure?"
"Precisely."
"Of what kind?"
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"On the part of my partner."
"Your partner?"
"Yes."
"She is hurt?"
"Ah! You say, hurt."
"That is to say, injured."
"It seems likely."
"But not badly?" asked G'aereth hopefully.
"On the contrary, my lord."
"On the contrary?"
"Yes. It is very bad."
"But, she still lives, does she not?"
"Oh, as to that..."
"Well?"
"I regret to inform your lordship--"
"Lords of Judgement! She is dead, then?"
"It is my sorrowful duty to say it, my Captain."
"But how did it happen?"
"Oh, it was a strange thing."
"Well?"
"Well, as we walked along the perimeters of Castlegate, where the revelries of theseason were just beginning, my partner and I were discoursing on some subject--"
"On what subject?"
"That is to say... on the subject of..."
"Of dalliance, Cavalier?"
"Oh, certainly not, my Captain!"
As he said this, Khaavren noticed a flush on the pale features of the Yendi, andwondered if the Captain had seen it, too. Pel continued, "It was on the subject ofsorcery, my lord."
"Of sorcery?"
"Yes, She pretended that no one who was not an accomplished sorcerer couldhave a place in the Imperial Guard."
"Well, and?"
"I had the honor to inform her that the reign of the Athyra had ended fifteen days
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ago."
"Ah."
"I feel she took my words amiss, for she raised her hands, as if she would cast aspell upon me."
"Ah! And you?"
"Well, your lordship must understand that I could hardly permit a spell of anunknown sort to take effect on my person. It could have harmful effects. I had nochoice but to draw my sword."
"Oh, but you stopped with drawing it, I hope."
"Most certainly, my Captain. I recovered myself, and I pleaded with her, aseloquently as I could, not to set out on this hasty course, from which no good couldpossibly occur."
"And she? Was she convinced?"
"Entirely."
"Well?"
"Well, upon seeing the wisdom of my words, she rushed to embrace me, and, indoing so, spitted herself upon my sword."
"My good Pel!"
"It is as I have the honor to inform you, my Captain."
"And yet--"
"We were observed by many, my Captain. There should be no difficulty inconfirming what I have said."
"You may assure yourself that I will investigate her death as thoroughly as Iinvestigate the death of Frai."
"Frai?"
"Khaavren's partner, whom you doubtless observed in the ante-chamber."
Pel gave Khaavren a glance full of meaning. "Has your partner also had anaccident then?"
"Not at all," said Khaavren. "We had occasion to fight."
"Yes," said G'aereth. "In fact, I was about to say--"
"Hold a moment," said Pel. "I believe your attendant is calling."
In fact, at that moment, the door-warden approached to announce the arrival ofAerich.
"Send him in, then," said the Captain.
Aerich entered, and bowed gracefully to the room at large and to each manpresent.
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"Well," said G'aereth. "What have you to report?"
"My Lord Captain, it is with sorry that I must report the death of my partner."
"Her death?"
Aerich bowed.
"But how did she die?"
"I killed her," said Aerich coolly.
"What?" cried the Captain. "This is infamous!"
Aerich shrugged. Pel and Khaavren exchanged glances.
"How did it happen, then," said G'aereth. "Did you quarrel?"
"Oh, as to that," said Aerich. "It took place on the Street of the Cold Fires, at theCircle of the Fountain of the Darr. It was not, you perceive, in a private place, so nodoubt you can discover any details that interest you."
"But I, sir," said the Captain. "I wish to hear of it from you."
"Very well," said the Lyorn, losing none of his coolness. "We did quarrel."
"Ah! And what did you quarrel about?"
"Diamond mines."
"Diamond mines?"
Aerich bowed his assent.
Beads of sweat broke out on the Captain's brow. "How did you quarrel aboutdiamond mines?"
"Your lordship is aware, perhaps, that there have been diamonds discovered inCounty Sandyhome?"
"I am indeed aware of it, sir, but I am anxious to learn how you became a partyto this knowledge."
"I was told of it."
"By whom, then, were you told?"
"By my partner."
"Ah! Well, she told you that diamonds have been discovered. Then what?"
"Your lordship is, no doubt, aware that County Sandyhome, once in thepossession of the Empire, is now in the possession of the Easterners."
"Yes, yes, in fact, it was a Dzur who led the expedition which discovered thediamonds."
"Furthermore, my lord, you may be aware that there are so many Easterners therethat it would be a major campaign for the Imperial army to remove them?"
"I know that indeed, sir."
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"My partner, then, said that the Emperor wished to do exactly that--to mountsuch a campaign to take this area which has no military value--"
"Oh, as to that..."
"Yes?"
"It has immense economic value."
Aerich shrugged to signify that he had no opinion of his own on this subject.
"Go on, then," said the Captain.
"My partner felt that this would be a useless waste of the Imperial armies, whenour real project ought to be--you understand, Captain, that these are herwords--ought to be the defense of the Pepperfields, which are necessary to thesecurity of the Empire."
"She is entitled to think whatever she wishes," said G'aereth.
"That was my opinion, my Lord Captain. I am delighted to find that it coincideswith yours."
"Well, go on, then."
"It was then, Captain, that my partner made certain statements slandering thecharacter of the Emperor."
"Ah!"
"We were, as I have had the honor to inform you, in the Circle of the Fountain ofthe Darr, that is, in a public place, and a place, moreover, filled with Teckla of allsorts. I therefore hastened to inform her, in a quiet voice, that it was the duty of allgentlemen to support and defend the Emperor, and that for those who had the honorto carry a sword in his name, this was twice as true."
"And she said what to this?" asked the Captain, on whose brow beads of sweatcould still be seen.
"She said that her opinion was that of the lady Lytra, the Warlord of the Empire,and that it was not my place to dispute her."
"And then you said...?"
"I replied that the lady Lytra had not said anything of the kind in my presence,and I doubted that she had said so in a public place, nor would she approve ofsaying so."
"And your partner?" asked the Captain, whose breath was now coming in gasps.
"She asked if I pretended to teach her manners."
"And you?"
"I assured her frankly and sincerely that I was only acting as any gentleman oughtto act."
"By the Orb, sir! She drew her blade, then?"
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"Excuse me, Captain, but her blade had been out since I questioned her firststatement."
"Ah! Had you drawn, as well?"
"Not at all," said Aerich.
"Well, did you then draw it?"
"My partner became adamant on the subject; I felt it rude to refuse."
"Then she attacked you?"
"Oh, she attacked me, yes."
"Well?"
"She was very fast, my lord. I was forced to pierce her heart. I called for a healerat once, but, you perceive, it was already too late. I paid a pair of Teckla to keepwatch upon her body so it may be brought to Deathgate Falls, should her Housedeem her worthy of it."
"But then, among the three of you--"
"Excuse me, Captain," said Pel, mildly. "The four of us."
"What is that?"
"I believe I hear the attendant announcing the lady Tazendra."
G'aereth shook his head. "Send her in, then. I hope she, at least, has a differenttale for us."
Aerich shrugged. Tazendra entered, then, her eyes flashing with the cold anger ofa Dzurlord. "My Captain," she said.
"Yes?"
"It give me great pain, but I must make a complaint."
"What? A complaint?"
"Yes. Against the individual with whom I was partnered."
"The Cavalier Fanuial?"
"Yes, that is his name."
"Well? And your complaint?"
Tazendra drew herself up and flung her long hair over her shoulders, and thrustforward her fine jaw as she said, "He is no gentleman, my lord."
"How is this?" asked the Captain, astonished.
"My lord, I will tell you the entire history."
"I ask nothing better."
"Well, it fell out in this manner. We began our patrol in the hills of theBrambletown district. We arrived, and had hardly set foot upon the Street of Ringing
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Bells when I saw a young gentleman walking toward us, who seemed to be lookingat me quite fixedly."
"In what way?" asked the Captain.
"Oh, as to that, I am too modest to say."
The Captain's eyes traveled from Tazendra's thick black hair to her finely shapedlegs, stopping at all points of interest in between. "Yes, I understand, madam. Goon."
"I stopped to speak with this young gentleman, who appeared to be a count--"she glanced quickly at the others, cleared her throat and amended, "or perhaps aduke. Yes, undoubtedly a duke, of the House of the Hawk."
"Well?"
"Well, my partner made remarks about this young noble of--of a particularlyrude and personal nature."
"I see. And what was your response to this?"
"Well, I was tempted to fight, Captain."
"But you didn't, I hope?"
"I could not, Captain. You understand, do you not? I am a Dzurlord, he only aDragon. It would have been dishonorable to attack him."
"I quite agree," murmured the Captain. "What did you do, then?"
"Do? Why, naturally I suggested that he find four or five friends, and that, if theywould do me the honor to all attack me at once, I would engage to defend this youngHawklord of whom he had spoken so disrespectfully."
The Captain buried his face in his hands. Out of respect for him, no one spoke.After a moment, the Captain lifted up his head and said, in a tone noticeably lackingin hope, "He attacked you then?"
"Attacked me? I almost think he did. He drew his sword, which was of tolerablygood length, my lord, and rushed me as if it were the Battle of Twelve Pines."
"And you?"
"Well, not having time to draw my own sword, you understand--"
"Yes, yes, I understand that."
"Well, I was forced to use a flash-stone."
"And?"
"I think the charge tore his throat out."
"Oh," groaned the Captain.
"And part of his chest."
"Oh."
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"And penetrated his lungs."
"Will you have done?"
Tazendra looked mildly startled. "That is all, my lord."
"I should hope so, for the love of the Emperor."
Tazendra bowed.
The Captain stood up, and looked at the four of them. "If this is a conspiracy, onthe part of Lanmarea or anyone else, I promise you that all of your heads will adornmy wall."
At the word "conspiracy," Aerich's brows contracted. Khaavren managed withsome difficulty not to look at the wall to see if there were heads adorning it already.But the Captain said, "I fear, however, that after interrogating what witnesses I can, Iwill discover that you have all told the truth. And then, my friends, then what am I todo?"
They didn't answer. He looked from one to the other. "If that is the case," he saidat last, "it seems plain that, whatever you do, you are so valuable that I must eitherhave you with me or have you dead."
He chewed his thumb. "It is also plain," he said, "that I cannot have you on dutywith my other Guardsmen--we can't afford it. In the future you must patrol andteam only with each other."
Pel bowed low at this and looked in the Captain's eyes. He said in his mild voice,"Captain my lord G'aereth."
"Well?"
"We ask nothing better."
Chapter the Seventh
In Which We Discover How Lodging Was Arranged
and Something is Learned
of the Structure of the Imperial Guards
«^»AND NOW AT last we return to a discussion of the lodging which our friendsfound for themselves. It was located on the Street of the Glass Cutters, barely a milefrom the Dragon Gate, off the Street of the Dragon itself. Just across the road wasthe hotel of a private army which hired out to the Empire for certain kinds of duties,and from which the coming and going of Dragonlords, often in a state of heavyintoxication, could be seen at all hours. Further down the Street of the Glass Cutterswas a small private hospital about which, when it was pointed out to Aerich, he hadsaid, "That's lucky." Behind the house, facing onto the Street of the Dragon, was a
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small but prosperous temple dedicated to the Goddess Verra, and which was nearlyas much of a gathering place as the inn, identified by the sign of a mallet, which wasdirectly across the street from it.
This, then, was the neighborhood in which our friends found lodging. The houseitself had first been built by a wealthy Jhegaala merchant for his retirement, whichoccurred during the last Teckla Republic, and it had been either occupied or rentedout by his heirs since his death some three hundred years later. It was of the EarlyVolanthe style, displaying the fondness for towers, rounded walls, and paintedstonework so typical of that period of Imperial architecture.
It was open and airy in front, with a circular porch, while in back it was enclosedentirely by large twostem bushes and was shaded by three giant oak trees, spaced inan equilateral triangle, and one sugar maple, set in the middle, all of which had beenplanted hundreds of years before, at the beginning of the Athyra reign. The resultwas that our friends could sit in front of the house and watch the antics of thesoldiers across the street, or, looking a different way, watch the comings and goingstoward the Dragon Wing of the Palace; or they could sit in the peaceful garden inback, drinking and engaging in the pleasant conversation that is the means by whichfriendship, created by the haphazard twistings of life, nourished by sharedexperience, becomes deep and lasting.
They had decided, in order to save expenses, to rent a single house. Pel took forhimself the isolated chamber in the back, which let out by its own door into thegarden. He explained that he found the breeze from the back window cleared hismind for the philosophical studies he pursued from time to time. Khaavren andAerich exchanged looks but said nothing.
Khaavren chose for himself a room on the second story that had its own balcony,allowing him to stand or sit and gaze at those passing in the street, and create fancifulstories of their histories to amuse himself.
Aerich took the long, narrow room next to Khaavren's, and arranged it neatly andprecisely, with a few tasteful ornamental vases, some landscape psiprints of thenorthwestern Great Woodlands, a shelf for his books, and some very comfortablechairs, which made it the room in which, as often as not, the four friends would meetto talk, even though there was a perfectly good living room below.
Tazendra's room was next to Aerich's, and took up a small portion of the backwall, as well as a circular tower that protruded above the rest of the building and hadbeen at first intended to be servants' quarters, for which reason it had its ownstairway directly to the kitchen. Tazendra made this upper room her own, furnishingit with soft pillows upon which guests could sit; and filling the room with candles, acollection of daggers she sent for from her home and set about the room, and allsort of liquor bottles hidden in unlikely places, so she could reach out a hand andemerge with one at the proper moment in a conversation.
The one other sleeping chamber was taken by a Teckla woman called Srahi, towhom they had offered room and board in exchange for keeping some semblance oforder to the house and cooking one meal per day, if the Guardsmen could manage to
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procure the food. It should be noted in passing that this history begins only fortyyears after the Revolt of the Livery, so personal lackeys were, just at that time, out offashion. Srahi was small and mouse-like, with wide eyes and a lip that curled in away quite out of keeping with her status or House, yet very much in keeping with hervoice, which was at once sharp, loud, and nasal.
Each day, Khaavren rose between the eleventh and twelfth hours after themidnight bell. On some occasions Pel would be up and wandering around, orreading in back; at other times Pel would be gone. Tazendra would invariably be up,and outdoors, or in back, or in the sitting room, or drawing pictures or modeling inclay. Aerich arose at around the same time as Khaavren, and would usually spendsome time alone in his room, sitting in a chair and breathing deeply, as if gatheringthe strength he would need for the day.
And so it was on this basis that the household was erected, with fourpersonalities at such variance: Pel planned out his life in careful stages of which hedidn't speak, and, if one might suspect that he had more affairs of the heart than anyten normal men, at least no one could prove any of them. Tazendra never planned,but always attacked life as if the world existed purely for the pleasure it afforded herto tramp through it, laughing and gambling and loving; doing all of these far less, beit understood, than she claimed, but nevertheless enjoying the claims as much asanother would have enjoyed the deeds. Aerich was of a dark disposition that seemedto thrive on the pleasures of his friends, as if pleasure for its own sake wasimpossible for him; yet he could take a certain measure vicariously, as it were, sothat when his friends were happy, he was happy, and when his friends were sad, hewas sad. Khaavren, we know, only rarely planned any-thing; his preference wasneither to sculpt life, nor to attack it, but rather, to take everything, a blow or a kiss,just as it came, and to contrive as best he was able to take as much joy oropportunity, or as little pain or damage, as he could.
Aerich and Khaavren took to walking together around the neighborhood, orstopping in small klava holes. Upon returning, Aerich would sit and work at crochet,while Khaavren and Tazendra would often retire to the back garden to take a fewpasses with their blades--Khaavren forcing Tazendra to work to her utmost, whileTazendra would show Khaavren certain tricks of defense she had learned from theexclusive Dzur sword-master with whom she had studied. Srahi would rise last of all,usually not until the afternoon, and she would lounge about the living room in atattered yellow robe until it came time to prepare the afternoon meal, following whichthe Guardsmen would be off to the Palace until their duties ended. On their return,Srahi would sometimes be gone, and sometimes be sleeping, but the house would,to a degree at least, be clean, leaving them no cause for complaint.
As to their duties at the Palace, we must pause here to explain something of thestructure of the Imperial hierarchy at that time.
At the top was, of course, the Emperor himself, though he played little enoughpart in day-to-day military affairs unless the almost constant skirmishing thatoccurred on the seas, in the outlying Duchies, and along the Eastern border had
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managed to elevate itself to the point where he was willing to consider it a war, whichrequired him to involve himself in it enough to prevent its being effectively carriedout, and thus to extend its length and cost enough to justify his involvement. TheWarlord, then, was, in reality, in charge of the military might of the Empire, exceptfor the Lavodes, who were at that time still in existence, and were led by theirCaptain, one Gyorg, Sethra having resigned upon being banned from the court manyyears before. The Warlord, a Dragon who was called Lytra e'Tenith, had, in theory,two subordinates, one being the captain-general of the Imperial Army, the otherbeing the brigadier-general of the Imperial Guard. It should be noted that, at thistime, both of these posts were vacant, so all of die subordinates of each branchreported directly to die lady Lytra.
Of these subordinates, one was G'aeredi, who commanded the Red BootCompany of the Imperial Guard (thought it should be noted that no red boots hadbeen worn for more than four hundred years). After the coronation festivities in thecity were over, the battalion was, variously, assigned patrols through the city streets,or escort duties for certain nobles, or guard duty at the Iorich Wing, or to serve asHonor Guards for the Court, depending on the day of the week. Those who didn'thave duty would lounge around the sub-wing, drinking, gossiping, gambling, ortaunting the Guards of the other Captain, Lanmarea.
G'aeredi's battalion numbered some sixty or seventy Guardsmen in all, whileLanmarea's company, the White Sash Battalion, numbered nearly two hundred. Thisgave to G'aeredi's company the impression, which the Captain encouraged, that theywere, in some way, an elite force, a feeling which the other Guardsmen quiteunderstandably resented. In addition, we should note that the two captains were incompetition for the post of Brigadier, which had been vacant for nearly a thousandyears at this time. And finally, we must point out that it was Lanmarea's company,that is to say, the White Sash Battalion, that had been granted the honor of guardingthe person of the Emperor, a most sought-after position.
This state of affairs had come about because Lanmarea, a close friend of Noima,the Imperial Consort, had begged this boon of the Emperor. Tortaalik, himself, aswe have had the honor to mention, a close friend of G'aereth, was constantly seekingthe opportunity to give this duty to the Red Boot Company, but had, since hiscoronation (some weeks past, at this time), been unable to find a pretext. As a result,there was considerable rivalry between the companies; rivalry which had led todrawn swords several times, and twice had led to spilt blood. It need only be addedthat Lanmarea's Battalion had been victorious on both occasions to allow ourreaders to see that there was, at this time, considerable anxiety among thoseGuardsmen who served under G'aereth.
As for our friends, one may suppose that, after the incidents of their first patrolbecame generally known, they were but ill-received by their fellows, yet nothingcould be further from the truth. By the strange psychology peculiar to men of thesword, the foursome were looked upon with, at first, a certain respect, and,eventually, with friendship.
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Khaavren's case was easy enough, for he was an instantly likable young man, andafter proving himself by killing Frai (who was not, to be sure, especially liked by thecompany), his naturally pleasing personality won him as many friends as he couldwish. Tazendra was respected as all Dzurlords are respected by soldiers, and,moreover, her beauty made her the subject of much attention and interest. Thewomen of the Imperial Guard, fully a third of the total, at once attached themselvesto Pel, who took the greatest possible care of his physical appearance, and whosegentle speech and conduct won him hours of delightful conversation. As for Aerich,he was accorded the honor with which everyone looks upon a Lyorn, and soon hisfellow Guardsmen began to come to him with questions of conduct, rank, etiquette,history, and advice on dealing with an errant wife or husband, mistress or lover.
Khaavren slowly learned that the greater part of a Guardsman's income camefrom the collections he made from those who wished to keep their activities secret.He learned that accepting gold to help conceal a crime was, if not unheard of, at leastfrowned upon, but, at the same time, he came to understand that the Guardsmen didnot consider efforts to avoid the Imperial Tax Collectors to be a crime, a philosophyto which, after some reflection, he began to subscribe.
Nevertheless, Khaavren was unable to bring himself to accept these gifts, soinstead he preferred, at least while on duty, to avoid the establishments whichallowed such behind-the-walls enterprise. Pel, on the other hand, haunted suchplaces in particular, but never accepted payment in money. It seemed to Khaavrenthat Pel had some sort of understanding with these people, and the Tiassa resolvedto keep a close eye on the Yendi, to try to determine the nature of thisunderstanding.
Aerich staunchly refused to have anything to do with those who bribed thePhoenix Guards, though he seemed to have no quarrel with the Guardsmen aroundhim who felt differently. Tazendra, alone of the foursome, was delighted with thepractice, and regularly accepted these gifts of money, which she happily returned bylosing most of it playing shereba, which game, played with cards, was well in fashionjust then.
Often the other three would sit near the table while Tazendra played, drinkingwine and discussing affairs of the Empire, or the nature of their duties, orspeculations on when they would have a chance to gain notice in the eyes of theirsuperiors.
It is worth our while to mention that the inn closest to their home, whose sign, aswe have mentioned, showed a hammer in the act of striking a nail, held a back roomwhere shereba was often played under the watchful eye of a ruddy-faced Jheregnamed Tukko, who had somehow acquired a partnership in the Hammerhead Inn, asit was called. Whenever the Dragons from the mercenary army were in funds, theentire inn was crowded with singing, drunken warriors, and the back room, whichwas a favorite haunt of Tazendra, became even more crowded than the commonroom.
It had been observed more than once that when a room is crowded with drunken
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Dragonlords, and a Dzur is gambling, it is a good time for any peace-lovingindividual to discover that his business has called him away. One day, some threeweeks after our friends' arrival in the city, this observation was shown to beparticularly astute, as we will take it upon ourselves to demonstrate.
Chapter the Eighth
In Which It is Shown That
There are No Police in Dragaera City
«^»ON THIS PARTICULAR evening Tazendra was enjoying a ran of luck at shereba, agame in which the caprices of chance measure themselves against the nerve of theplayer, so that a momentary failure of confidence can bring down the entire financialedifice that has been built up by hours of painstaking calculation, yet a suddenchange in the draw of the cards can, if played boldly and steadfastly, cause a fortuneto move from one side of the table to the other--such as happened to Paluva, Countof Cloverhill, in the well-known epic.
And yet, as we have said, Tazendra was this time enjoying the luck of the cards,and, moreover, was playing at her best, because if there is anything that will inspire aDzur more than being outnumbered, it is being outnumbered by Dragonlords. Andher opponents were, in fact, all of the House of Dragon, there being three womenand one man from the Army of the Thorny Rose, and she had been steadily drawingcoins from each of them into a pile in front of her.
We should note that this game was, in the strictest sense, illegal--that is, it wasnot reported to the Imperial Tax Collectors, but the reader ought to be aware inaddition that such laws are given only the merest nod during an Athyra reign, andhardly more during the reign of the Phoenix that follows. It is when the cold and rigidVallista brings an Emperor to the throne that such laws are enforced in all their vigor,which enforcement puts gold into the treasury of the Jhereg, who eventually makeuse of it to buy their way into positions of power until they can pick their ownEmperor, from which we can learn that it is the Jhereg, along with those corruptofficials who lack only the colors to be Jhereg themselves, who gain from theenforcement of laws designed to limit an individual's pleasure.
The significance of this fact for our purposes--for we assure the reader that it isthe relation of historical fact, not the exposition of political reality, that we have setas our task--is that, the Phoenix Guards having been paid, there was little danger ofa raid or an investigation by the Empire; hence the doors were all open and there wasconstant intercourse between the common rooms and those rooms set aside forgames of chance in this inn. In fact, at the very moment at which we are looking,Khaavren, Aerich, and Pel are standing behind Tazendra, watching her play, anddiscussing a matter of some moment to them, that being the question of Srahi, the
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Teckla, whom Pel pretended was far too recalcitrant to be a servant.
"It is a problem," said Khaavren to Pel, while looking over Tazendra's shoulder ata lay of cards, featuring three House cards and the Ace of Fire, that promised nogood to her opponents, one of whom was betting heavily on what looked like aflood but probably wasn't. "For it is obvious that she ought to be beaten, and yet, itis a sad thing, but in this modern age in which we find ourselves, a gentleman maynot lift his hand to a woman, whereas before only a lady was excepted. And yet it isentirely proper for a lady to correct a servant of either sex. Am I not correct, mydear Aerich?"
"Exactly," said the Lyorn, "although I hasten to add that this rule hardly applieswhen the lady in question is armed, as on the battlefield or the field of honor. Butthis is clearly not the case."
"But then," said Pel, "if we cannot thrash her, surely we can convince Tazendrato do so."
"I?" said Tazendra, turning around and frowning. "Strike a defenselessservant-woman?"
"It is as I thought," said Khaavren. "A problem."
"Perhaps," said Pel as Tazendra turned back to her game, "we ought to hire aman who is not a gentleman, and can therefore be instructed to thrash Srahi when itis called for."
"I think," said Khaavren, "that the state of the treasury will scarcely permit that."
"Well," said Tazendra, as the lady across from her cursed at the card she haddrawn and threw the remainder onto the table, "that problem may be on the way tosolving itself."
"Perhaps," said Pel. "But you must admit, my dear friend, that you are likely tolose tomorrow what you have won today."
"Well, and does that matter?" said one of the ladies who had been steadily losingto Tazendra. "You police are no doubt able to make as much as you require in youragreements with Jhereg such as our fine Tukko here, which agreements allow us theopportunity for this agreeable play, in which, you perceive, you cannot lose, as youdo not gamble with your own money, but, rather, with ours."
Tazendra slowly turned her head, which had been directed to Pel, until she wasfacing the lady who had spoken. Meanwhile, Khaavren, Aerich, and Pel took a stepforward at the same moment to position themselves behind Tazendra, who said in avoice that was at once soft and menacing, "Would you do me the honor to say oncemore what you have just said? Perhaps my hearing was at fault."
The Dragonlord tilted her head and said, "Have I in some way insulted you? Doyou pretend that you are offended at my suggestion that you are paid by Jhereg whowish to hide from the Imperial Tax Collectors?"
"Not in the least," said Tazendra.
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"Well?"
"But I nearly thought that you used the word 'police'."
"And if I did?"
"I have the honor to inform you," said Aerich coldly, "that there have been nopolice in Dragaera City since the Revolt of the Livery, some forty years ago."
"Well," said another Dragonlord, "but it seems we are looking at some now."
"It is not a word," said Pel, tossing his cloak over his shoulder so that the eleganthilt of his blade was visible, "that pleases my ears."
"Well," said the lady who had spoken first, "I confess that your ears are of only alittle concern to me."
"But," said Pel, bowing politely, "your tongue is of great concern to me."
"For my part," said Khaavren, "I am concerned with her feet."
"How," said Aerich, who stood between Pel and Khaavren. "Her feet?"
"Indeed. For if she will use them to move from these cramped quarters, well, Iwill do her the honor of showing her what my arm can do."
"You?" said Pel, indicating that, while he agreed with object and predicate inKhaavren's speech, he differed from the Tiassa as to subject.
"My friends," said Aerich softly, "our lives are His Majesty's, remember." Hethen bowed to the lady and said, "You are doubtless unaware that by calling uspolice, you are not merely insulting us, but also the Warlord, Lytra e'Tenith, towhom we owe allegiance, and also His Majesty, who has done us the honor to takeus into his service as soldiers."
"Not at all," said another of the lady's companions. "The Warlord may hire all thepolice she wishes without dishonor."
"And," said another, "His Majesty may call them soldiers if he wishes to; that isthe privilege of royalty."
"Aerich," said Pel, turning to the Lyorn, "you do not believe that we can allowthis conversation to continue, do you?"
"But then," said the lady who had just lost to Tazendra. "Who could stop it?"
"I, for one," said Khaavren, with a bow.
"You?" said the lady scornfully, at which her companions laughed. "That wouldbe amusing; to see an officer of the police fight a warrior."
Aerich drew in his breath sharply, but put a gentle hand on Pel's shoulder. "Easy,my friends," he said. "Remember our duties--"
"Bah," said Pel, shrugging off Aerich's hand. "Our duties do not require us toallow ourselves to be insulted by every little Dragonling who believes she knowswhich end of the sword is sharp."
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"How?" said the lady, standing up, at which her friends stood also, leaving onlyTazendra still seated. "Dragonling? No gentleman is required to take such wordsfrom--"
"Stop," said Khaavren. "For if you utter that hated word once more, which itsounds very much as if you are about to do, I believe that I will separate your headfrom your body without the formalities that are so beloved by the lawmakers. Youperceive, then, that I am doing you a favor by interrupting you."
"Oh," said another Dragon, "formalities mean little enough to me or my friends;our swords don't require them."
"Although," added another, "we understand that this attitude is different amongthe police."
Now, there is no question that, with this last utterance of that word which is sojustly hated by all good persons of all times and places, a duel would have followedimmediately, if there had not come an interruption at that moment. The interruptioncame when Tazendra, who had been trying to maintain her calm so that she wouldhave the privilege of dueling with a Dragonlord, rose with a great cry, drew hersword from her back, and, with a shout, gave such a blow to the lady who hadspoken that it would have certainly split her skull had she not leapt backward,upsetting her chair and bumping into a patron who had come to watch the hostilities.Because she was not there to interrupt the determined progress of the sword,however, it continued into the heavy oak table at which they had been playing andvery nearly split the table instead of the skull at which it had been aimed. Coins andglasses splattered, tinkled, and rolled onto the floor.
The four Dragonlords recovered quickly, drew, and placed themselves on theirguards. Khaavren and Pel drew as well, and even Aerich was sufficiently exasperatedto take his sword into his hand.
"I'm stuck," said Tazendra, who was unable to extract her weapon from thetable-top.
"So much the better," said her antagonist, and aimed a terrific blow at her body,which would certainly have killed her had Pel not interfered by giving the Dragonlorda good cut on her shoulder, which caused her to gasp and drop her weapon.
"Thorns, to us!" cried the Dragonlords.
"Guardsmen, to us!" cried the Guardsmen.
Of these two calls, the former was the more effective. There were nearly a scoreof soldiers of the Army of the Thorny Rose who were in the hostel, whereas, to ourfriends' chagrin, there were no other Guardsmen there at all. As a result, withinseconds Khaavren, Aerich, and Pel found themselves backed up against the far wallof the room, while their antagonists pressed forward, hampered only by theirnumbers, the size of the room and the table itself, for reasons which we will hastento explain.
Tazendra had also decided to retreat, but was unwilling to leave her sword
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behind, and so she dragged it, table and all, to a position in front of her friends. Nowthis table, we should say, was supported by stout wooden legs, which curvedoutward from a common support in the center of the underside. Because of thisdesign, the table overbalanced, with the result that it became an effective shield,reaching to the height of Tazendra's breasts.
Therefore, for a few moments there was something of a stand-off, with theDragonlords only able to attack around the sides of the vertically positioned tableand the Guardsmen unable to attack at all. Then a Dragonlord cried out, "Pressthem, press them; let us finish this before more of these police come to rescuethem," which was not only a dire threat, but a fresh insult which aggravated theGuardsmen beyond endurance.
Tazendra, who had been frustrated in any case by her inability to free her swordfrom the table, gave a cry like an enraged dzur and began pushing the table forwardinto the throng of Dragonlords. Khaavren immediately put his shoulder into it as well,while Pel and Aerich stood by its sides, cutting at any who dared to press too close.In this way, Pel gave one of them a scalp cut which bled profusely and left the victimlying senseless on the floor, while Aerich nearly struck another's hand off, this inaddition to a number of small wounds they inflicted.
After the first moment of the charge of the table, the Dragonlords began to fallback, and three of them lost their footing, whereupon Khaavren and Tazendrahappily trampled them on their way past.
The counter-attack (or, if the reader prefer, table-attack) went well until theGuardsmen had succeeded in pushing their enemies to the far wall of the room,whereupon two things happened: first, the press of bodies and the force of thecharge itself served to squeeze soldiers around the side of the table and put them in abetter position to attack the Guardsmen from the flanks, and second, Tazendra'ssword, as if offended at being used as the grip of a moving barricade, slipped freefrom the table, which promptly fell backwards, its feet sticking up into the air.Suddenly, then, the momentum shifted, and the four friends were at oncesurrounded.
They wasted no time in considering strategy, however. Tazendra, delighted tohave her blade free, charged at the largest group she could find with such vigor thatthey fell back before her, momentarily confused. Khaavren found himself facing oneof the original four antagonists, and, in the time it takes to draw a breath, cut hertwice on the arm, once in the face, and then struck her fully in the body, at whichtime she fell like a coal-sack. At this same time, Aerich wounded a man with a cut inthe neck, and Pel felled another by burying his poniard in her chest, for which hepaid by a long scratch down the side of his face and a light cut in his left shoulder.
Now the innkeeper, not knowing what else to do, had dispatched a servant tobring the Guard, who were fortunately close at hand, so that the cry, "The Watch!The Watch!" was taken up by the patrons who were nearest the door and the crywas quickly spread throughout the hostel. Our friends, hearing this cry, took theopportunity to make a retreat into the common room, and afterward fell in with the
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pair of Guardsmen who had been summoned, and who were of their own company.No words were necessary to show the newcomers the situation, so they at oncedrew and stood next to their friends. The numbers, while still not equal, were at leasta little more balanced, so that the Dragonlords, of whom perhaps a dozen remained,standing, hesitated before attacking.
"I think," said Khaavren, "that it is not time to withdraw."
"Bah," said Tazendra. "The game is only beginning to grow warm."
Aerich said, "I, for one, agree with Khaavren."
Pel said, "Whereas, my dear Lyorn, I find that on this occasion I am entirely inaccord with Tazendra."
The two Guardsmen also agreed with Tazendra, saying that they had had nochance to fight. Aerich said, "That is true, but you are on duty, and ought to attemptto quell disruptions rather than contributing to them."
"Ah, that is true," they said regretfully.
"But," said Pel, "I do not believe these fine soldiers have any intention of allowingus to leave in a peaceful way."
"I nearly think you are right," said Tazendra happily, as their foes seemed aboutto make a charge.
Aerich said, "You can delay them, Tazendra."
"I?"
"Well, are you not a sorcerer?"
"Ah, that is true. Very well."
She raised her hands and muttered under her breath, whereupon the room wasalmost instantly filled with smoke, which appeared to have no source other than theair itself; and, moreover, there were flashes of light, all the more frightening becauseit was impossible to determine whence they came or what effect, if any, they werehaving.
"Now," said Tazendra, appearing to be pleased with herself, "we can charge themon a more equal basis."
"Now," said Khaavren, "we can retreat--for I believe we have successfully statedour views to them, and they still outnumber us two to one."
Pel, Tazendra and the two Guardsmen who had been summoned argued briefly,but, largely because Aerich agreed with Khaavren, prudence won on this occasion,and, upon gaining the street, they hastened to join up with another pair ofGuardsmen who, when informed of the situation, went off to rouse several more.The soldiers, content with having driven the enemy from their encampment, made nopursuit. In a short time, there were some twenty-eight or thirty Guardsmen gatheredtogether at a klava hole several doors down from the Hammerhead, where they madeplans to assail the arrogant warriors when they made their appearance.
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However, and it is probably fortunate that it was so, they took to consuminggreat quantities of wine while they waited, so that Khaavren eventually realized thatthe only battle that would be fought that evening would be against the ground, whichpromised to strike the imbibers as they attempted to return home when the revelriesfinally broke up. Khaavren mentioned this to Aerich, who agreed with hisassessment, and passed it on to Pel and Tazendra.
And so the four friends quietly slipped away and returned to their home, wherethey spent several anxious days waiting to see if there would be repercussions eitherfrom the Army of the Thorny Rose from Captain G'aereth, but at length it appearedthat they had escaped the consequences of the disturbance.
"Well," said Khaavren, "I have learned, at any rate, that one ought to be carefulwith whom one gambles."
Pel, whose face and shoulder had been almost entirely healed, remarked, "I havelearned that Dragonlords are not pleased when their diction is brought underscrutiny."
"And I," said Tazendra, "have learned that tables have more uses than I shouldhave dreamed."
"All in all," said Aerich, picking up his crochet hook, "a most educationalexperience."
Chapter the Ninth
In Which Certain Persons Attempt
to Hold a Private Discussion, And the Results Thereof
«^»THE DAYS BECAME weeks, as they will when allowed to heap themselves uponone another unattended, and these weeks, likewise, turned themselves into months ofseventeen days with no regard for the hours and minutes they used up in doing so.Khaavren, when duty did not take him into what was called "the City," which meantany part of Dragaera that was out of sight of the Palace, industriously explored, firstthe Dragon Wing, then portions of the rest of the Palace. The uniform of the PhoenixGuards was as good as a password or Imperial seal for a great deal of the Palace,and Khaavren had resolved to use this freedom to learn what he could of thegeography of the institution to which so much of his life was now committed.
It was on such an occasion, then, that he happened to be in an area where a shortbut wide corridor, sloping down and gently curving to the right, connected thesecond floor of the Dragon Wing to the third floor of the Imperial section. Hepassed below an arch and noticed a small, unmarked passage jutting off at an angle.Since it is axiomatic that such corridors lead to more interesting places than large,well-trampled ones, he resolved at once to see where it led, and this decision was no
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sooner reached then acted upon.
After twenty paces, the passage abruptly turned, then equally abruptly ended in aplain wooden door, before which was planted a Guardsman Khaavren had not seenbefore, but whose insignia indicated he was part of Lanmarea's company. Khaavrennoted at once that he was carrying, not only a sword, but a pike, which weaponindicated that he was performing a function associated with the security of theEmpire.
"Name and business," said the Guardsman brusquely.
"My name? It is Khaavren, good sir. But my business, in truth, I think is myown."
"And yet, since you are here at my station, and clearly desire to pass, it isnecessary that I discover it, and that quickly."
"Well, you are mistaken."
"Mistaken? How?"
"I have no desire to pass. Rather, I shall turn around and walk the other way."
The Guardsman, a short, heavily built Dragonlord with red hair and a palecomplexion, frowned at this and said, "You have, nevertheless, appeared where youought not to appear unless you have some pressing business with those inside. Ibegin to think you have none, whereupon I am still required to know your purpose inbeing here."
"Come, then, give me your name."
"I am called Dekkaan e'Tenith."
"Well, good Dekkaan, I have made a wrong turn, that is all there is to it, so byyour leave, I will now make a correct turn, and that will be the end of it, don't youthink?"
"Not the least in the world, my good Khaavren. In fact, what I must do now issummon a comrade, who will escort you to our Captain, Lanmarea, whom you mustsatisfy as to your innocence or guilt."
Khaavren frowned in his turn. "And yet, I think I've told you that I am here byaccident. As I am a gentleman, I see no reason for the matter to go any further. Doyou?"
"Well, I almost think I do, for I begin to think you fear an interrogation, whichmakes me wonder what you have to conceal."
At the word "fear," Khaavren began to grow warm, and he placed his hand uponthe hilt of his rapier. "Conceal?" he said. "You may observe by my countenance thatI am not one who often conceals his ideas. I do myself the honor to suggest thatyou, yourself, rarely conceal your ideas. In your case, doubtless, it is because ideasso rarely come to you that you have never needed to give thought to concealment;but in my case it is because, being a gentleman, as I have had the honor to informyour lordship, my affairs are always handled in a frank and honest manner.
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Nevertheless, you ought to be able to tell the difference between someone who is,like yourself, a servant of His Imperial Majesty, and a spy."
"Spy?" said the other ironically. "I never used the word--you have brought it upyourself. I nearly think there is reason why this word was uppermost among thoseideas which you have done me the honor to discuss."
"My lord, you are rude."
"Well?"
"Well, I think--" began Khaavren, when the door Dekkaan was guarding swungopen and a tall, haughty-looking young Dzur of perhaps five hundred years of agestepped through, saying, "What is this disturbance?"
Dekkaan turned and bowed low to the new arrival, saying, "My lord, this man,called Khaavren, a soldier, apparently, of G'aereth's company, came upon this door,and refuses to state his business or to be questioned on his reason for being here."
While he spoke, Khaavren took the opportunity to study the man. He was, as wehave said, of a haughty mien, with short, dark brown hair beneath his beret, andpiercing, slanted eyes beneath very thick brows. He wore black, and the onlydecoration was the seal of the Lavodes fixed upon the beret He carried abroadsword strapped to his back, and in his hand was a wizard's staff. Khaavren'seyes quickly traveled from this figure to the room behind him, which seemed smalland only sparsely appointed, but what caught his attention was the appearance of avery old woman, who quickly turned from Khaavren as if to hide her features. Andin fact, at that very moment, the newcomer shifted his position as if to shield theinterior of the room from Khaavren's eyes.
"My Lord," said Khaavren, bowing, "as I have had the honor to explain to thisGuardsman, I was merely walking through the Dragon Wing and took a wrong turn.Bloody Throne, my lord, I have not been here long, and you must know how easy itis to become lost here."
The Dzurlord frowned, then nodded. "Very well, then. You may go. But I willremember your name."
"I can ask no more, my lord."
"Well. And why don't you leave, then?"
"My lord, I will do so at once, but my business here is not complete."
"How, not complete? Have you not claimed to be here by accident?"
"Indeed, yes, my lord, and I even repeat it. Yet there remains for me the task ofassigning myself a meeting with my dear friend Dekkaan, which I do myself thehonor to hope he wishes for as much as I."
Dekkaan, in his turn, bowed, saying, "My friend, my duty ends at the ninth hour,and I shall be most happy to be your servant at that time."
"That falls out admirably. You have, I hope, some friends?"
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"I can find two or three, I think. One is only a few feet away from me now,guarding the other door to this room, and the other two will be awaiting us when Iam off duty."
"Three is just the right number for me," said Khaavren.
"There remains, then, only the task of deciding where we shall meet."
"Well, do you know the courtyard behind the South Door of the Dragon Wing?"
"I am acquainted with it."
"Well, behind that courtyard is a practice range for archers, which I think will notbe in use at that time."
"I will be awaiting you at the tenth hour, then, my lord."
"I shall endeavor to be punctual."
"Until then, good Dekkaan."
"Until then, dear Khaavren."
Whereupon Khaavren turned and walked away. When he was out of earshot,Dekkaan bowed to the Dzurlord and said, "I hope I have not unduly disturbed you,lord."
"Not at all, only--"
"Yes, my lord?"
"I think that Tiassa has seen things which he ought not to have seen."
"And so?"
"If you would be so kind as to kill him, well, you would be doing me a greatservice."
"I shall endeavor to please you, my lord."
"That would be excellent, my good Dekkaan."
Khaavren, who heard nothing of this conversation, proceeded at once to find hisfriends. Aerich and Pel were at home, and Khaavren was about to explain to themthe service he required for the evening's entertainment when Tazendra arrived inAerich's room, where they were conversing.
Khaavren said, "My dear Tazendra, you seem rather warm."
"Well, I am."
"Ah. Tell us the cause then, for we are very anxious to know."
"The cause is that I have been treated rudely today."
"You? How did this come about?"
"In this manner. I was carrying on a conversation with a certain gentleman today,in the Round Room adjoining the West Tower of the Dragon Wing."
"I know the place," said Pel. "It is very private, is it not?"
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"Well, often it is so, but today our conversation was interrupted not once, nottwice, but four times."
"But then," said Khaavren, "one cannot always have the privacy one desires."
"And yet," said Tazendra, with a toss of her head, "this gentleman, who was, Imight add, a Count of the House of the Issola, was determined that our discussionnot be interrupted."
"I can understand this desire," said Pel.
"But what steps did you take?" said Khaavren.
"Well, my friend, the Count of T_________, suggested a place he knew in theImperial Wing, which is very private and rarely used."
"And," said Pel, "did you, in fact, find it empty?"
"Not the least in the world. We arrived to discover a Guard stationed there."
"Well, and what then?" said Khaavren. "Did you leave?"
"Indeed, we were going to, but this Guardsman, whose name is Kurich, insistedmaking observations which were entirely unnecessary."
"I begin to see," murmured Aerich.
"You attacked him?" said Pel.
"He was armed, you understand, with a pike, whereas I had a sword of goodlength, so--"
"A pike, you say?" said Khaavren.
"Exactly."
"So he was guarding someone on Imperial business."
"Cracks and Shards, good Khaavren. We were in the Imperial Wing; what wouldyou?"
"Exactly," said Khaavren. "So then--?"
"Why, then we were interrupted by an old woman of the House of the Athyra,who bade us leave off our play at once."
"Ah, so you arranged matters for later?" said Khaavren.
"Precisely."
"And at what time?"
"At the eleventh hour past noon."
"And where?"
"We have agreed to meet in the foyer of the Dragon Wing, and will determine ameeting place at that time."
"Well, and had he some friends?" asked Pel.
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"His number was three, which could not be better."
"And was," said Khaavren, "one of his friends on duty very near him, even at theother side of that very room?"
Tazendra stared. "You must be prescient," she said.
"This falls out rather well," said Khaavren. "Come, we are close to the appointedhour, and I will explain matters as we walk."
So it was that, by the time they reached the archery range, they were allacquainted with the matter. They arrived somewhat early, but had only to wait a fewminutes before their opponents arrived.
"Well, my lord," said Khaavren, "I believe we know the issues that stand betweenus."
"I think so," said Dekkaan. "And, likewise, some of our friends are alreadyacquainted. For the rest, I present for you the Count of Uilliv, and the Lord Rekov."
"You do us honor," said Tazendra. "This is the Cavalier Pel, and Aerich."
"Very well. And for the judge and the Imperial witnesses?"
"Why," said Khaavren. "I have brought none. And you?"
The one called Kurich, who faced Tazendra, shrugged. "What would you? I haveno desire to wait. Let us deal with matters as they stand. Come now, to arms."
Tazendra received this compliment in her usual manner; that is, she took herblade into her hand and commenced flashing it about, while making a great show ofpretending to study Kurich's body, as if deciding where to make her marks. Kurichhimself, apparently undisturbed by this display, drew his longsword, saluted, and puthimself on guard.
Khaavren said, "Well, then, let us be about it," and drew himself, moved off tothe side, and made a hasty salute to Dekkaan. Pel drew also, and indicated that hewould fight with the Dragonlord called Uilliv, who had a reputation as a hot blade,thus making Pel eager to try him out. Aerich studied the gentleman called Rekov andsaid coolly, "Well then, shall we fight, or merely watch?"
Rekov shrugged and said, "For myself, it has been some time since I've had ablade in my hand save for practice, and I shouldn't be sorry to puncture you a fewtimes."
"Very well, then," said Aerich, and, after drawing and saluting, put himself ontothe guard position of the Lyorn masters; that is, with his sword and poniard crossinghis body, his vambraces meeting before his neck.
The first to clash were Pel and Uilliv, which fight was also the shortest, as Pel puton such a fierce expression and charged so strongly, that, after only a few passes,Uilliv stumbled backward and lost his sword. Pel knocked aside the other's knife andplaced the point of his own weapon against his opponent's neck, whereupon Uillivpromptly admitted to being beaten.
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Aerich, having assumed a defensive posture, awaited Rekov's attack. The latter,apparently wishing to end the combat quickly, made a strong attack which, however,was brushed aside by Aerich's vambraces, which he used in lightning-fast butgraceful sweeping motions, each one of which created an opening for either hissword or his dagger. The Lyorn warriors, however, are trained to kill or disable at asingle stroke, and disdain openings that will not end the combat.
Rekov, at first puzzled by Aerich's failure to attack, and disturbed by the coolexpression on his countenance, began to attack with less caution, until Aerich sawthe chance he was waiting for, when Rekov's sword was caught between Aerich'svambraces and yet Rekov's dagger was far out of line, holding his balance. At thistime, Aerich made his first move forward, a single step that caused Rekov to twist tohis left, presenting Aerich with his back. Since this was what he'd been waiting for,Aerich lost no time in striking downward with his poniard past Rekov's collarbone,while simultaneously cutting into his side with his sword. The Dragonlord gave a lowmoan and crumbled to the ground.
Tazendra, after having made a great show, charged Kurich's longsword, whichwas flashing in such an intimidating manner that she was forced to back out again.She charged once more, but was again forced to retreat, this time trailing blood froma deep cut on her left shoulder.
"First blood to me!" cried Kurich.
"But last to me," said Tazendra, striking with such force that the Dragonlord'sweapon was brought far out of line, whereupon she charged yet again and, inbacking up, Kurich tripped over Rekov's body, at which time Tazendra nailed him tothe ground with her greatsword, which had a specially sharpened point for just suchmaneuvers.
Khaavren and his opponent had similar styles; that is, they both covered a greatdeal of ground, chasing each other all about the area, stepping around or overobstacles, and engaging each other with quick strokes, using mostly the tips of theirblades, and searching for openings on the wrist or the leg. Dekkaan, in fact, hadalready scored two light scratches on Khaavren's knife hand. Khaavren, however,seemed not to notice, but still smiled fully into the smile of his opponent.
After some length of time, Dekkaan said, "I believe you are bleeding, my friend."
"Well," said Khaavren, "it doesn't disturb me."
"That's well. I'd hate to lose you easily."
"The Gods," said Khaavren. "I hope to give a good game."
"Then you should have a care for your knife hand, which you hold too low."
"Good," said Khaavren. "You give me a lesson. That's kind. But then, youperceive, with my knife low it is ready to flick at a good angle any time you cut formy side, and the proof is that you have not done so in some time."
"Well, but then your head is exposed, and I would think you need it."
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"Certainly, when you try to take it, ah, there it is!" As he said this, Khaavrenducked below a sweeping cut for his head and stepped to his left, causing Dekkaan'sright side to be exposed. Rather than attacking, however, he took half a stepbackward, for the Dragon, realizing how exposed he was, made a panicked sweepwith his sword which ended far out of line to the right. At this point Khaavren movedin and cut Dekkaan's knife arm, while burying his poniard in his body.
The Dragonlord groaned and fell to his knees, dropping both of his weapons."Cracks in the Orb," he said. "I think you've killed me."
Khaavren knelt beside him and said, "I don't think so, my friend, for I felt myknife was stopped by your ribs."
"Well, then, I give you the contest, but if you love me at all help me to aphysicker."
"I can do that, I think, the more so since my friends are able to help me." Then helooked up and said, "Come, let us get these brave men to a healer."
"Well," said Tazendra, "I'm afraid I've killed mine, but I'll help with the others."Whereupon Khaavren and Tazendra assisted Dekkaan, while Pel and Aerich carriedRekov, with assistance of Uilliv. Afterwards, clapping each other on the back, theywen to celebrate at an inn favored by G'aereth's Company, and allowed those of thetroop who were there to buy them as much as they could drink.
Chapter the Tenth
In Which we Learn a Bit of Personal History
about Tazendra
«^»THAT CELEBRATION CONTINUED well into the night, until everyone had eitherbeen taken home by friends or had passed out at table. The only ones still awake, infact, were Khaavren, who never drank excessively due to an experience early in hischildhood, and Tazendra, who seemed able to drink the Dragaera River, were itwine, and still retain most of her faculties. The innkeeper himself, overcome withfatigue from supplying the necessities for a festival of which he'd no advancewarning, was sitting on a chair in the corner, snoring as loudly as any of his patrons.
Khaavren set his glass carefully on the table, for though it was only his fifth in asmany hours, still he felt that his head was beginning to swim. "Well," he saidcarefully, "it was a well-done piece of work today."
"You think so?" said Tazendra.
"I am sure of it."
"Well, then I'm satisfied. The Orb! Did you mark our friend Pel?"
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"What of him?"
"The look on his face while he fought. Who would have thought such a thing of aYendi? We had not yet engaged, so I was able to observe his battle, and hang me fora thief if I'd not have surrendered myself if I saw his countenance charging me, as ifall the were-beasts of the Paths had been let loose. And then, when his man hadsurrendered, he was as polite as an Issola. 'Good sir, you have given me yoursword, be assured I will keep it among my valued heirlooms.' Were those not hiswords, good Khaavren?"
"To the very expression, Tazendra. And did you not as well admire our friendAerich? He stood like a mountain of iron, impervious and unmoved, and then, whenhe saw his chance, Kieron's Boots! Such speed!"
"That is true. He reminded me of--" Tazendra abruptly broke off her speech andturned red.
"Well, of who?"
"Ah, it is of no importance."
"Come now, good Tazendra. Let there be no secrets among us."
"No, no, it matters not. Come, let me get you more wine. But what is this, there isno bottle and the innkeeper asleep? Well, we will help ourselves, then, and here'ssome good sausages to go with it, for you know I dislike drinking without eating atthe same time. It is said to be bad for the health. Hence, we will satisfy ourgastronomical needs and our palates at the same time."
"Tazendra, you reason like an Athyra. Yet don't expect me to match you glassfor glass; you are aware that I drink but a little."
"My god, I think so! Here I am with the remains of four good bottles of Ailor,and you have only finished a bottle of Khaav'n, which, if I am not mistaken, ourgood friend Tuci helped you with."
"But what then, we can not all be Dzurlords."
"Ah, that is true, and, if truth be known, I think it would be a dull world if allwere." Tazendra, who had drained her glass and filled another by this time, went onto say, "My mother, the Countess, used to say, 'Remember, we are only one part ofthis great body of Empire. And if we hold on to the valor, then others must needstake care of the rest.'"
"A wise woman, your mother," said Khaavren. "And, no doubt, a valorous one."
"Of a certainty she was. Who would have thought she--" and Tazendra brokeoff here, frowning.
"You were saying?" said Khaavren.
"I? I was saying nothing."
"Oh, indeed, you were speaking of the valor of your mother."
"Bah! It means nothing."
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"Oh, but come, Tazendra, she must have been bold enough for two Dzurlords;where else could you have gotten such courage? For we all know that characterpasses from mother to daughter, just as from father to son. Cracks in the Orb,haven't the Dragon wizards proved it?"
Tazendra said, in a whisper Khaavren could barely hear, "And yet she ran."
"Bah. From what?"
"From a battle she was losing."
"What? Is it true?"
"It is what I was told. One day while I was still a child, barely thirty years of age,in fact, there was a great rumbling which woke me up. My mother and father and mynurse came into my chamber, and I remember my mother was wearing her cuttingsword, not the thrusting sword, and my father wore a leather harness from whichhung his greatsword and a dagger. I said, But why are you armed?' They only shooktheir heads, and hugged me and entrusted me to the care of the nurse."
"Well, and what then?"
"Then I was taken out of our castle, and I never saw them again. I was later toldthat they had been attacked by an army of Dragonlords hired by someone whocoveted our holdings, and that they had been cut down by sorcery as they'd tried toflee the battle."
"But what of their own army?"
"Army? They had no army."
"But then, it was the two of them against a battalion of Dragonlords?"
"Exactly."
"And you think they should have fought?"
"Well, they should not have run."
"I will never understand the Dzur," said Khaavren. "But then, who was thisenemy?"
"That," said Tazendra, "I never found out, though I long to know."
"But, if he took your holdings, couldn't you find out who now owns them?"
"Well, I was, in fact, just setting out to discover this when I happened to meetyou and Aerich in that charming little town. But now that I have joined the Guards,my time is not my own."
"Cha! We are allowed leaves from time to time. You could use one for yoursearch, could you not?"
"I nearly think so. Will you help me in this search?"
"I should be delighted to."
"Well, we will consider the matter to-morrow, then."
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"We will do so."
It happened, however, that Tazendra, who had had a great deal to drink, didn'trecall this conversation for some time, and since Khaavren had also been drinking,the thought likewise didn't cross his mind.
Nevertheless, it is the case that from this day forward the four friends were firmlyand irrevocably accepted into the brotherhood of the Red Boot Company of theImperial Guard, and passed many a gay evening dicing, playing cards, and drinkingwith their new comrades.
On one such occasion, at an inn which was called The Rose Bush, Khaavrenchanced to be sitting near a window with Aerich on his right and Pel on his left asthey watched Tazendra, who was engaged in losing a good sum of money, playingwith two gentlemen of the House of the Iorich. Pel had engaged Khaavren in ananimated discussion comparing two of the more common breeds of horse, aboutwhich Pel seemed to know enough to startle Khaavren, while Khaavren was expertenough to surprise Pel. Aerich, as was usual, merely listened.
"You cannot deny," said Khaavren, "that the Megaslep is rather slow, and, infact, has little endurance."
"I do not deny this," said Pel. "Yet it is of high intellect, and can be trainedeasily."
"Oh, as to training, yes. But the Browncap can also be trained, save for thestallions, which are often unmanageable. The Browncap is, moreover, faster forshorter distances, can ran longer, and carry more weight. Should I be called upon toenter into battle on horseback, its courage would serve as well as its other virtues."
"Well, then," said Pel, "I admit to you that were I to enter a campaign, as seemslikely enough, I could wish for nothing more than a Browncap mare or gelding, andyet--"
"Well," said Khaavren. "What then?"
"I only wish to say this: there are other uses for horses than to ride to campaignsupon them."
"Indeed, yes," said Khaavren. "You refer to drought animals, or to carriagebeasts?"
"I was thinking more of the pretty little Megaslep."
Khaavren shook his head, "And of what use is such an animal, then?"
"Well, you understand, the Megaslep is a fine animal to be seen on, both for itsfeatures and its gait. And under certain circumstances, one might wish for nothingmore than a fine-looking animal, impractical though it may be."
"Under what circumstances are these?" asked Khaavren, as Tazendra won a smallsum back and began her turn at dealing out the cards.
"Well, for example," said Pel, "if you will look out on the street there, you willsee a young man of the House of the Phoenix, leading a Longear mare. The
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gentleman is engaged in an animated conversation with a lady of the same House. Itseems that, should he actually wish to impress her, he might have a little Megaslep todance for her, and bow its--but stay, good Khaavren, what is the cause of thatremarkable expression which has just crossed over your features?"
For, in fact, Khaavren was staring quite fixedly at the Phoenix lady his friend hadjust pointed out, and he realized that she was none other than the lady with whom hehad traveled, she in the guise of an Issola, on his journey to Dragaera City. "Amoment, good Pel," he said, "but I believe I recognize someone I have seen before.Allow me a moment to discover if I am deceived."
Chapter the Eleventh
In Which the Plot, Behaving in Much the Manner
Of a Soup to which Corn Starch Has been Added,
Begins, at Last, to Thicken
«^»WITHOUT AWAITING AN answer, Khaavren ran from the inn. Once outside,however, he paused long enough to ask himself what he would say to her, to whomhis thoughts had returned on more than one occasion since they had partedcompany. Therefore, it was with hesitation that he approached, stopping only whenhe was close enough to hear the words being spoke, with the intention of stepping inat the exact point in the conversation when he should deem it most propitious. Thisdid not, however, prevent him from taking the opportunity to listen to the discourse,in which, at this moment, the lady was speaking.
"But then, dear brother, you say she scarcely noticed you?"
"Hardly, my sister. That is to say, she caught my eye once or twice, but, beyondthe barest flicker of her brows, which could (I must say it) have been only animagining on my part, she hardly acknowledged me or my gift."
"A woman of frost!"
"Well, I haven't given up."
"Well then, brother, what next?"
"We must either surrender the battle, or find a new means of attack."
"Surrender, my brother, is impossible. You know what is at stake: for you, forme, for our friends, for the Empire. I repeat: surrender is impossible."
"Then a new direction must be found."
"Well, have you one in mind?"
"I, sister? But it is always you who have the ideas."
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"And, in truth, you have seen how far my last one took us. Come, you must findone of your own."
"And, if I do?"
"Then I will endeavor to support you with all the means at my disposal."
"Well then, here is my idea: we must find a way to give her that which she mostwants."
"That is not badly taken, brother. But what is it that she wants more than anythingelse? Had she only her husband's love of jewels, the answer would be simple."
"No, it is not the jewels she wants. It is something else."
"But do you know what it is?"
"Well, my sister, I think I do."
"What? You know?"
"Yes. And not only that, but so do you."
"You mean--?'"
"Exactly."
"Ah! But how?"
"I don't know. I will consider. Do you, on your part, consider also."
"Well, I will. We will speak together to-morrow, at the place you know, anddiscover if our thoughts have brought us anything."
"Excellent, then. Until to-morrow."
"Until to-morrow."
Upon saying this, the cavalier turned, mounted his horse, and rode off downstreets which had not been designed for a horse to travel on, forcing him to pick hisway carefully among pedestrians, hand-carts, and doorsteps. Khaavren was able toobserve, as he went by, that this brother was the gentleman who had been herpretended husband on the coach-ride. We must add, then, that, upon discoveringthis, the first idea that crossed Khaavren's active mind was that if he was her brother,perhaps she had no lover; for it is clear that it is easier to fill a position for which avacancy has been posted than to replace someone who has been carrying out hisduties in a satisfactory manner.
As passers-by scurried into doorways to avoid the horseman, the lady turnedaway from him and was thus face to face with Khaavren, whom, to judge from theexpression which crossed her features, she recognized at once. "Sir, Guardsman,"she said, "Did we not meet some weeks ago?"
Khaavren bowed low. "Your memory is as perfect as--" he caught himself, andblushed. "That is," he amended, "you are correct."
The Phoenix, either unobservant or tactful, gave no appearance of noticingKhaavren's discomfort. "Your name is Khaav'n, like the wine, is it not?" she asked.
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"In fact, my lady, you remember nearly exactly, for though I style myselfKhaavren, still the wine that calls my name to your thoughts is produced from grapesthat grow in the very district from which I take my name. That is, the names areidentical, but their pronunciation differs slightly. And now that my identity has beenestablished, I am most anxious to learn yours, for I can hardly call you by the nameyou gave while pretending to be an Issola, and yet I must know your name so I canhappily offer to perform for you any service you might require."
A slight flush came to her cheeks when he called to mind the deception she hadpracticed, yet she did not deny it. She merely said, "My name is Illista. And did youmean what you just said?"
It took Khaavren a moment to realize to what she could be referring, and when hedid, his heart gave such a leap that he was barely able to nod in answer.
"Come," she said, "walk with me to my carriage, for I have things to say to you."
Without a glance, then, at the companions he was deserting, Khaavren fell intostep next to Illista. "Do you know," he said, "that you have a lovely name? It recallsto me the waterfalls from the Trior River, a tributary of the Shallow River whichflows near my home."
"Oh," she said. "Do you think so?"
"I do think so. Illista. It flows from my tongue."
"You will make me blush," she said.
"Oh, never," he said. "But, you perceive that we have arrived at your carriage.What did you wish to say?"
"Pray get inside, and I will tell all."
"You see, I am entering just as you wish, for I trust you completely."
"Oh, you are too good."
"Not the least in the world. But do not keep me waiting. What is it you have tosay to me?"
"Only this:--oh, I cannot."
"You cannot? That is what you wish to say to me?"
"No, I cannot say what I wish to say to you."
"How, cannot?"
"Oh, but I must."
"Must what?"
"Tell you."
"Tell me what?"
"I cannot say."
"My lady Illista, it nearly seems as if you are in some distress."
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"Well, and if I am?"
"Then I only ask to be told the nature and cause of this distress, that I mightremove it."
"Oh, if only you could."
"I can. I will. I swear to it. If it is a man, I will destroy him. If it is a thing, I willobtain it. If it is a cause, I will champion it. If it is a god--"
"Well?"
"Well, if it is a god, I will take him from his seat and escort you there, though allthe phantoms of the Paths should guard the way."
"So you say. But what will you do?"
"Ah, you wound me."
"I?"
"Try me, that is all I ask."
"You swear you can be trusted?"
"I will hold your secrets dearer than the whispers of my heart."
"Well then, I will tell you. But not now."
"Well, name for me the time and place."
"Do you know an inn where, some few weeks ago, you killed a man called Frai?"
"Indeed, I could hardly forget it. But how do you know of it?"
"Oh, as to that," she said, "I know a great deal of what happens in the city. Butsince we are agreed as to the place, be there to-morrow when night falls, and I willwhisper in your ear."
"I will be there without fail."
"I count on you, then."
"Not in vain."
"That is well. Go now."
"I go, as I arrive, at your bidding." With these words, he leapt from the carriageand dashed back to the inn where his friends awaited him. Tazendra immediatelybegan to question him, but he indicated with a sign that he would discuss the matterlater.
"Very well, then," said Pel. "We were discussing, I believe, horses."
"But rather than that," remarked Aerich, "we ought to discuss the aftermath of thelittle affair at the archery range."
As we pronounced the words, "archery range," the two Guardsmen with whomTazendra was playing smiled, as, in fact, did Tazendra. Pel and Khaavren, however,frowned, as they had sufficient perspicacity to catch something in Aerich's voice
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when he pronounced the word, "aftermath."
"What of it, then?" said Pel.
"The Captain did me the honor to speak to me of it today."
Khaavren shifted uncomfortably and said, "Does he know, then, that we wereinvolved?" He had just recalled that the fight had taken place without the sanctionsrequired by Imperial Law.
"How could he not?" said Pel. "Do you pretend he is deaf and blind?"
"But then, why are we not arrested?" said Khaavren.
"That is," said Aerich, "G'aereth knows; the Captain is, as yet, ignorant."
Khaavren nodded. "Then this discussion was without the Orb, as the saying is?"
"Exactly."
"Well then, what did he have to say?"
"That someone wounded the Cavalier Dekkaan."
"And you said?" asked Pel.
"I said it was a most unfortunate thing."
"Well, and did he agree?" said Khaavren.
"He did more than agree, he concurred."
"Well?"
"He said that the Cavalier Dekkaan is a hot-blooded gentleman, who will not takea blow easily."
"This doesn't surprise me," said Khaavren, who had tested him thoroughly.
"Moreover, there is the matter of Kurich."
"Stay," said Tazendra, turning around suddenly. "I think I know that name."
"You should; you killed him," said Aerich.
"Ah," said Tazendra, "that is it, then," and she returned to her game.
"Well?" said Khaavren, "what of Kurich?"
"He was the younger brother of Her Excellency Lytra e'Tenith, the Warlord."
The three of them looked at one another soberly. Tazendra continued to losemoney after the fashion of someone accustomed to doing so.
"But then," said Khaavren, "it was a fair fight, and it is only necessary to askUilliv and Rekov in order to prove it."
"I told the Captain as much."
"You told him?"
"In terms of speculation."
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"Ah. And he said?"
"That this was what had kept the perpetrators--that was his very word--alive tothis date, but, that if they were wise, they would guard themselves closely."
"Well, we will do so, then," said Pel.
"But there was more."
"How, more?" asked Khaavren.
"We have also annoyed someone else."
"That being?"
"Gyorg Lavode."
"Captain of the Lavodes?" asked Pel.
"Exactly."
"But, how have we done so?" said Khaavren.
"The Captain had no idea in the world."
"Tell me, Pel," said Khaavren, "you who seem to know the courtiers as well asmy hand knows the grip of my sword, would you know Gyorg Lavode to look athim?"
"Of a certainty."
"Well, is he a Dzurlord of perhaps half a millennium, rather taller than Aerich withfiery dark eyes, a hooked nose, and thin lips?"
"You have described him exactly."
"Well then, I have some idea that we might have annoyed him."
"He can be a bitter enemy," said Pel. "He is, after all, both wizard and warrior, asare all the Lavodes, and this is not a matter to be taken lightly."
"So much the worse," said Khaavren.
"What then should we do?" said Pel.
"I have no plan," said Aerich.
"Allow me to consider the matter," said Khaavren. "Perhaps I will find a solution.But I think this discussion would be best concluded at home, where there are fewerears about."
"That suits me," said Pel. "We have only to await our friend the Dzurlord."
Tazendra shrugged. "I have lost all my money, so there is no reason for me toremain," she said, turning around and proving that, if she was uninterested in theconversation, she was at least not deaf to it.
They returned, then, to their home, which was nearby, and sat in worried comfortin Aerich's room, where Srahi served them wine. "Thank you," said Khaavren, stillpolitely when she had finished. "That will be all."
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Srahi sniffed. "More of your private discussions?" she said. "Well, it is all verywell to leave me out of them, but you must not expect me to fight off brigands foryou, or to patch you up when you return here as full of holes as the Ballinni Tower."
"We should not ask you to do so," said Khaavren politely. "And yet, one wouldthink you should be happy to know nothing of a business which can hardly interestyou, and which, at the same time, could be fraught with danger to anyone whoknows about it."
"Ah, then I am right," she cried. "Mark me, young man, you will find--"
But she got no further, for Aerich cut her off with a gesture. While she appearedto be insolent to Tazendra, and haughty to Khaavren, and suspicious of Pel, yet herattitude toward the Lyorn was formed mostly of fear, with some measure ofworship. When he signed that the discussion was over, she gathered herself togetherand left the room without another word. Aerich then picked up his crochet hook andbegan to work with it, making Khaavren knew not what, while nodding to Khaavrenthat he should speak.
"Well," said Khaavren, "I do not know that the dangers of which I spoke to ourgood Srahi are real, yet I am not certain that they are not. I am, in fact, worried aboutthis news we have received."
"As am I," said Pel. "But you must not forget to explain to us what you weredoing when you ran off. If, in fact, it is something you can discuss withoutcompromising your honor as a gentleman."
"Oh, there is no fear of that. I will explain at once."
"Do so, then," said Pel.
"You see," said Tazendra, "that we are giving you our full attention."
"Do you recall our traveling companions on our journey here?"
"I think so," said Tazendra. "They were two Issola bound for the court, who youhave said were in fact Phoenix. I've often wondered if we would see them again."
Aerich nodded.
"Well," said Khaavren, "I have just spoken with the lady, who appears to be insome difficulty, and I am to meet with her in hopes of giving her aid."
At these words, Aerich allowed himself a smile, while Tazendra and Pel merelynodded. Silence fell, while Khaavren considered many things that had happenedsince his arrival in the village of Newmarket, and realized that there was still a greatdeal that he didn't understand about the affairs of court, and why it could be that aPhoenix would pretend to be an Issola, and why, furthermore, he might haveannoyed such an illustrious person as Gyorg Lavode.
He considered these matters carefully, and determined at last that it would beunwise to speak more of the Phoenix lady until he could discover something aboutwhat might be in progress around the court. He further considered how theconversation could be brought around to this subject The others watched him
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closely as the echoes of his thoughts flitted across his features, until at last he said,"My friend Pel, for so I hope I may call you--"
Pel signified that he could, "--I have yet to thank you for your introduction to theCaptain."
"It was nothing," said Pel.
"I beg your pardon, but it was a great deal."
"I am entirely of Khaavren's opinion," said Aerich.
"And I, too, friend Pel," said Tazendra.
"If you wish," said the Yendi, permitting himself a graceful, depreciating bow. "Iassure you that I am only to happy to render any service of which I am capable."
"Ah!" said Khaavren. "In that case, if you would be so kind as to be of furtherhelp to me, I assure you that I would consider myself your friend for life."
"Konechno," said Pel. "I would be my pleasure. What is it you wish?"
"Just this," said Khaavren. "I am from a duchy far from the capital."
"Of that I am aware."
"We hear very little of what is transpiring here in the capital of the Empire."
"Well?"
"I should be happy to learn something of what has occurred of late, especiallyduring the weeks before our arrival here, so that I shall appear less the fool whenothers chance to speak of such things."
"Nothing is easier, my dear Khaavren."
"You will do so, then?" cried Khaavren.
"Why, certainly," said Pel. "And at once, if you would like."
"You see that I am anxiously awaiting your every word."
"Well, then, the items of news are these: Empress Cherova the Third vacated thethrone and Tortaalik the First ascended it some eleven weeks ago."
Aerich sat back in his chair and drained his wine cup. Tazendra leaned forwardanxiously. Khaavren, also leaning forward, said, "With this piece of intelligence I wasalready acquainted. It is, in fact, why I am here."
"Indeed?" said Pel.
"Certainly," said Tazendra. "You know that an Athyra Emperor has little use forGuards who are only swordsmen, but a Phoenix--"
"Of course," said Khaavren. "But about the Empress--"
"Oh, as to the Empress," said Tazendra, addressing Pel. "We knew about that."
"Yes, but do you know the reason for Empress Cherova's abdication?"
"Ah! The reason?" said Tazendra, looking at Khaavren. "You ask if we know the
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reason?"
"I had assumed," said Khaavren, "that it was due to the turning of the Cycle."
"Yes," said Tazendra. "After all, when the Cycle turns--"
"Well, yes," said Pel. "But you know that a turn of the Cycle is always indicatedby some tangible event, and that it is this which leads to the next House assuming thethrone and the Orb."
"Of course," said Khaavren, who had known no such thing. "There was atangible event, then?"
"Very tangible," said Pel, studying his long, graceful hands.
"And it was an event?" put in Tazendra, determined not to be left out.
"I can think of no other way to describe it than as an event."
"Well, then, what was this event?"
"The Baroness of Kaluma has struck off the head of the Marquis of Pepperfield."
"Ah!" said Khaavren. "And this has caused the Empress to see that the Cycle hadturned?"
"Well, why should it not?"
"Yes," said Tazendra, who was beginning to look flushed. "Why should it not?"
"But I don't see--" said Khaavren.
At this point, Aerich interjected, "The Baroness of Kaluma is perhaps betterknown as Kathana e'Marish'Chala. of the House of the Dragon."
"Oh, in that case I see plainly," said Khaavren, who was as confused as ever."But, what was the cause of the quarrel?"
"The Baroness," said Pel, "that is to say, Kathana, is, as you know, an artist. Shehad just completed an oil commissioned by Lord Rollondar e'Drien. The oildepicted, as I recall, a wounded dragon. She brought it to the Palace, to hang in theDragon Wing."
"Well, and then?" said Khaavren.
"Well, it happened that the Lord Pepperfield was at the Palace to visit theWarlord. He chanced to see it, and made comment on it."
"Ah!" said Khaavren. "He didn't like it?"
"He felt it was too melancholy to be a dragon, and not fierce enough. TheBaroness, I am told, wished to demonstrate that she knew as much about ferocity asdid he, and removed his head with her broadsword in the course of demonstratingthis."
"And it was well done, too," affirmed Tazendra. "I'd have done the same,only--"
"Yes?"
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"I don't paint."
"But," said Khaavren, "how did this cause the abdication of the Empress?"
"In this way: Pepperfield is a far eastern fief, held by the House of the Dragon inits own name. It had been given to the Marquis who is, I believe, of the e'Tenithline--"
"E'Lanya," said Aerich quietly.
"E'Lanya, then," said Pel. "In any case, with his death, argument broke out withinthe House of the Dragon over who should be the new duke. The Dragon Heir, beingof the same line as Lord Pepperfield, wished to continue the duchy within his line,but another line, I believe the e'Kieron branch, objected."
"Well," said Khaavren, "I still do not understand."
"This will make it as clear as the Threefalls River: the fief of Pepperfield lies in asmall valley, between two impassible mountains, on the eastern border of theEmpire. As such, it is a very important area strategically."
"Go on, good Pel, I am exceedingly interested."
"Furthermore, this area has been subject to more invasions throughout the historyof the Empire than any other. Why it is, we do not know, but it is for this reason,you understand, that the land was entrusted to the House of the Dragon to bedefended. The Empress, upon taking all of these facts into account, decided that itwas a dangerous situation, and conjoined with the Carriage House Uprising, whichwas then proceeding in all its vigor, required an Emperor with, perhaps, lessknowledge of sorcery, but more skill as a diplomatist, to settle the problem beforethe accursed Easterners take it into their minds to invade."
Khaavren looked quickly at Aerich, who was absorbed in his crochet work. "Ah!Now I understand," said Khaavren.
"That, then, is the state of things today."
"But what of the lady Kathana?"
"Oh, the new Emperor immediately ordered her arrest."
"Arrest!"
"Certainly. She had mortally wounded a man without following the dueling code.And, as his spine was severed, and as, moreover, she had put several paint brushesinto his eyes after beheading him--"
"What?"
"It is as I have had the honor to explain. As she had done these things, his lifecould not be saved, and he was brought to Deathgate Falls, to enter whateverafterlife awaits him. There was no choice, then, but to order her arrest."
"She has been arrested, then?"
"Ah! As to that, I don't say she was."
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"What? She is in hiding?"
"She is on tolerably good terms with Captain Lanmarea, and as it was toLanmarea that the order for the arrest was given, why, it is hardly surprising that noarrest has taken place."
"Now I understand," said Khaavren. "And yet, why has the order not been givento G'aereth, if Lanmarea has failed?"
"My good Khaavren," said Pel, "the Emperor could hardly deliver such an insult.To ask G'aereth to accomplish this task, after having first given it to Lanmarea,would destroy the delicate balance of policies that he is, even now, working toaccomplish."
"And yet," said Khaavren, "could he not assign the task to the Lavodes?"
"It is clear that you are only lately come to court," said Pel. "Even the Emperorcannot assign a task to the Lavodes. They take after their first captain, theEnchantress of Dzur Mountain, and accept what tasks they wish, and ignore thosethat don't please them."
"But then, has he asked them?"
"Well, I don't say that he hasn't."
"And?"
"The Lady Kathana, it seems, is a friend of The Enchantress, and though TheEnchantress is banished from court and from her command, still she has greatinfluence with the Lavodes."
"But suppose," said Khaavren, "that certain Guardsmen under G'aereth'scommand should find this fugitive and bring her to justice? What then?"
"Do you mean," said Pel, "without acting under orders from their Captain, that isto say, from Lord G'aereth?"
"You have understood me exactly," said Khaavren.
"Well, in that case," said Pel, frowning. "In that case I nearly think they will havedone Lanmarea and her White Sash Battalion a severe disservice, while pleasingG'aereth to the same degree. As well," he added, with a quick glance at Aerich, "asannoying certain others."
"And," put in Tazendra, "they will have gotten themselves prudently out of thecity for a while."
"Which says nothing," remarked Aerich, looking up from the crochet work inwhich he was currently engaged, "of the service we will have done for the Empire."
"Ah," said Khaavren, "you have said we, I think."
"Well," said Aerich. "I did."
"Do you, then, propose an expedition?"
"That is hardly necessary," said Aerich with a smile. "It seems that you have
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already done so."
"Blood of the Horse," said Khaavren, "I think I did. Do you accept?"
"I am entirely in favor," said Aerich.
"As am I," put in Tazendra. "It is, after all, just the sort of adventure for which Icame here."
"And you, good Pel?" asked Khaavren.
"Oh, I? Well, if the rest of you are determined on such a course, I will hardlyspeak against it."
"Then it is settled," said Khaavren.
"Nearly," said Aerich.
"What remains to be decided?"
"Two things," said Aerich. "The first is, how are we going to convince theCaptain to give us the leaves of absence we require, without telling him our plans?"
"I had not thought of that," said Khaavren.
"I have a way," said Pel.
"Excellent," said Khaavren. "We'll leave it to you. And the second, goodAerich?"
"The second issue," said the Lyorn, "is this: just exactly how are we to findKathana e'Marish'Chala in order to effect her arrest?"
"Oh, as to that," said Khaavren.
"Well?"
"You may leave it entirely in my hands."
Chapter the Twelfth
In Which Khaavren Attempts To Learn
The Whereabouts of Kathana e'Marish'Chala
«^»WE TRUST THAT our readers will forgive us if we have not lingered over everyaspect of the day to day lives of those personages whose history we have chosen toexplore. It is our contention that, facts being as numerous as grains of sand in thedesert of Suntra, mere recitation of detail will both weary and confuse, whereascareful selection will entertain and enlighten. Thus, we have not deemed it necessaryto educate our readers on exactly how it was that Srahi came to find a launderer, noron the means Pel used to select perfumed note-paper on which to write to hismistress, nor on the treatment for the leather Aerich used on his boots to prevent
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them from leaking when it rained, nor on how Tazendra would contort in preparationfor her morning exercises.
Yet we are forced to admit that, from time to time, we will discover that a detailof no more moment than these will take on a far greater importance than we had everthought to assign it. When this happens, we find ourselves hesitant to amend whatwe have already written, but will instead go forward, forward, ever forward, asUndauntra would say, and let the stragglers fill the gaps.
It therefore becomes our duty to confess that we have erred in failing to mentionthat Khaavren had spent some portion of nearly every day in one of the Imperiallibraries in the Palace. It had occurred to him that Pel had his secrets, Aerich hiscontemplations, and Tazendra was happy to gamble and carouse while she waitedfor the opportunity to gain glory with her sword, but if he, Khaavren, were ever toachieve greatness, he must at once remedy the ignorance which afflicted him. Hisimpoverished family had barely been able to afford to send him to a classroom tutor,from whom we had learned to read and to calculate sums along with the children ofVallista and Chreotha, which hardly provided him the knowledge he craved; hetherefore arranged his time so he could spend some portion of every day with booksin each of the five great categories; magical and natural science, history, philosophy,books-written-to-be-performed, and books-written-to-be-read.
What is significant was that, as he approached these studies, darting from one tothe other as a bee in a flowerbed, he would, naturally, meet librarians. He had, inpoint of fact, met several. In the Caffissa Library, taking up the first three stories ofthe southern quarter of the Athyra wing, all of the librarians were Athyra, and theywere only as polite to Khaavren as was necessary to avoid the challenge which anyastute observer could discover always waiting on the wings, as it were, of theTiassa's countenance. In the halls of Silver library, outside the Palace proper butquite close to the Lyorn Wing, all of the librarians, themselves Lyorn historians, werehelpful, but often too helpful, and Khaavren frequently became lost in theirrecommendations and counter-recommendations, and corrections and notations.
But in the Zerika Library, in the basement beneath the Imperial Wing, there was anEasterner, one Ricardo, a rotund fellow with, as is common with those of hisshortlived race, more hair growing on his face than on the top of his head. His walkhad a trace of the waddle one finds in the smaller species of wildlife that dwell longthe Yellow River, and the tip of his tongue appeared to have made a permanenthome between the teeth on the right side of his mouth. Yet in him, Khaavren found averitable fountain of information, which, at the least pressure, that is to say, at theslightest provocation, would gush forth until the Tiassa thought he might drown in it.For while the Phoenix rate philosophy very high among the branches of knowledge,still it was as yet the aftermath of the reign of the Athyra, a House with as little usefor impractical knowledge as the House of the Dragon would have for anythingwhich didn't cut or thrust. All of this had the result of leaving poor Ricardo destitutefor patrons in a poorly maintained library, and one which was visited but seldom;hence his high regard for Khaavren when the latter first appeared.
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It need hardly be added that the young Tiassa benefited greatly by theassociation; where by nature he was inclined to flit from book to book and fromthought to thought with no order or method, the Easterner displayed some of thecharacteristics of a tsalmoth--attacking any problem from a dozen anglessimultaneously, but never letting go until it was solved. The result is that Khaavren,though he never developed more than a passing interest in philosophy, that is, in thescience of science, still he received two benefits; the first being the acquisition ofsome skill in how to approach a problem, the second being the friendship of thislearned Easterner.
It was to Ricardo then that Khaavren went, and brought with him news of thecrime of Kathana e'Marish'Chala. Ricardo listened to the entire history as he listenedto everything, with his whole attention, asking no questions, his eyes fixed onKhaavren's mouth as if he were reading the words as they emerged.
When Khaavren had finished, the Easterner suggested that Khaavren return inseveral hours while he, Ricardo, requested of one of the records libraries certaindocuments which he claimed would be most revealing. To this Khaavren agreed,and, after a light luncheon of fruit and cheese in one of the small inns connected tothe Phoenix Wing, he returned to find Ricardo bent over a large stack of folios, withslips of paper, red, brown, green, yellow, or blue, emerging from them like thetongues of snakes. Upon closer inspection, the folios were filled with columns ofnumbers, names, dates, and locations. Raising his eyes from these, Ricardo lookedat him blankly, as if forgetting who Khaavren was and why he was there. Then hegave his head a small shake and said, "Ah, you are back."
"That is true, good Ricardo," said the Tiassa. "And it seems you have somethingthere."
"These documents I requested from the Imperial Records Service, whichoversees all matters pertaining to taxation."
"Ah. Taxation."
"Exactly."
"But, if you will pardon me Ricardo, what has taxation to do with thewhereabouts of Kathana e'Marish'Chala?"
"Oh, it has everything to do with it."
"How is that?"
"Well, I will explain."
"Do so, please."
"What you must remember, young sir," said the Easterner, forgetting thatKhaavren was, in point of fact, rather older in years than he was, "is thatDragonlords never hide. Therefore, if your quarry seems to you to be in hiding, toher she must be doing another thing entirely."
"And what might that be, good Ricardo?" inquired Khaavren, patiently allowing
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the librarian to arrive at the point in his own way.
"Any of a number of things are possible. And yet, she is an artist. So, whatwould be the most natural thing for an artist to do, if she wished to remain out ofsight for a long period of time?"
"Well, she might go paint a picture," suggested Khaavren.
"Exactly my thought," said Ricardo.
"But, you perceive, she could paint it anywhere."
"She could, but she wouldn't. That is, she is actually in only one place."
"With this, I agree. But how are we to determine where? That is, after all, the veryquestion with which I came to you."
"And it is the question which I now propose to answer."
"What, now?"
"Indeed, yes."
"How, then?"
"By making a determination."
"Ah! A determination."
"Yes. By determining for whom she is working. I have here the reports on allexpenditures within the last month for every one of the ten thousand wealthiestnobles in the Empire. These reports are broken down into categories, and eachdetails the expenditures made by that individual. One category on which these peoplemust report is the amount spent on cultural matters."
"That is true, Ricardo; for the Empire is always interested in encouraging cultureamong the nobility, hence the lack of taxes on any such expenditure."
"Precisely."
"And you have looked through ten thousand of them?"
"Oh, hardly that. The Emperor would be saddened to learn how few have actuallyspent anything at all on improving their knowledge of the arts; but for us, why, weare pleased, for there were a scant thousand, and most of those could be dismissedat a glance."
"I see. So, you have discovered who has spent money on artistic pursuits."
"Yes. And more."
"What, more?"
"Of a certainty. The Empire requires more than the bare amount; on the contrary,anyone wishing to avoid these taxes must include the amount spent, the type ofwork, and the name of the artist."
"Ah, the name of the artist!"
"Exactly."
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Khaavren considered for a moment, and said, "But surely she would not be listedby her own name in such a thing."
"It is necessary that she be so listed."
"Well, then?"
"Do you know by what means an artist earns his livelihood?"
"Well, by being paid for his art."
"But then, who pays him? One can hardly expect an artist to put his work out forsale in the market, as if it were a clutch of eggs."
"No, the artist must have a patron who agrees to purchase the work, or else mustmake an agreement beforehand."
"And will this agreement state the amount to be paid for the work?"
"Assuredly, though one expects to pay more than the agreed-upon price."
"And do you suppose that an artist who is also a Dragonlord, such as Kathanae'Marish'Chala, would, even in hiding, accept a fee below her usual standard?"
"Why, I should not expect so."
"Well, there you have it. We need only look for who has commissioned apainting within the range that the Baroness of Kaluma, that is, Kathanae'Marish'Chala, generally commands."
"And it is just such a list that you have, my good Ricardo?"
"Indeed, Sir Khaavren, and I have already perused it."
"And you have a result? That is to say, you have discovered her whereabouts?"
"Oh, as to that, I could hardly be certain of such a thing. And yet I havediscovered that Baroness Kaluma has received, for her last several works, paymentbetween one thousand three hundred and two thousand one hundred Imperials."
"Blood! So much?"
"It is so."
"And you have found someone who has commissioned a work for that amount?"
"Many, in point of fact."
"Then we must determine which it is."
"Your pardon, but I have already done so."
"Done so!"
"Indeed."
"But how?"
"Why, when I looked at the names of the artists listed, there were some few Irecognized."
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"Ah, the those could be eliminated at once."
"Exactly."
"And then?"
"Well, then I looked at the others."
"And what did you find?"
"One, I found, was called, Fricorith."
"Very well, one is called Fricorith."
"Exactly."
"But I fail to see--"
"Ah. You do not yet comprehend."
"You are correct; I do not comprehend."
"Fricorith, in the old North-western tongue, which is still preserved by the Houseof the Dragon, as well as the House of the Lyorn, means,'Nearly-the-end-of-Winter.'"
"How is it you know this, good Ricardo?"
"Why, it is in this language that most of the library documents are written, sincemost Lyorn still speak it, as I have had the honor to mention."
"I see. But then, how did this information help you make your determination?"
"By the simplest means. The Baroness of Kaluma is of the e'Marish'Chala line;that is, she was named after Marish'Chala, who was Warlord of the Empire duringthe fourth Dragon Reign. At that time, she, that is, Marish'Chala, was calledMarishori Cvorunn Chalionara, which name I took the precaution of looking upagainst the chance that it would be useful to know."
"And that was well thought."
"I am gratified that you think so."
"But, then, tell me what it means."
"I will do so. Marishori is a Northwestern name that signifies 'keeper of trust.'"
"And yet, good Ricardo, I do not see how this is of help to us."
"It is not. But then, I did not stop there."
"You did not?"
"No. I acquired translations of the other names as well."
"And what did you find?"
"Cvorunn, I found to be very close to the Serioli Kvirinun, which means, 'time ofmelting snows,' that is, spring. And Chalionara is similar to another Serioli word, thatbeing Shuloonlre, which means, 'to arrive prematurely.' The combination, youperceive, would be 'spring arriving early,' and at what time of year would spring
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
arrive early?"
"Why, late winter, of course."
"Exactly. Now, you perceive, it is significant that I have found an artist whosename, Fricorith, means, 'nearly-the-end-of-winter.'"
"Ricardo, you are a marvel!"
The old Easterner bowed, and his face actually became slightly pink. "I think," hesaid at last, "that we may safely assume that the Baroness of Kaluma is dwelling inthe far Eastern keep of Redface, home of Adron e'Kieron, of the House of theDragon."
Chapter the Thirteenth
In Which, to our Regret, We are Forced
to Leave our Heroes for a Brief Time
«^»NOW, AS KHAVREEN runs up the narrow circular stairway to the level of theStreet, and sets off at a run through the maze of the Imperial Wing, around the SouthCornerstones to the Long Corridor, there to burst out in the Phoenix Courtyard andbegin the dash toward the rendezvous set for only an hour hence, his hand clutchinghis sword to keep it from between his feet, his head fairly exploding with ideas andintentions--now, we say--we will turn our gaze to a place far back in the Palace,and much higher than Khaavren has ever ventured.
Here, in the labyrinth where the Imperial Family makes its home, in one of thenumerous tower chambers that provide such an excellent view of much of the Palaceand a fair portion of the city, two persons were sitting on the thin, yellow marbletiling of the tower floor. One, dressed in the full regalia of the House of the Dragon,complete with "bombast," that is, with the patches and medallions and insignia of hercampaigns and the honors she has won in them, was none other than Lytra e'Tenith,the Warlord of the Empire. The other was a dark figure, in the hooded robe of anAthyra, it is true, but without mark or insignia upon her garments. The hood hid herface, but her hands were old and wrinkled, yet her voice was strong without any hintof age.
The Athyra said, "The news, Excellency, is of the most recent variety."
"But, dear Seodra, I am not asking how recent the news is, I speak of the newsitself."
"And you wish to know. Excellency?"
"I wish to know how this could have happened."
"I assure Your Excellency that, if I were able to explain this, I would do so, and
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that directly. Perhaps one of the gods had a hand in it."
"Should that prove true, Seodra, we must enlist another, or, at any rate, ademon."
Seodra chuckled, which sound might have sent a cold shiver of fear down theback of anyone who chanced to be listening; indeed, Lytra herself could scarcelykeep a singular expression from crossing her countenance. "Have you a god in yourpocket, Excellency?"
"Hardly," said the Warlord.
"Nor, you perceive, have I."
"Well?"
"Well, then we must find another means of protecting our investment."
"Investment, Seodra? By the Orb, you sound like a merchant."
"After a fashion, Excellency, I am a merchant, although the merchandise in whichI have the honor to deal can be neither tasted nor smelt, and the coin in which I ampaid does not shine like gold."
Lytra shifted uncomfortably, as if she had no wish to penetrate Seodra'smetaphor. "Perhaps," she said, "it was not a god; perhaps there is some sorcery thatpierces the veils you have cast about our friend."
"That is possible, Excellency; in any case I am not offended at the suggestion.But be it sorcery, the act of a god, or merely the caprice of fortune, we must act insuch a way as to repair the damage."
"I ask for nothing better. Have you a suggestion as to how we may go aboutdoing this?"
"It may be, Excellency, that a simple warning will do. He is neither Dzur norDragon."
"And then?"
"Well, he may have some sense."
Lytra stared at the old woman, her brows coming together. "Seodra, are youattempting to offend me?" There was now an edge to the Warlord's voice.
"Not in the least," said the other. She chuckled. "After all, where would be theprofit in that?"
"Profit," said Lytra scornfully. "You do speak like a merchant, dear Seodra."
"That's as may be, Lytra, but may I do myself the honor to suggest that weconcentrate on the issue which has come before us?"
"Someday, Seodra, you might succeed in making me angry. And do you knowwhat would happen then?"
"Why, then the Emperor would either lose a skilled Warlord, or he would lose..."Her voice trailed off, as if she was unwilling to describe what else the Emperor might
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lose.
"And yet," said the Warlord, "this possibility does not in any way appear toconcern you, Seodra."
"Thank you very much, Excellency. Shall I arrange for this warning, which I havejust mentioned, to take place?"
"By all means."
"That is well, Excellency."
"And if the warning doesn't work, Seodra? What then?"
"Then? Why, we follow through on the warning, that is all. You have a tolerablylong reach, have you not? And my own is hardly shorter. We have each our arms,our eyes, and our tools. You are the Warlord, and this, it would seem, is war."
"Indeed it is, Seodra, but an amusing war."
"Amusing? In what way?"
"Why, amusing in that we are going to a great deal of trouble to protect this littleKaluma, and yet it is we who are going to destroy her."
"But it must be we ourselves, and none other, Excellency, for as you know, ifanyone else destroys her, we lose our best bargaining piece in the real game, and itmay not be so easy to find another."
"That is true, my ally. Which bring us to the question of Viscount Uttrik."
"Yes, the poor son of the late but scarcely lamented Marquis of Pepperfield, hewhose head Kaluma so conveniently removed for us."
"Exactly. He is undoubtedly looking for Kaluma even now, and if he finds her--"
"If he finds her, he will challenge her, and she will kill him. He is a pompousfool."
"He was. He has seen battle recently; perhaps he has changed."
"Impossible. He was a pompous fool, he remains a pompous fool."
"But, for a Dragon, not an exceptionally brave one. He may call the authorities in,rather than challenge her himself."
"Impossible, Excellency! No Dragonlord could do such a thing, as you shouldknow better than I."
"And yet, I must ask: can we take this chance? Such an error could be theundoing of all our plans."
"How, then you have something to propose? If it is assurance you want, there arethose in the House of the Jhereg who would be anxious not to be in my debt anylonger."
Lytra struck her chair with her fist. "No!" she cried. "No assassination! Do youunderstand me, Seodra? There are depths to which I will not plunge. I will break
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you, and let all of my plans fall into pieces before I will countenance the use ofassassins."
"Very well, Excellency. Then what?"
"There are other ways. A duel, for example."
"With whom? You? Would you expose yourself that way? And on what groundsis this duel to be fought?"
"A pretext can be found easily enough. And as for whom--well, I will considerthat."
"Ah!"
"Excuse me, Seodra, but you said, 'ah.'"
"And so I did, Excellency."
"You have, then, an idea?"
"Indeed I have."
"Well, tell it me."
"I shall do so."
"Begin, then."
"Well, this is it: my arts have revealed that a certain individual has just discoveredthe whereabouts of she whom we wish to keep hidden."
"So you have just informed me, Seodra. What then? We have said that we shallwarn him away."
"And so we shall. But we will also arrange to put the headstrong Uttrik in hispath. And, should Uttrik somehow kill the young Tiassa--"
"The discoverer is a Tiassa?"
"Exactly. A member of the Red Boot Battalion of the Imperial Guard, in fact."
"I see. Go on, then, Seodra. You interest me exceedingly."
"Well, should Uttrik kill him, then we will have eliminated one problem, andshould the Tiassa win, we will have eliminated another. We will then meet again todiscuss the remaining problem."
"An excellent idea, Seodra." She laughed. "Perhaps, it the gods smile on ourplans, they will do each other in, and this will solve things neatly."
"Exactly, Excellency. That was my own thought precisely. It is easy to see that,though you are of the e'Kieron line of the House of the Dragon, you neverthelesshave some of the e'Lanya blood flowing through your veins, for your grasp oftactics is without fail."
"A truce on flattery, Seodra. Tell me instead how we are to arrange for this duelto occur?"
"In the simplest possible manner: we will let Uttrik know that the Tiassa is looking
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for Kaluma."
"How will that help us?"
"Because we will also allow him to think that he is seeking her in order to aid her,rather than the reverse. He will be most anxious to stop him, and they will fight, andone of them will kill the other."
"Very well. An excellent plan. But stop, is this Tiassa called Khaavren?"
"Why, that is the very name, Excellency. Is there some problem?"
The Warlord laughed. "Problem? Not the least in the world. All the better, in fact.See to it."
"I will do so. Excellency."
"Then let us pass on to other matters. What of His Imperial Majesty?"
"What of him?"
"As of our last conversation, he was making warlike noises."
"Well? The right war, or the wrong war?"
"The wrong war."
"He must be brought around then, Excellency."
"And how can we accomplish this, Seodra?"
"Well, am I not his eyes? And are you not his hands?"
"But them has he not ears as well? And even other hands?"
"If you would be so kind as to speak plainly, Excellency."
"I was merely continuing your simile, Seodra. But very well. Have you forgottenthe Lavodes? The Guards? The Palace gossips and courtiers who have his ear?"
"The Lavodes are on our side, Excellency. Do you forget who their Captain is?Their true Captain? We need not worry about them. And the gossips are merely somuch wind; they will only fill His Majesty's ear if there is nothing of more substanceto take their place."
"Well?" said Lytra. "And the Guard?"
"They take orders from you, Excellency. Have you somehow contrived to forgetthis?"
"Not the least in the world. But tell me, Seodra, for I wish to know, what orderam I to give them? Do you pretend that I can call Lanmarea and G'aereth into mychambers and say, 'You will take no action against this and such person, or this andsuch occurrence'? In two minutes, Seodra, I would no longer be Warlord, and youwould find all of your creeping vines had buried themselves in their own roots."
"Lanmarea we can ignore for reasons you know as well as I do, your ladyship."
"Well, yes. And G'aereth?"
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"G'aereth, I confess, is a problem. He must be given other things to think about."
"Have you something in mind, Seodra?"
"Hmmm. Well, you could send him out to look for something such as, say,candlebud."
Lytra stared at the hooded figure for a moment, then a slow smile spread acrossher face, which grew gradually broader until it erupted into laughter, which filled thesmall tower chamber above the Imperial residences.
Chapter the Fourteenth
In Which it is Shown that Eleemosynary Behavior
is Sometimes Rewarded In This Lifetime
«^»AS THIS CONVERSATION was taking place, another conversation, equally privateif less sinister, was occurring within G'aereth's apartments in the Dragon Wing.
"Come in, Cavalier," said G'aereth to open the discussion. "Pray, becomfortable. I have been given to understand that you wished to have two wordswith me."
"This is true. Captain," said the visitor, who was none other than Pel. "I wish toshare with you a thought that has just recently crossed my mind."
"Well, and what thought is it? For you know that I expect my Guardsmen to usetheir heads, and I think yours is a tolerably long one."
"Thank you. Captain."
"But, as I have asked, tell me this thought."
"Well, I will. It is this: I worry about dispatches."
"How, worry?"
"It seems to me, Captain, that, when six men witness an event, there will be sixdifferent reports on what has happened."
"That observation is just, I think."
"Now many Athyra, and some others, most notably the philosopher Hydragaar,believe that this proves that six different events have occurred, and all have the sametruth."
"Well, and you?"
"I, Captain, believe, along with Daridd of Diar-by-the-Bennaat that these Athyraare overreacting."
"I perceive that you are well-read in the classics."
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
Pel bowed. "I have had the honor to receive some small education. But, Captain,if I may be permitted to ask you a question, I am curious as to your position on thismatter."
"Mine? Well, I believe I must side with you and Daridd on this issue."
"I am gratified that you do."
"But explain to me, Cavalier, how these epistemological issues relate todispatches?"
"In this way, Captain: I have spoken with four men, all of whom have justreturned from garrison duty in the east."
"In the east?"
"That is to say, in the area around..."
"Around?"
"Around Pepperfield, Captain."
"Ah. Just so."
"Would you be interested to know what I have learned?"
"Why, yes, if it would please you to tell me."
"Well, I have learned that there are a thousand thousand Easterners preparing toinvade the Empire."
"Ah!"
"And I have learned that there are no Easterners within a hundred leagues."
"Go on."
"I have learned that the garrison is strong, and that it is weak."
"Well?"
"That it is well-commanded, and that there are no leaders who are prepared forany sort of engagement."
"I understand what you are saying, Cavalier. But, speak plainly, it seems to methat you are moving in some particular direction. Tell me what you want?"
"What I want?" said Pel, with an expression of innocent surprise on his features."How, you pretend I want something?"
"Well, don't you?"
"My Captain, the very philosopher whom we were just discussing spoke of theimportance of charity, and good works, and serving others."
"Well?"
"I want only to serve His Imperial Majesty, Captain; that is all."
As we could not possibly add anything of importance to this declaration, we willnow return to Khaavren, whom we left traveling at as great a speed as he could
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manage toward his rendezvous with Illista. He arrived out of breath, yet early enoughthat he could refresh himself with a glass of dark red wine while he waited. He also,as was his wont, inspected those around him. Now that the festivities were well over,the inn had reverted to its usual clientele, mostly of the House of the Teckla, with anoccasional Chreotha or Jhereg. The tavern itself was large and had a rug covering aportion of the floor, presumably, thought Khaavren, to hide the bloodstains left byhis encounter with Frai. The innkeeper appeared to recognize Khaavren at once, tojudge from the expression of unease that crossed his countenance, but the hostmade no remark.
Darkness was just falling, and those whose work ended with the light werebeginning to trickle in. It seemed to Khaavren that this was an odd place for a lady ofthe House of the Phoenix to request a meeting, but perhaps, if she wished forprivacy, just such a place would be best. It was only then that he was struck with therealization that the day's activities had temporarily driven from his mind--that is, thethought that soon he would be meeting her, lllista, whose voice had already imprinteditself on his mind, whose bright, narrow eyes and delicately molded features swambefore his imagination, and if, in his imagination, she looked at him with an endearingexpression that she had, in fact, never bestowed upon him in real life, who can faulthim for this? It is our prerogative to imagine in one we love all of those gentlefeelings that hope can supply, and to continue to do so until harsh reality interveneswith its war-chariots and spears, with its broken assignations and revealeddeceptions, crying, "Here I am! You must face me whether you will or nill!" Is thereone among you who has never built such imaginary worlds for yourself, eventhough, like Khaavren as we observe him with his wine and his dreams, his mockingsmile and the slow shake of his head, you may chide yourself for your illusions?
For we know that now and then, here and there, it may happen that the dreamsbecome real, and that our love is returned, and the one we love may bestow that verylook that we have imagined. And, rare though it may be, it is still that knowledge thatallows us to continue to hope, and to bare our breasts to the spears of reality,crying, "Do your worst! I will risk all in order to cling to the barest, thinnest threadof a chance at ultimate bliss!"
It was in such a mood, then, and with such bittersweet thoughts, just as Khaavrenwas beginning to wonder if lllista would never appear, and if his hopes were to bedashed even as he was beginning to savor them, that his reveries were happilyinterrupted by a waiter who came to his table and said, "My lord, if you will do methe honor to accompany me to the back room, a lady wishes to speak with you."
To his credit, Khaavren gave hardly any reaction to this message save a curt nod,though his heart pounded like the hooves of a maddened horse. He rose, finished thelast sip of his wine and said, "Very well." The servant led him to the rear of the inn,through a curtained doorway, through a narrow, well-lit room, to another room,curtained on both sides and lit only by a single candle high on the wall. A small,hooded figure sat at the far end of the long table that, save for a few chairs, was theonly furnishing the room offered.
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Khaavren frowned. "Illista?" he said hesitantly.
She brought her finger to her lips to indicate silence, then pulled the hood backso he could see her face. "Don't speak my name so loudly here," she said.
He rushed to her and knelt at her side. "I will not, but I fear my heart may beheard, for it cries your name aloud with each beat."
"Oh, come," she said, blushing. She suddenly seemed younger than she hadbefore. "Sit next to me," she said. "We must speak."
"I am eagerly awaiting your every word, for the sound of your voice is sweeter tome than the ringing of the bells of Scansni."
"Please."
"I cannot refuse you. I will speak no more of your charm, your grace, yourbeauty, the shiver that passes through me when I hear your voice, the throb in mybreast when your eye meets mine; I will say nothing of these things, but instead I willsit and listen patiently to what you have to tell me. You see? I speak no more, butmerely listen."
And, true his word, he sat quietly, watching her every expression, waiting for herwords to fall, like water from the Everlasting Fountain of Prince Westmount, into hiswaiting ears.
"I have a friend," she began.
"A friend?" said Khaavren.
"Yes."
"How? Do you mean a lover?"
"Oh, that you should ask! Haven't you just promised to listen?"
"Your pardon," said Khaavren, blushing. "The thought forced its way from myheart to my mouth, never stopping in my brain. You perceive, I always speak myheart; it is a defect, I know."
"It is," she said, "a charming defect, it is true, but still a dangerous one."
"Ah, you think so?"
"I am certain of it."
"Well, then I will bridle and rein these wild feelings, and listen, only."
"Well, then I continue."
"I await your words. You have a friend who is not a lover."
"Yes. She is in trouble."
"Well?"
"The Empire has taken an interest in her."
"An unkind interest?"
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"As unkind as possible: they wish to arrest her."
"Ah! But haven't you friends at court who could protect her?"
"Indeed, I thought so; I have the ear of the Consort herself."
"I would nearly think that sufficient."
"But it is not."
"How, not?"
"Because her enemies have the ear of the Emperor."
"That is a problem, yes. Of what crime is your friend accused?"
"She is accused of nothing short of murder, my friend."
"Good heavens!"
"Ah, you exclaim. Are you horrified?"
"Horrified? No, I am delighted."
"How, delighted?"
"I am delighted that, just now, you called me your friend."
"Oh, as to that," said Illista, blushing. "But what of the crime?"
Khaavren lifted his shoulders and brought them down again, like Aerich. "Allmurders are not the same. Some are cowardly, such as the killing of Lady Yurrota,that had the court in turmoil for days. Others are merely duels without the formalitiessuch as that recently committed by Lord Porishtev in his killing of Gerand of Kor.Still others, such as the matter of the Baroness Kaluma, are--"
"What name did you say?" cried Illista.
"Baroness Kaluma, who is better known as Kathana--"
"Yes, yes, I know. But how did you come to mention her?"
"Why, surely everyone is acquainted with the matter?" said Khaavren, who hadnot heard of it two days before.
"And what is your own belief on her crime?"
Khaavren frowned. "Well, it was hardly a duel, and yet it seemed to me perfectlyjustified."
"Then you believe she should go free?"
"Oh, I don't say that."
"You don't?"
"Well, it was a killing, after all."
"Then I am undone!"
"How?"
"You were my last hope."
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"I was? But I no longer am? You speak in riddles."
"And can you not solve the riddle?"
"The Gods! How can I--? But wait, could it be that your friend's name isKathana e'Marish'Chala?"
"Ah! You have guessed it."
"But then, this changes everything."
"What has it changed? You perceive that I am most eager to hear your answer."
"A moment ago, I was considering mounting an expedition to capture her."
"What, you?"
"Indeed yes. But I no longer hold with this plan."
"And have you another?"
"I have. Instead of capturing her, I will save her."
"But, why?"
"Because she is your friend, and you--" Here Khaavren broke off, stammering.
"Yes, I?"
"Oh, I cannot say."
Now it was Illista's turn to blush, but she said, "How can you save her? I don'tknow where she is."
"Ah, but I do."
"You do? How can that be?"
"In the simplest possible way: I have discovered it."
"But then, where is she?"
"She is at Redface, the home of Adron e'Kieron."
"What? Are you certain?"
"As certain as if I'd seen her there."
"And you will save her?"
"I answer for it."
"But what of those who plan to arrest her?"
"I will foil them."
"And if they attack you?"
"I will defeat them."
"There are many of them, and they are powerful."
"I am not without friends."
"Can you count on them?"
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"Assuredly. But tell me, who are these people who are many and powerful andwill attack me?"
"Oh, I cannot tell you that!"
"You cannot?"
"I cannot."
"But why?"
"It's not my secret."
"Whose secret is it?"
"But I cannot tell you that and still keep faith."
"Ah. Yes, I see that. Well, then, I will simply perform."
"Then you are resolved to help me?"
"Resolved! Yes, that's the very word."
"You are kindness itself!"
"Is it not a gentleman's duty to be charitable to those in need? And I nearly thinkyou are in need."
"Oh, you are so good to me."
"No, it is you who are good to me, for you have allowed me the privilege ofhelping you. And furthermore--"
"Yes? Furthermore?"
"You are about to allow me to kiss your hand."
"Oh." Illista looked away and blushed.
"Well?"
She said nothing but extended her hand to Khaavren, who reverently placed hislips upon. "Ah!" he cried, "And now, I must leave at once to go about this errand,lest I grow so overcome with emotion that I am unable to move from this spot."
"Yes," she said. "Go. And I--"
"Well, and you?"
"I will await your word."
"You will not need to wait long," he said, and sprang through the door, only tostop just past the threshold and return.
"Your pardon," he said.
"Well?" she said.
"If I am to get word to you, how shall I find you?"
"Oh. In the easiest possible way. You shall ask after the Marchioness of theTwicetied Hills, in the House of Phoenix."
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"I will not fail to do so," he said, bowed low to her, and sprinted through thedoor, through the inn, and out into the evening air.
Chapter the Fifteenth
In Which Khaavren Receives a Warning
And Aerich tells a story
«^»KHAVREEN'S FEET SEEMED to him, insofar as he concerned himself with theiractivities, to have developed their own brain, complete with memory and will, as theytransported him through the narrow, curving streets, and up the gentle slopes towardhis home. Khaavren himself, as we have already had the honor to imply, was mostlyunaware of their activity, as he had things of more moment with which to concernhimself; to wit, the brush of soft fingers against his, the touch of his lips against ahand, and the contact, fleeting, but no less powerful for that, of his eyes with thoseassociated with the fingers and hand to which we have just referred.
It remains true, however, that an inconveniently placed railing or sharp corner willnot remove itself from the path of a drunkard, even if that drunkard is unaware of theobstacles on the path he has set for himself; in other words, no matter to whatdegree we are oblivious to the world, it makes its own choices as to how oblivious itwill be to us. Khaavren discovered this fundamental truth of human existence when,as he carried himself rapidly through the streets of the Palace District of DragaeraCity, or, more specifically, as he went breezing by a certain narrow gap between atinsmith's shop and a belt-maker's, his flight was suddenly arrested by a pair ofrough but very strong hands which landed upon his collar and abruptly yanked himinto the narrow gap we have already had the honor to mention. Furthermore, beforehe could recover himself, he found that there was a heavy and rather sharp blade ofsome sort pressing against the back of his neck in a manner indicating that his spinecould be severed with the greatest of ease.
Khaavren gasped--the combination of his reckless run and its sudden stophaving left him temporarily out of breath--and saw a figure before him in a dark greyhood. The figure was slightly shorter than he was, and moreover had its head boweda little so that Khaavren could not discover its face beneath the hood. Whoever wasbehind him seemed to be large and was unquestionably strong.
The figure Khaavren could see, the one in the hood, spoke in a whisper thatKhaavren could barely hear over his own gasping. It said, "Sir Khaavren, youperceive that, although we have you at our mercy, we do not kill you. We have notbeen sent to kill you, but rather to speak with you. Yet rest assured that if the resultsof our conversation prove unsatisfactory, as evidenced by your future action, we willbe forced to take your life at that time. Do you understand?"
The pause after the question was Khaavren's first chance to regain his
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equilibrium, and it took a moment for the events of the last few seconds to assemblethemselves in his mind. By the time they had done so, and he was beginning toconsider what sort of reply he ought to make, the individual in front of him hadbegun speaking again. "You have chosen to look for a certain person--you knowwho I mean, do you not?"
"That is," began Khaavren. "I assure you--"
"Do not trifle with me, young man. You know of whom I an speaking."
"Well, and if I do?"
"You must stop. There are deep matters here, and you are likely to drown inthem. I am, you perceive, doing you a service when I tell you that you must stayaway from these intrigues; you ought to thank me. It is for the best if you listen. Is itclear to you what I am talking about?"
"It is clear," said Khaavren. "It is also clear that you are no gentlemen."
"Well, that is true," said the other, "but I think you will be as dead if killed by meas if you were killed by a gentleman."
Khaavren saw the extreme justice of this observation. It came to his mind to tellthem that he did not place such value on his life that he would allow strangers todictate his actions, but it seemed likely that if he expressed this thought they wouldkill him, which would allow him no chance to pursue any course of actions at all andwould, moreover, give him no chance to punish these men who had laid such roughhands upon him, so he merely said, "I admit the truth of what you say."
"That is good," whispered the figure in front of him, and made a sign to whoeverstood behind Khaavren, of whom the Tiassa had had not a glimpse. For a momentthe knife at his neck loosened, and Khaavren was considering how to twist awayfrom the grip when something dealt him such a blow on the back of the head that heat once fell senseless to the street.
He awoke, some time later, to several sensations, including that strangedisorientation which comes upon waking up in a place other than one's bed, and thediscomfort of sleeping in an unusual position, and the chill of the evening breeze,now that dusk was beginning to draw its curtain over the city. Yet what he noticedmost of all was the throbbing pain in his head, and it was in attempting to determineits cause that the events of his last few conscious moments began to come back tohim.
His first thought, even as this occurred, was to wonder if he'd been robbed whilelying there helpless, but, perhaps because this part of the city was better patrolledthan many, perhaps for fear that he might awaken suddenly and use the longswordthat lay on his hip, perhaps because he was somewhat hidden, or perhaps becauseof a combination of reasons, his possessions and his meager purse were safe.
As his memory began to clear, and he remembered the events which had led himto that place and time, he looked around to see if his attackers were still there."Well," he said to himself, "I perceive they are gone. They are cowards, but at least
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they are not murderous ones. But stay, how could they have come to learn that I amin pursuit of Kaluma? Could someone be spying on me? Or is there some darksorcery at work here? Surely, this will take more consideration than I can give hereand now; I must return home, traveling with more care than I did when last I washeaded that way. Will my legs bear my weight? Why should they not? It was myhead, not my legs that suffered the attack. Well, let us see. Ah! They obey mycommands. Excellent! Homeward, then, legs, but not so fast that my eyes and earscannot exercise all the caution that circumstances warrant."
He arrived home without further incident, although whether we may attribute thisto his caution we cannot know. Upon arriving, he found that Pel and Aerich wereanxiously awaiting him. Tazendra, who was snoring softly in the corner, woke as heshut the door, blinked blearily and tossed her head. "Ah. I was correct," she said."Here is our missing friend, none the worse for having missed our company thisevening. Am I not correct, good Khaavren?"
"Well," said Khaavren, as he sat in his favorite chair and took a deep breath, "Iseem to be healthy in all my parts, excepting only the headache, yet if, as I perceive,some of you were worried about me, then I can say that it was not without reason."
At this cool announcement, Aerich's brows came together, Pel leaned forward,and Tazendra stared. "Well?" said the Yendi after a moment.
"Since I left this morning," said Khaavren, "I have learned where the BaronessKaluma is hiding, been asked to help her, warned to stay away from her, andattacked in an alley. That, I must beg you to understand, includes only part of theday's activities; the rest being of a nature that I do not care to share with you at thistime." At this last statement, Tazendra smiled knowingly, while Aerich looked sad.
Pel said, "A busy day, indeed. I hardly know where to begin asking questions."
"You might ask what our intentions are toward the Baroness Kaluma," saidKhaavren.
"Well then," said Pel with a smile, "I ask."
"And I answer thus: I no longer know."
"How? You don't know?" cried Tazendra.
"It has become confused," said Khaavren.
"I am not good with confusion," explained Tazendra.
It was at this point that Srahi entered the room, dressed in her faded and tatteredhousecoat but looking quite wide awake. "So," she said to the room at large. "Hehas returned. But little damaged, I trust, master? You were, no doubt, at an inn? Orhaving some secret tryst with a lover? Or being chased all around the city bybrigands? Well, you're home now, not caring about the hour, and no doubt will wanttea with sweet wine. Very well, very well, I'm on my way to the kitchen. But mark mywords: you will not be young forever, and someday you will come to regret havingwasted your youth--"
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"Srahi," said Khaavren, "if you will be so kind as to bring me a damp cloth to puton my head, well, I will appreciate you the more for it. And, if you will do so silently,well, I will consider myself deeply in your debt."
She left the room still muttering to herself. "The gods." said Aerich under hisbreath. "I nearly think she guessed the entire tale."
"Perhaps," said Tazendra, "we should ask her how to proceed."
"Then again," reflected Pel, "perhaps not."
Srahi returned with the cloth, which Khaavren placed about his head, and to hercredit, she said nothing more.
"Tell us, good Khaavren," said Aerich when the servant had left, "why you areconcerning yourself about our intentions toward the Baroness."
"Well, in the first place, I have been asked to protect her."
"By whom?" said Pel.
"A certain lady of the House of the Phoenix whom some of us have met."
"Ah," said Aerich.
"My dear Khaavren," said Tazendra, frowning. "Are you well? Your face hasbecome quite red."
"Hush," said Pel.
"That is--" began Tazendra.
"I agree this is a view from another side," said Aerich.
"And there is more," said Khaavren.
"Well?" said Aerich.
"Well, as I was returning home, I was attacked."
"Blood of the Phoenix!" said Tazendra. "By whom?"
"That I cannot say. It was a treacherous attack, from an alley, and there were twoof them. They held a knife at my neck and warned me not to become involved in thematter of Baroness Kaluma."
"Indeed," said Aerich.
"But, which side were they on?" said Pel.
Khaavren shook his head, then winced from the effect this had on the injuredarea. "They said nothing which would tell me. Furthermore, the one I could see wascowled the entire time, so I couldn't see his face."
"That's too bad," said Tazendra. "For it seems clear that we ought to opposethem, and that is difficult to do if we don't know who they are or what they want."
"No doubt they were merely ruffians hired for the purpose," said Pel. "Orca, nodoubt, or perhaps even Jhereg."
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"I am not entirely certain that we should oppose them," said Aerich slowly.
"How?" said Tazendra, amazed, and Pel frowned at the same time, and evenKhaavren felt some surprise that the Lyorn seemed to be willing to let them befrightened off.
"It is all very well to say, 'Come, let us not be afraid of anyone low enough toemploy Orca or Jhereg to do their fighting for them.' But consider: they could havekilled Khaavren had they chosen. Can we stay on our guard all the time? Do we havethe littlest idea of the forces which are arranging themselves against us?"
The others started to speak, but at that moment Srahi returned with a pot ofstrong tea which had been fortified with wine. After serving them, she started to sitdown with them, then, looking at their faces, gave a snort and left the room instead.At this point, before anyone could speak, Aerich gestured for silence.
"Let me tell you a story," he said.
"Ah," said Tazendra. "I should like to hear a story."
"Well then, here it is. Once there was a young man of the House of the Lyorn. Hewas raised in a proud family, and brought up in all the ways he ought to have been.That is, he was taught history, poetics, philosophy, sorcery, swordsmanship,penmanship, and the thousand other things necessary for one who is to rule over thelands and vassals he will someday inherit--for he was the eldest child, in fact, theonly child of this family."
He paused to sip his tea. Khaavren thought he detected an odd tremor in theLyorn's hand. He said, "Pray continue, good Aerich. You perceive we are alllistening most adamantly."
"Well, it so happened that at just about the time this gentleman reached the age ofeighty--that is, well before, by the custom of his House, he was considered to havereached maturity--his father became involved in court politics. To be precise, hewas called in by His Majesty, Cherova, for advice on settling matters with the Kingof Elde Island, whose name, I regret to say, escapes me."
"I think it is not important," said Khaavren. "Please continue."
"Yes. Well, a certain individual, also of the House of the Lyorn, had, until thattime, been advising His Late Majesty on the subject, but m--, that is to say, theyoung man's father proved more able to conduct negotiations."
"Well," said Khaavren, "it would seem that this would be all to the good."
"So it would seem, good Khaavren. Yet there times when it is dangerous tosucceed where another fails."
"Ah. There was jealousy?"
"You have it exactly," said Aerich. "And not only jealousy, but the power to acton it The discredited advisor was not above using subterfuge and hiring knownthieves. It began to appear as if the successful advisor were unscrupulous. Theevidence mounted until, driven to distraction, the gentleman began to fight back in
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ways he would never have thought himself capable of using. Of course, this wasdiscovered, and, in less time than one would have thought possible, the successfuladvisor became the discredited one, and, furthermore, all of his lands were taken andhe died a broken, penniless man, leaving his son trained to rule a fief that was nolonger in the family."
Khaavren studied his friend for some moments, then said, "And the unscrupulousadvisor, could his name, perhaps, have been Shaltre?"
Aerich stared at him coldly. "I have no idea to what you could be referring. I wastelling a story, to illustrate a point."
"And the point, good Aerich?"
"The point is that it is sometimes dangerous to meddle with those who havefewer scruples than you do; you may lose more than your life. You may lose a stakeyou didn't know you had set onto the board."
"And yet, good Aerich, was the Lyorn wrong to have done what he could for theEmpire?"
"Ah, as to that, I do not say. I merely bring up a matter for you to considerbefore you dive headlong into danger of an unknown sort, from an unknown quarter.We have no worry for our lives, after all; they have belonged to the Empire from themoment we took our oaths. But what are we prepared to risk, my friends? Surelythis deserves some consideration."
As he spoke, Khaavren felt a sudden chill, as if, in the winter, a window had beenleft open and cold air, unmistakable in feeling yet indefinite in source, had touchedthe back of his neck and sent its tendrils down his spine. He sent a glance at Pel,who was frowning and staring at the floor.
Tazendra, however, said, "But consider that, if we do nothing, we are giving in tofear of the worst sort--the fear of unknown dangers. We may scorn a man who runsfrom a battle he cannot win; how much more should we scorn a man who runs froma place where he thinks there might be a battle that perhaps he cannot win?"
Khaavren stirred. "I think our friend the Dzur has the right on this, good Aerich."
The Lyorn sighed. "Yes," he said. "I'm afraid I agree And you, good Pel?"
The Yendi made a dismissing gesture with a wave of his hand. "We are young,we are brave, and we are four together. If we let fear direct us now, what will we dowhen we have lived a millennium or two, and know the full measure of terror? Wewill be afraid to throw a stick in a river, lest we be splashed by water that hassomehow been poisoned. I agree with Tazendra."
Aerich sighed. "Yes, my wise friend, I don't dispute you. Well then, if we must,let us be about it. How shall we begin?"
"Ashes!" said Tazendra. "We must first decide if, when we find this artist, orkiller, we are to arrest her or prevent her arrest."
"Not at all," said Pel.
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"Well?" said Tazendra.
"It seems we must find her first. Then we can decide what to do with her. Yousay, Khaavren, that you know where she is?"
"It is likely," said Khaavren.
"Then we must go there."
"And yet, it is not easy to get a leave of absence from our duties."
"Is it not?" said Pel, with a smile. "Did I not say that I would attend to it?"
"Indeed you did," said Khaavren. "Have you, then, done so?"
"After a fashion."
"After what fashion?"
"Why, I have procured for us a mission which will require us to be gone for anunspecified length of time."
"A mission? Of what nature?"
"Are you aware of the trouble brewing around the estate of Pepperfield?"
"Indeed I am," said Khaavren.
"As am I," put in Tazendra, who seemed anxious not to be left out of theconversation.
"Are you aware of the nature of the trouble?"
"Yes," said Khaavren.
"Oh, the nature of it," said Tazendra.
"Well?"
"That is to say, not entirely."
"Well, it is a dispute over which line of the House of the Dragon is given the areato rule. It is further complicated because, as you know, diamonds have beendiscovered nearby, in a place called Sandyhome, and the Emperor is consideringraising an army to secure Sandyhome which, although it is hardly fifty leagues away,is of sufficient distance to leave the Pepperfields only poorly defended."
"Ah," said Tazendra. "Now I understand. But how does this concern us?"
"Doesn't it seem to you that it might be worth the Emperor's while to sendsomeone to look the area over, and find out just what the situation is?"
"That seems reasonable," said Khaavren, smiling. "And you suggested to theCaptain that we would be well-suited to such a task?"
"My dear Khaavren, you have it exactly."
"And yet," said Tazendra, "doesn't the Emperor have soldiers near the area fromwhom he can get reports, merely by asking them through the Orb?"
"Ah, but how reliable are they? There are always conflicting reports, my dear
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lady, depending on whom one asks. But a member of his own regiment, well, thatwould be an entirely different matter. Or so our Captain thinks."
"So," said Khaavren, "we are to go east."
"Yes, taking as much time as necessary. If our route happens to bring us in anentirely different direction for a while, well, we are not expected to report for quitesome time at any rate."
"It is well then," said Khaavren, "that our route takes us almost to that veryplace."
"Cracks in the Orb," said Tazendra. "It does?"
"Indeed," said Khaavren. "We are bound for Redface, less than fifty leaguesfrom Pepperfield."
"Fifty leagues of the city, or fifty leagues by the Easterner's reckoning?" saidAerich.
Khaavren shrugged. "A day's brisk march by the footpaths, so I'm told, or elsetwo days' quick ride by the horse-trails."
"That falls out rather well," said the Yendi.
"Indeed it does," said Khaavren. "Have we horses?"
"My dear Khaavren, we will have the choice of the stables, as well as Cards forPassage for the posts, and letters of credit to see us on our way."
"My dear Pel, you are a marvel. Then we can set off in the morning?"
"I can see no reason not to," said Pel, bowing his acknowledgment of thecompliment.
Aerich, who had not spoken until this time, said, "Then I shall prepare myself bysleeping. I suggest the rest of you do the same."
Tazendra and Khaavren agreed at once, though Pel claimed he had anappointment with a tailor who had agreed to make dresses to Pel's designs, and thathe must meet with this person before his departure. He left, then, while the others,before preparing for sleep, held a brief discussion over plans, the content of which,be assured, we will return to in due course, after which Tazendra and Aerich wentoff to their chambers and at once to sleep.
Khaavren did not have such an easy time of it. He remained awake for some time,his thoughts flitting about like a hobird; hovering for a moment on the dark wordsAerich had spoken, napping about the plentiful unknowns contained in the missionthey were preparing for, touching lightly on plans and preparations for the morrow'sdeparture, and at last resting calmly on his memory of Illista's sweet lips, and theway her brows rose so charmingly when she smiled into his eyes. In this way, hepassed finally into a dreamless sleep.
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Chapter the Sixteenth
In Which we Learn What it Means
to be Half an Emperor
«^»WHILE KHAVREEN SLEEPS the sleep of the young and brave, we must, like thehawk, whose eyes can see through the overcast to spot a norska who can not seehim, even should the norska think to look up, send our gaze winging through thecity, up Kieron's Hill, past the Jungle of Ferns where Tuorli sat for week after weekcomposing a cycle of love-poems to her errant lover the Marquis of Gwethurich,down Backside Hill, around the Nine Bridges Canal where Lord Brythor, Dzur Heirto the fifteenth throne, lost his future and his life in the six-hour-long duel with hiscousin the Duke of Kl'burra, until we arrive at an unprepossessing hostelry built ofarched wood on the Avenue of Urtiya the Sage. Here, making good use of ourcapacity of imaginary observer, we will, without mounting by staircase or wall,without passing through door or window, nevertheless arrive in a second-storycorner room, where a young girl, scarcely two hundred years in age, is making hertoilet with the help of a maidservant who is even younger than she.
"Well, Yini," said the girl, "have I nothing whatsoever that will set off this gown?"
"Madam," said the maidservant, "since you do me the honor to ask myopinion--"
"Of course I do, silly girl."
"Then I think the small sapphire brooch, given you by Count N----, willcomplement the red of the gown nicely, as well as setting off your eyes."
"You may be right, Yini, but what about House insignia? I can hardly have theDuke of G----call upon me when when I am wearing nothing to show my Dragonheritage, can I? Yet the pendant would scarcely look right when placed against thesilver of the ruffles."
"Is then madam not going to wear the black sleeves with the silver lace?"
"Cracks and Shards, Yini, I think I am."
"Then perhaps madam could wear the ring instead of the pendant, since silveralways looks well against black, and they are, after all, the very colors of yourHouse."
The girl considered for a moment, then said, "Very well, Yini. Fetch it, then helpme with my hair. Shall I put anything in it, do you think?"
"Little if anything, madam; I believe that on this occasion the elegance of a simpleknot, with perhaps one comb, would be best. Perhaps a comb with a few smallsapphires, to set off the brooch."
"Excellent, Yini; I think your plan will be a good one."
"Thank you, your ladyship."
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The lady, who was none other than Jenicor e'Terics, completed her toilet bysmoothing one side of her hair with water, gave her lovely face a last approving lookin the glass, and left the room to await her visitor in the receiving room that had beenincluded in the apartments she had rented.
Now, considering that this was a part of Dragaera City that had once served as amarket for the Teckla from the south-west, and, that since the completion of theHawk's Landing Road it had become less and less frequented so that by the time ofwhich we have the honor to write it was a part of the city that a nobleman would visitonly if he felt an uncontrollable need to find the poor so he could give them alms,one might well wonder what Jenicor e'Terics, Marchioness of Sharp Bend Cave andEnvirons, future Duchess of Highland Reef, and, even then, only five steps removedfrom the Dragon Heir, would be doing in such a place. For the answer to thisquestion, the reader need only wait patiently while she puts on a silvery mask to hideher features.
We should note that in those days the masks actually concealed the identity of thewearer, whereas today they are only symbols through the use of which certain noblespretend to be excused for conduct which would be unforgivable without this"disguise." In those days, in which one could use such a word as "honor" withoutfeeling one's face becoming red, a noble who allowed himself to be recognized whileengaged in scandalous activity risked his reputation, his fortune, even his right toDeathgate.
So it was that Yini set the mask over her lady's features, carefully arranging thecord so as not to dishevel her hair, and succeeding in hiding those features whichwould have identified her, unless one knew her so well that her small, pouting lipsand dimpled chin would have been sufficient. Yet none of those were required to seethat she was a lady; the merest glance at the trim ankles that appeared beneath herbroad-shouldered, tight-waisted gown or the long fingers whose outlines were clearlydiscernible beneath her neatly seamed silk gloves gave unimpeachable evidence ofnoble birth, even if one were inobservant enough to miss the full, thick texture of herhair, which achieved, through no artifice except nature, that fine shade of brown thatalmost appears red beneath the natural orangish light of day.
At the exact moment that Yini was completing her task of fastening the maskthere came the sound of a soft, fine, almost feminine clapping outside the door.
"It is he!" whispered Jenicor. "The Duke of G----!"
"Shall I open it, then?" asked Yini, also whispering.
"No! Retire to the common room, but return here in two hours."
"Yes, madam. Shall I use the other doorway?"
"Of course, silly girl. Be off, now." At which time the clapping was repeated,perhaps a trifle impatiently, to judge by the increase in volume. Jenicor hurried toanswer it. "Who is there?" she called.
The answer came in a voice low but clear. "It is I, madam, who come, oncemore, to worship at the feet of my goddess."
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At these words she flung open the door, which revealed a man covered in a largebrown woolen cloak, with a hat pulled down well over his face. "Ah, Cavalier," shecried, "it is you at last," proving that he was both expected and recognized.
"It is," he said. "Are we alone?"
"Indeed we are. I have sent my maid down to the common room."
"But then, you wear a mask?"
"Well, and you wear a cloak and a hat."
"That is true, but I have been walking through districts where it would be uselessto be recognized."
"And I?"
"You, madam, seem to be alone in your room; hence, there is no one torecognize you. And the proof is, see, I remove my hat."
"But suppose I were to wish to visit the common room, Cavalier. Surely youcannot expect me to remain in my chambers, alone, with you?" Here a singular smile,at once innocent and flirtatious, sped over her lips.
"Ah, madam, you wound me."
"I?"
"Assuredly. How can you doubt your safety with me?"
"Well, if you recall our last meeting, at the keep of the Baron of R----, you willrecall--"
"Bah! I was drunk."
"You? Drunk?"
"On the splendor of your eyes, madam. They are intoxicating."
"Cavalier, you must not speak so!"
"But I must, for you have not allowed me the honor of kissing your hand."
"Well, then, here it is."
"Ah, I touch my lips to perfection. You see, I do so again. There. And again.And--"
"Stop, now. You must desist."
"Well, then, let us sit down together and speak like brother and sister, if you willhave it so."
"I will."
"Shall I pour you wine?"
"Only a little. And have a care, lest you become drunk again!"
"Ah, madam, if you knew how your jests are as poniards to me--"
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"Stop, then, and let us speak. Cavalier, as you have said."
"Very well. Since we must, let us speak of the court."
"Of the court? Why of the court?"
"Why? Because I wish to be half an Emperor."
"How? What can you mean, half an Emperor?"
"I shall explain, if you like."
"Please do, because I am most curious."
"Well, allow me to begin by asking you a question."
"Your explanations often begin that way."
"Are they any less clear for that?"
"Not at all. Ask your question, then."
"Well, this is it: what does the Emperor have that I am lacking?"
"That is not difficult: In the first place, the Orb."
"Well, that is true, and after the Orb?"
"Power."
"What is power?"
"Power is to give an order and have it obeyed."
"What order, then?"
"Any order."
"But, by way of example, madam, I ask you to instruct me."
"Well, suppose someone were to say, 'You, of the Guard, go and conquer thatduchy.' Now, if he were an Emperor, the Guard would jump to obey, and the duchywould fall. That is power."
"You reason like Clybru, the chief of Mathematicians."
"Well then, are you answered?"
"Almost. Tell me this, why should he wish to conquer the duchy?"
"Why? Perhaps he has said to the duke, 'I require five hundred tons of wood besent to my ship-builders in the south,' and the duke has failed to do so, but insteadhas begun building up an army of his own, like the Count of Endmarch did less thantwo hundred years ago."
"Well, but how would the Emperor know these things?"
"How would he know? He would be informed."
"By whom?"
"By those whose duty it is to inform him."
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"Why would they do so?"
"Because he is the Emperor, and the Emperor must be well informed, or how canhe make his decisions?"
"So, the Emperor is the one who, first, has the Orb, and, second, is sufficientlyaware of what is going on around him to know how to deploy his forces."
"That is it exactly."
"You perceive, then, that I wish to know what is going on at court, so I may behalf an Emperor."
Jenicor was so impressed by this logic that she at once said, "Well, I understand.What, then, do you wish to know?"
"Tell me of the cabals."
"You pretend there are cabals?"
"Cabals, intrigues, call them what you will."
"You seem certain there must be such."
"It is a court; there must be cabals and intrigues."
"Of what fashion?"
"Of all fashions. Alliances of mutual love; alliances of mutual hatred; most of all,alliances of mutual benefits. Come, you must be aware of some."
"But, good Cavalier, where would I look for them?"
"K'luno, dear one," said the Cavalier, "everywhere. But, if I were to start, I wouldalways begin with the Imperial Consort."
"Well, she is very beautiful."
"And she is powerful, by reason of having the ear of the Emperor, as well as twogood ones of her own, making three ears in all, which, by the logic I have shownyou, makes her half an Emperor herself."
"I nearly think you are right."
"So, who flocks to her banner?"
"Well, it is said that there are those who wish to take her as a lover."
"Ah. And does she maintain her virtue?"
"Some say she does, but only because she cannot make up her mind among thesuitors."
"And the Emperor, is he jealous?"
"Only of his friends, it is said."
"Naturally; one is always jealous of one's friends."
"How would you know that, Cavalier? You have none yourself."
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"You are wrong, my lovely Dragon, and the proof is that I have three."
"What? Three friends? Surely not those you live with, and who only know you byyour assumed name?"
"None other."
"What is the name they call you? It is the name of a valley to the west, is it not?Kor?"
"Pel."
"That is it. But then, you say they are your friends?"
"They are; so much so, that I would risk my life for them."
"But would you risk your ambitions?"
"What? You pretend I have ambitions?"
"Assuredly. You are ambitious of being half an Emperor."
"Ah, you have caught me, lovely one. I do have that ambition. But tell me, whatnames are attached to the hopeful lovers of the Consort; for surely the court gossipscannot fail to include names."
"Well, there is a Dzurlord, the Marquis of I__________. And a Tiassa, LordN__________. An addition, there is talk of the Dragonlord, Adron e'Kieron, and acertain Lyorn called the Count of Shaltre. And even a Phoenix, a certain Duke ofThreewalls."
"Stay, then. Threewalls?"
"Why, yes, that name has come up. I believe he is called Allistar."
"You interest me greatly; for I believe I know him. Has he a sister, who is Illista,Marchioness of the Twicetied Hills?"
"The very one. It is said, in fact, that this sister schemes on her brother's behalf,in hopes of raising the fortune of their branch of the family."
"Does she? Does she go so far as to help him bring to the Consort rare flowersof which she is fond, such as candlebud?"
"Cavalier, you have been toying with me, for you already know the court gossip.Therefore, I will tell you no more."
"If you will not, then it only remains for us to pass from discussion on to othermatters."
"Cavalier, you begin to alarm me!"
"Why? Are my kisses so unwelcome to you? Are you unhappy that I do this?And this? And--"
"Wait, I hear something!"
"I hear nothing save the sound of your gentle breath in my ear."
"No, it is my maid,.Yini, returning from the common room. Come, we must
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separate for now."
"Separate? Fresh wounds in my heart!"
"What? You think nothing of my reputation?"
"With your maid? Hardly."
"Do you think maids do not speak to other maids? And these maids do not speakto their mistresses? I assure you, I have enough duels on my hands to last me untilthe Dragon reign, I have no need to seek more because I have changed from apurveyor of gossip to a subject of gossip."
"Well, then I will leave."
"And that, I hope, quickly."
"Very well. My cloak and my hat?"
"Here they are."
"How do they look?"
"They suit you admirably."
"Well, and your hand to kiss?"
"Here it is."
"Farewell then, my tormentor, until the next time."
"Until the next time, wicked man."
And with these words, they parted, the door closing behind Pel even as Yinicame into the room from the other door, and found her mistress staring wistfully atthe spot the Cavalier had so recently occupied.
"Someday he may be more than half an Emperor," she said her herself with asmall smile. "Even now, he is more than half a lover."
Chapter the Seventeenth
In Which Discussion is Made
of Mathematics and Philosophy
As our Friends Prepare for Departure
«^»WE WILL NOW return to the house on the Street of the Glass Cutters and informour readers of the conversation that occurred during Pel's absence, which was, weshould add, both noticed and wondered at, since the worthies therein had not theabilities we have granted ourselves to flit carelessly about the city and look,unnoticed, into whatever odd corners our caprice takes us. Khaavren, Aerich, andTazendra, then, sat in Aerich's chambers and laid down what plans they could.
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Khaavren positioned himself on the couch, where he lay with a damp cloth, suppliedby the sullen but silent Srahi, wrapped about his head.
"We shall set out, I think, in the morning," said Khaavren.
"Very well," said Aerich.
"To-night, then, we must prepare for our departure."
"Prepare?" said Tazendra. "In what way?"
"Why, in all ways that seem good. That is, we must gather whatever we determinewe shall need."
"Well, then--" began Tazendra.
"If you please," said Khaavren. "Not so loudly. My head still gives me pain."
"Ah, yes," she went on in a softer voice. "I will remember."
"That is good of you. What were you saying?"
"I was saying," said Tazendra, "that I shall need my sword."
"That is right," said Khaavren.
"Shall I also need a flash-stone?"
"A flash-stone will be welcome, I think," said Khaavren. "Several, if you can getthem."
"Get them? My dear Khaavren, I make them!"
"What, you?"
"Indeed yes; you know that I am a sorcerer."
"That is true; I had forgotten. Well, and how long does it take you to make one?"
"Well, to charge a single stone with enough force to knock a man from his horse,and, if well aimed, to leave him stretched on the ground, will require, first, threehours to prepare the stone, next, two hours to beg the stone to receive the charge,and, last, a single hour to acquaint the stone with the means of releasing the charge."
"Well, that is six hours, then."
"Why yes, I think it is. How curious."
"And why is it curious that it is six hours?"
"Well, I have often noticed that it takes me six hours to charge a stone."
"And? What then?"
"Well, it is curious that you have arrived at this number after hearing only theseveral parts of it."
"You know, Tazendra, that I am an arithmetist."
"Ah, I hadn't known that. All is solved then."
"But tell me this. If we should require a stone with enough of a charge to knock
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two men from the saddle, or even five, then how long will it take to prepare?"
"Well, for a stone with twice the charge, it will take four hours to prepare, fourhours to set, but still only a single hour to arrange the release."
"That is, then, nine hours."
"Why, yes, I believe you are correct. Blood of the Horse, you are an arithmetist."
"I can figure sums like an accountant, but, I confess to you, little else.Fortunately, that is all that is generally required."
"Yes, you are right. I have heard it said that all other branches of arithmetic areproperly the province of philosophy, and ought not to be considered by a gentlemanat all."
"There is some justice in that remark."
"I think so."
"But, good Tazendra, let us return to the subject of flash-stones."
"Oh, now that is a subject that I know better than I know philosophy orarithmetic."
"Well, here is my question then: is it not the case that one can prepare a singlestone to hold two, three, or even four charges?"
"It can be done."
"And the preparations?"
"Well, for small charges, an additional hour for each charge is required to preparethe stone, and, above that, each charge placed in the stone will require an additionalfour hours."
"And the release?"
"To inform the stone that it must release the charges one at a time is a singularchallenge, my good Khaavren."
"Well?"
"Two charges, then, require three hours of work. Three charges require fivehours, and four charges would require eight hours."
"So, then, a stone with three charges would require, in all, more than half a day toprepare."
"That is true."
"Well, then, we haven't the time. We shall have to do without the flash-stones."
"Not at all, for I have already prepared a stone with two small charges, and twoothers, each with a light charge. If I prepare one more small one, then we shall eachbe equipped with a flash-stone for our journey before tomorrow."
"Excellent, Tazendra. Let us then be about it."
"I shall begin at once."
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"But wait a moment; we must decide what else we will need for our journey."
Aerich, who, for want of anything to say, had maintained his habitual silence untilthis point in the conversation, said, "Money."
"Cha!" said Khaavren. "That is true. We shall need money. Have you any?"
"Little enough," said Aerich, digging through his pockets and placing a singleImperial along with a few scant orbs on the table.
"At that," said Khaavren, "you are richer than I am." He dug in his pocket andplaced a share of pennies next to Aerich's money, in which company two single orbsshone with greater pride than perhaps they truly merited. "And you, my goodTazendra?"
"Oh, I have plenty."
"Ah, plenty?" said Khaavren. "You have then, enough?"
"Certainly. Here it is," and she majestically laid down a newly stamped Imperial,showing the face of his Majesty Tortaalik, and with it three or four silver orbs.
"Well, is that all?" said Khaavren.
"Hardly. There is also this." And she put a scrap of paper on the table, whichKhaavren hastily took into his hand and studied.
"The Gods!" he said. "It is a draft on the Dragon treasury in the amount of threehundred orbs!"
"Three hundred orbs?" said Aerich. "Well, that is a tolerably round sum. Whencecomes this draft, Tazendra?"
"Why, I assure you I have no idea, save that it was brought around by the postthis very evening."
"To whom did it come?"
"In faith I don't know; it was rolled up and sealed, with a ribbon about it and noname. Since it was I who took it from the hand of the post officer, and since it boreno address, I thought to open it, and I did."
"And you did right," said Khaavren.
Aerich picked up the paper, looked at it, and shrugged, "Well, it is signed andstamped, and even chopped; therefore it as good as coinage for our purposes."
"I suspect," said Khaavren, "that our captain does not wish for our journey to faildue to lack of funds."
"What," said Tazendra, "he considers it important?"
"I think so," said Khaavren. "And this proves it, does it not?"
"I nearly think it does," said Tazendra. "Pel has done well in speaking to theCaptain."
"Yes, but that makes me think: where is Pel?"
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"At his tailor's," said Tazendra, with a smile which indicated that, in some mattersat any rate, she was no dupe.
"He will be here," said Aerich, "when he is no longer busy elsewhere."
"Which is to say," said Khaavren, "that he is not here because he is not here."
"Well, do you deny the justice of this remark?"
"No," said Khaavren. "I think it entirely correct And yet, it does not relieve me ofworries."
"Bah. Were it you, or even Tazendra, I might worry. But there is no occasion toworry about Pel when he is out; he has many calls."
"Many mistresses, that is," said Tazendra. Aerich shrugged.
"Yes," said Khaavren, "you are right. We need only wait, and I am sure he will behere. And while we wait, let us continue to reckon up what we will need."
Tazendra said, "We are going east, are we not?"
"Yes," said Khaavren. "You're memory is like the Orb itself."
"In that case," continued Tazendra, "we must also go north or south, unless youintend to travel through either the desert of Suntra, or the jungles."
"Well," said Khaavren, "I have always believed that the desert would be a fineplace as soon as it could be contrived for someone to bury sufficient bottles of wineamid the sand, and likewise, the jungles, as soon as they could be rid of thoseanimals which are rude enough to wish to eat men, rather than peaceably allowing thereverse, which is as nature intended."
"And yet," said Tazendra, "since there is no wine in the desert, and since thereare wild beasts in the jungles, you no doubt wish to travel either north or south, inaddition to east."
"You are correct, good Tazendra; I have chosen to travel south around the desertthrough the pushta."
"Well, then, there is no need for warm clothing."
"But then there are the mountains."
"Ah, yes, well then, I shall bring my cloak which is lined with the fur of the foxand the norska."
"And you will be wise to do so, Tazendra."
"What else do we need?"
"A map, I think," said Khaavren.
"I have one," said Aerich.
"Is it a good one?"
"It is by the Baron of Portsfree, and bears the seal of my House."
"That is well," said Khaavren.
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"And then, what else?" said Tazendra.
"Our swords, our daggers."
"That is natural."
"Horses," said Tazendra.
"The Emperor will supply them."
"How?"
"You forget that we are in the Guards?"
"That is true, but if one should become lame?"
"Bah! We will then buy another."
"With what?"
"We will find the money. Haven't we already found three hundred orbs that wedidn't expect to find?"
"He is right," said Aerich. "It is wrong to doubt a providence which has alreadyprovided so much."
"Very well," said Tazendra, who didn't appear to be entirely convinced. "Whatelse?"
"Rope," said Khaavren.
"For what?" said Tazendra.
"Well, I don't know, but shouldn't travelers in the mountains always bring rope?"
"I, for one, do not anticipate climbing on the mountains, but merely walking inthem."
"Very well," said Khaavren. "Should we bring pavilions in which to rest at night?"
"How?" said Tazendra. "Are there not inns?"
"For the most part I think there are."
"Well, then?"
"But should we be caught in the mountains between inns?"
"Then we shall make a fire."
"Then we must bring an axe."
"Very well," said Tazendra. "I agree with the need for an axe."
"Extra girths, reins, and tools for repairing saddle and bridle."
"How, do you know how to use them?"
"I do," said Aerich.
"Then I agree with the tools," said Tazendra.
"Wineskins," said Khaavren.
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"Certainly, wineskins," said Tazendra.
"Means of making fire," said Khaavren.
"I am a sorcerer," said Tazendra.
"That is true. Bandages?"
"Indeed," said Tazendra.
"Cooking gear?"
"I," said Tazendra, "intend to eat at hostelries along the way."
"And, if we are between hostelries?"
"Then we shall bring bread and cheese."
"Very well," said Khaavren. "Then we also have no need for napkins andtablecloths."
"That is true."
"Oiled cloaks in case of rain."
"That is well thought. What else?"
"That is all, I think."
"In that case," said Aerich, "it is time we got some rest, for we must awaken, inany case, when Pel returns, so that we may acquaint him with all that we havedecided."
At which time they did, as we mentioned above, retire for a few hours. Khaavrenwas the first to wake when Pel returned, and hastened to collect the others, who,notwithstanding that they were still tired, made haste to the parlor.
"My dear Pel," said Tazendra, "is that you?"
"It is," said the Cavalier.
"But," said Tazendra, "where have you been that you have required that largecloak and the hat which so effectually hides your features?"
"Does it?" said Pel, mildly. "I was merely trying it out. Such hats are all the ragenow in certain quarters."
"What quarters are those?" pressed Tazendra.
"Oh, why certain--"
"Come now," said Khaavren, rescuing the embarrassed Yendi. "We arereckoning what we will need for the journey."
"Money, first of all," said Pel.
"That is taken care of."
"Ah! That is good, for I confess that I am in rather poor straits just at present."
"Well then, we will get the money that is due us according to this note, and we
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will divide it equally."
"Ah, we have a note then?"
"I think so. From the Captain."
"Good."
"You are not surprised?"
"He said such a thing was possible. What else?"
"Tazendra will make flash-stones for us."
"Good. What else?"
"Aerich is supplying the map."
"Ah. Yes, a map. Well?"
"Bandages, an axe, warm cloaks."
"And?"
"Bread and cheese."
"Is there more?"
"No, that is all."
"Excellent. And when are we to leave?"
"To-morrow, at the first light."
"Then I will rest until then. Good night, my friends."
They all bid Pel a good night, and then, seeing the wisdom of his remarks, eachretired once more to his own chamber to sleep, excepting only Tazendra, whoretired to her chambers, it is true, but only to work to prepare the last flash-stone. Toher credit, we must say that she spent a good many hours--six, in fact--poring overa common piece of rock, first smoothing it, then bathing it in the products of hersmall alembic, then using a fine stylus to carve the proper symbols upon it, and atlast making arcane passes over it while chanting a few words in the language of theSerioli, of which she had at least memorized what she needed to know.
To summarize, then, she completed her work and at last put herself to bed toprocure a few hours of sleep before the early morning departure.
BOOK
TWO
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Chapter the Eighteenth
In Which it is Shown That
Some Reflect, While Others Wonder,
But Many do Both at Once
«^»THE NEXT MORNING, after a hasty breakfast, they stopped by the Dragontreasury to draw upon the note given them by Captain G'aereth. They received, aspromised, three hundred orbs, half given in gold Imperials, the rest in silver andcopper. They divided it on the spot, then went and borrowed horses and a packanimal from the stables of the Guard, as well as borrowing saddles and outfits. ThenTazendra distributed the flash-stones, and they set out, passing down the streets intwo ranks, with Khaavren and Aerich in the lead, Pel and Tazendra behind them.
The mist which graced the summer mornings of Dragaera City had not yetdissolved when our friends passed out by the Gate of the Flags, outside of whichthey stopped to splash their faces in the Foaming Pool, each leaving a few pennies inthe water to bring them luck on their journey. A few drops of rain sprinkled them asthey left the pool, which Tazendra claimed was a good omen. Khaavren was inclinedto agree, Aerich shrugged, and Pel didn't notice, being deeply involved in thinkinghis own thoughts.
Since they were not in a hurry, they made traveling easy on themselves and theirhorses, riding, now that the road was wider than the narrow streets of the city, fourabreast, so they could easily converse as they traveled, which they did after thefashion to which they had accustomed themselves in other surroundings.
They had been traveling and conversing in this manner for two or three hourswhen Khaavren said, "My good Tazendra, it seems to me that you are unusuallysilent."
"Well, I am," she said.
"Then tell me, for I am curious, what accounts for this uncharacteristicquietude?"
"I reflect," pronounced Tazendra.
"Ah! You reflect. Pel, Tazendra has been reflecting."
"That is right," said Pel. "And well she should."
"And yet," said Khaavren, addressing himself once more to the Dzurlord, "Ishould like to learn upon what you reflect."
"Just this," said Tazendra. "We are leaving the city."
"The Horse!" said Khaavren. "I think we are."
"I was wondering--"
"But you just said you were reflecting."
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"Oh, I was, I assure you. Only--"
"Yes?"
"My reflections transformed themselves into wonderings."
"Well," said Khaavren, "mine have been known to do the same."
"It has happened to me," admitted Pel.
"I never wonder," said Aerich.
"But then," resumed Khaavren, "you say your reflections gave over towonderings on some subject about which you had questions."
"Yes," said Tazendra, "you have hit it exactly."
"And what did you wonder?"
"Just this: we are leaving the city--"
"You had already reached the point while you were merely reflecting."
"Yes," said Tazendra determinedly. "And I began to wonder what we wereleaving the city to do."
"But surely you heard that it was with the intention of finding Kathanae'Marish'Chala?"
"Well, yes, I did hear that."
"And then?"
"But I wonder why we are finding her."
"Oh, as to that..."
"Yes?"
"Well, we are either going to arrest her or to save her from being arrested."
"But, my dear Khaavren, there is a difference, is there not?"
"What? A difference between causing her to be arrested and causing her toescape arrest? Barlen! I think so!"
"Well, but then, which is it to be?"
"I haven't the least idea in the world," said Khaavren. "We have determined, havewe not, that it would be a great blow to Lanmarea if she were to be arrested?"
"That is true."
"Therefore, you perceive, we ought to arrest her."
"But then--"
"Ah, but I have been asked to save her, and that by someone who, well--"Khaavren colored slightly but continued, "--someone I think it good to listen to."
"But then, when we find her, what shall we do?"
"Do? We shall do what you have been doing since we left the city."
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"We shall reflect?"
"Exactly. And, if that is not sufficient, then we shall proceed to wonder."
"To wonder," put in Pel, "is not bad, as it makes the time go quickly. But toreflect, now, reflecting is more difficult. Taro the Wise once said, 'A minute spentgathering wheat is worth a day spent sifting flour."
"Yes," said Tazendra. "Only, what does he mean?"
"Ah, you would know that?"
"Well, I would."
"Then I bid you reflect."
"Oh," said Aerich, in a singular tone.
Khaavren turned to him and said, "Excuse me, but do you see something?"
"I do," said Aerich. "Directly ahead of us on the road there seem to be threepersons who are neither wondering nor reflecting, but rather, waiting."
"So it would seem, good Aerich. Could they be waiting for us?"
"It is possible," said Aerich laconically.
"At any rate," said Khaavren, "they are watching us closely."
"Well," said Tazendra, touching the hilt of the great-sword slung over her back."It is all the same to me if they are waiting for us or for another, if they refuse toclear the road so we may pass. You perceive, the grass is wet, and I should disliketo have my poor horse get his feet wet, for it will make him unsteady. Therefore, ifthey do not get out of the road, well, I shall charge them."
"But then," said Pel, "shall we not stop and speak with them first? It would bepolite."
"I think we should charge them," said Tazendra, who, we must add, had not hada fight in some time.
"Bah!" said Aerich. "Charge them? Without speaking first?" Then he addressedthe two gentlemen and the lady before them, saying, "I give you good day. Youseem to be blocking our path."
One of them, a slight young Dragonlord with large eyes who was dressed insufficient ruffles and lace to have made a dance-party for the court, said, "I beg yourpardon. Grant me two words, and we will step aside and allow you to pass."
"Well, that's fair enough," said Aerich. "Whom do I have the honor ofaddressing?"
"I am Uttrik e'Lanya, of the North Pinewood Hold."
"Well, I am called Aerich."
"I perceive that one among you is a Tiassa."
"Well?"
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"Is he called Khaavren of Castlerock?"
"I am," said Khaavren, speaking in his turn. "You seem to know my name, andyet, I confess, your name has never sounded in my ears."
"That is impossible."
"Do you give me the lie, my lord?" said Khaavren. "I assure you that I have neverheard your name pronounced before this moment."
"You may persist in saying that if you wish."
"I more than say it; I assert it."
"Nevertheless, I wish to exchange thoughts with you."
"Upon what subject?"
"First, allow me present my friend, Sir Wyth." Here he indicated a wideshouldered Dzurlord mounted upon a piebald gelding. "And this," he indicated thelady upon his other side, who was seated upon grey charger, "Is Cohra ofLastchance, of the House of the Hawk, who is here as an Imperial representative.You have a friend, my dear Khaavren, and I am willing to accept your other friendsas witnesses."
Khaavren frowned. "You wish to play, then?"
"Exactly."
"And for what reason?"
"Reason? How, you pretend you don't know?"
"I assure you, my lord, I am entirely ignorant of how I may have offended you."
"Hunh," said Uttrik. And, apparently having done with speaking, he turnedtoward the gentleman called Wyth, who bowed to Khaavren and said, "Is this Lyorngentleman your friend?"
Khaavren looked at Aerich, who shrugged. "He is," said Khaavren.
"Well then," said the Dzurlord, "we wish to propose a contest to be held hereand now, with no healer present, with the game to continue until one of the players isdead."
"Dead!" murmured Khaavren. "The Horse! I seem to have offended thisDragonling."
Aerich turned to Khaavren and said, "Do you accept?"
"Well, yes," said Khaavren.
"Very well," said Aerich to Wyth, who bowed and spoke to the lady, who said toTazendra and Pel, "Will you witness?"
"We will," they said, at which time everyone concerned dismounted. TheHawklord bowed to them all and indicated a space on the side of the road. Whenboth seconds had agreed, she drew the circle with, Khaavren noted, the point of her
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dagger.
"Have a care, Khaavren," said Pel. "The grass is wet."
"Well, and is it not equally wet for him and for me?"
"Nevertheless, have a care."
"I have more than a care," said Khaavren. "I have a fine piece of skin which iswrapped around all of those charming organs that allow my breath to flow, myblood to pump, and my mind to think. I will, therefore, do my utmost to see that myepidermis finishes this conflict in the same condition in which it began it."
"That is right," said Pel.
As Khaavren watched, Aerich, who stood next to him on the other side, said,"This is absurd. Do you know him?"
"Not the least in the world."
"And you have no guess what his quarrel with you is?"
"None."
"And yet he asked for you by name."
"But he did not recognize me. You perceive, then, that he has been set upon me."
"Well, but he isn't an assassin."
"That's clear enough."
Tazendra, who had been watching the one called Uttrik as he removed hisdoublet, drew his sword, and began taking practice thrusts with it, said, "GoodKhaavren."
"Well?"
"I do not think this gentleman will give you much sport."
"You think not?"
"Well, you perceive how, in practicing, he strikes only at the air."
"That is not unusual, when preparing for a contest."
"No, and yet he seems to miss with every third stroke."
"Yes, that is true."
"And, furthermore, you will note how stiff his back leg is, and, still, how far aparthis legs are when he advances."
"Perhaps," said Aerich, "he seeks to mislead you."
"Bah! If he needs to resort to such tricks as that, you'll have little enough troublewith him."
Khaavren, for his part, agreed with the flaws Tazendra had seen, but also noticedthat the Dragonlord's sword arm was very fast, and that he could change thedirections of his cut with, seemingly, very little effort. He was, therefore, inclined to
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be prudent, as he was in all things in which his life was concerned.
"Come, then," said the Hawklord to Aerich. "Are you ready?"
Aerich looked at Khaavren, who nodded. "We are ready," said the Lyorn coolly,and escorted Khaavren to his end of the circle, and assisted him in removing hiscloak and belt. Khaavren then drew his sword, saluted the judge and his opponent,and placed himself on his guard.
They were still close enough to Dragaera that the road was in heavy use, so theincident had gathered a certain crowd, who began to place bets on the probableoutcome. As the two pieces of steel touched, however, the betting ceased, as did themutterings of the crowd--that particular type of conversation peculiar tohorse-races, norska fights, and duels.
The Tiassa, still fatigued from the blow to his head the night before, began thecontest in his usual cautious manner, attempting to determine what sort of man hewas up against In this case, all the flaws that Tazendra had noticed seemed true, butthe Dragonlord was, in fact, very fast on his feet, and moreover had a strength ofarm, and a heavier sword, which forced Khaavren to work harder than he liked toparry the many ferocious attacks that Uttrik directed at his body and head. Hetherefore maintained a defensive posture and guarded himself closely, using the"nine-point system of aggressive protection," a product of the baroque school of thefence, which rendered his head and torso all but invulnerable while still crowding theother and forcing him to respond to a complex pattern of nine sequential feints andattacks, a pattern which Khaavren hoped to break as soon as it was established.
While doing so, he also, as was his custom, studied the countenance of hisopponent. He saw, then, a gentleman with a good set of features excepting only hiseyes, which were too large. His eyebrows were well separated from each other overthe bridge of the nose, a sure sign of an orderly mind; his forehead was well-creased,indicating a contemplative personality, and, moreover, Khaavren detected in his eyesthat the twin forces of anger and frustration vied for control of his mood. Anger,Khaavren deduced, at himself for whatever real or imaginary offense had promptedthe contest, and frustration over his inability to bypass the furious defense the Tiassaoffered.
It was not long, then, before Khaavren judged that Uttrik had fallen well into thecomplex pattern, and abruptly left it. The Dragonlord, at this time, had been makingan attack for Khaavren's left flank, which his last parry had left open. Khaavren,however, twisted slightly to his right, with which same motion he struck down withthe flat of his blade upon Uttrik's sword arm, and felt his own weapon shudder fromthe contact. Khaavren resumed his defensive posture in time to parry an attack fromthe other's dagger, but no such attack was forthcoming, as Uttrik groaned andstepped back, his sword falling from the numbed hand.
At this time Khaavren took a step in, deflected the dagger that the Dragonlordraised in feeble defense, and put the point of his sword against Uttrik's throat. "Well,my lord," said he, speaking in an even tone to show that the contest had notexhausted him. "Now, if you would be so good as tell me why you have attacked
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
me, well, perhaps I will spare your life."
"Fie," said the other. "You still pretend ignorance then?"
"I assure you, my lord, I am entirely mystified."
"But then, my name means nothing to you?"
"Does that astonish you?"
"Nearly."
"Well?"
"And yet, if I were to say that I am the eldest son of the late Lord of Pepperfield,what then?"
"Ah," said Khaavren. "Then that is different."
"You know me, then?"
"That is to say, I've heard of your father, and am aware of his unfortunate death."
"Well, and does this explain my enmity for you?"
"Not the least in the world."
"What? You still claim that you have no notion of the cause of my hatred foryou?"
"None at all, my lord."
"My lord, I am astounded."
"Well?"
"If you wish, I will tell you."
"Shards! I think I have been asking for nothing else for an hour."
"Well, two words will explain all."
"I await you."
"But first, if you please, remove the point of your sword from my throat, where ithampers my elocution. I am fully aware that you have won our contest, and my lifenow belongs to you; and I assure you that if, after I have answered your question,you still wish to kill me, well, I will not resist."
Khaavren nodded and lowered his sword. At the same time he spoke to hisfriends, saying, "Before we terminate our play we are going to have some speechtogether. Exercise patience, then, for I think it will be worth our while."
His friends bowed their assent, while the crowd, impatient for a conclusion to theduel, muttered unhappily. Khaavren turned back to Uttrik and said, "Come then,speak, for I must admit that you have excited my curiosity. I fully expect you willsay things that will cause me to reflect, and perhaps even to wonder."
"Oh, as to that, it is not improbable."
"Begin then."
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"Well, my argument, then, is this: the Baroness of Kaluma, that is, Kathanae'Marish'Chala, murdered my father."
"Well, of this I am aware."
"You are aware of this?"
"Indeed, yes."
"And yet you do not know my quarrel with you?"
"My lord, it is now twenty times that I have repeated it."
"But I say that it is impossible."
"My lord, I don't know the custom in the House of the Dragon, but among theTiassa, well, we consider that when we are at a man's mercy is not the time to givehim the lie."
"Your pardon, good Khaavren. You are right. I render my deepest apologies."
"But then, you perceive, you still have not answered my question."
"Well, I will tell you then. If the Baroness Kaluma murdered my father, and youwish to save her--"
"Stop."
"Eh?"
"I believe you have pronounced the words, 'wish to save her.'"
"And if I did?"
"But, why do you think we wish to save her?"
"Well, don't you?"
"Oh, as to that, I don't even know myself."
"How, don't know?"
"My lord, it is not for you to question me; do you agree?"
"Well, yes."
"Then tell me how it was that you thought I intended to assist the Baroness ofKaluma."
"Why, in the simplest possible manner."
"That being?"
"I was told."
"You were told?"
"Exactly."
"What were you told?"
"That to-day or to-morrow there would be a gentleman named Khaavren, of theHouse of the Tiassa, in the uniform of the Red Boot Battalion, and that this
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gentleman intended to assist my enemy in escaping from justice."
"Well, your information, if wrong, is not the less complete for that."
"Thank you, my lord."
"But then, who told you this?"
"Why, I hardly know."
"How, you don't know?"
"I assure you, I never met the gentleman before."
"But then, how did he explain himself?"
"Why, no explanation was necessary."
"But then, an unknown man approached you and said, 'I shan't identify myself,yet such-and-such a man will be in this place at that time and do these things?' Mylord, it is not possible."
"Well then, it did not happen that way."
"Then, if you will be so good as to tell me in what way it happened, I will be verypleased."
"Well, I will."
"I assure you I shall consider myself to be in your debt if you do."
"Here it is then: I was partaking of refreshment at an inn outside of the city, in thedistrict of Longwater."
"At what inn?"
"The sign of the small scarlet capon."
"Very well."
"And a gentleman sat down next to me."
"Of what House was this gentleman?"
"Why, I assure you I have no idea."
"Well," said Khaavren, remembering Aerich's remarks concerning Jhereg andYendi, "what then? He sat down next to you."
"Yes, and we became engaged in conversation."
"On what subject?"
"On the death of my father. For you perceive that I had been in mourning, andconsequently had touched no spirits, until that very day."
"That is clear."
"So the subject was fresh on my mind, and the wine was well placed before me."
"I understand that."
"Now this gentleman--"
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"Whose House you are ignorant of."
"Yes. He had heard of my father's death, and expressed sympathy for me, whichseemed well done."
"It seems so. But then?"
"Why then, he related to me that he had heard that an attempt was being made torescue Kaluma from the authorities, in whom, until that time, I had put my trust."
"Yes, well?"
"I pressed him for details, and at last he relented."
"He relented, you say?"
"Exactly."
"And gave you my name?"
"Your name, good Khaavren, your description, and your mission."
"Well, but he was misinformed."
"So you say."
"But then, with your life in my hands, why would I conceal my intentions fromyou?"
"That is true."
At this time Khaavren was stuck by one of those sudden thoughts to whichTiassa are, in some measure or another, subject; those flashes of inspiration whichdrive some to disaster and some to wild success. Khaavren, true to his ancestry,acted upon this thought at once, saying, "Well, I will release you from the terms ofthis duel, and furthermore, I invite you to accompany us."
"Accompany you? But where are you going?"
"The Horse! We are going to find Kathana e'Marish'Chala!"
"But you said--"
"I did not say we were going to aid her."
"But then, are you going to arrest her?"
"Oh, I don't say that, either."
"But then, when you find her what will you do?"
"The Gods! When we find her, well, we will reflect."
Chapter the Nineteenth
In Which Uttrik, Being Interviewed, Is Found
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
to be Satisfactory, and, In the course of a Meal,
Aids Tazendra in Acquiring a Lackey
«^»THE DISCUSSION ENDED here, and Khaavren made a sign to the judge that theaffair was at an end, whereupon Khaavren conducted Tazendra to where his friendsawaited him. "This gentleman will be traveling with us," he explained.
Aerich shrugged, Pel raised his eyebrows, but Tazendra said, "How, thisgentleman?"
"None other."
"He will travel with us?"
"Yes, you have guessed it."
"He who, but a minute ago, tried to kill you?"
"Kill or wound, yes."
"Do tell me why, good Khaavren."
"Why, my dear Tazendra? Because I will have it so. Do you protest?"
"Well, no. But I--"
"Stop, then, before your lips produce some word or other that I have heard toooften already."
Tazendra then shrugged in her turn. "Very well, be it so."
Uttrik bowed to them all, then went off to hold a conversation with Wyth. "Ofwhat do you think they are speaking?" said Pel.
"Well, they are friends, and they are parting. No doubt that is the subject of theconversation. Or else they are communicating matters to be attended to while Uttrikis absent."
"Or," said Pel, "they are preparing something of a nature that they do not wish todisclose to us."
"Well, that is possible."
"And if it is true?"
"We shall be on our guard."
"Very well."
When Uttrik had bid farewell to Wyth and paid the judge, they mounted upontheir horses and continued along the road. They had not, in fact, been traveling formore than an hour when Tazendra remarked to the world at large, or rather, toanyone who would listen, "It seems to me that Khaavren must be hungry."
"Explain to me why you think so," said Khaavren, "for I am most anxious tolearn."
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"Why, because you have a fought a duel."
"Well, and?"
"I have merely watched you fight, and yet I have gained sufficient hunger to go afair way toward devouring every one of those sausages I perceive hanging in thewindow of the hostelry we see before us. You, then, having fought, rather thanmerely watching, must be even more hungry."
"If I were to disclose my true thoughts," said Khaavren, "well, I would admit thathunger would not be far from them at this moment."
"Food," said Pel reflectively, "would not hinder my enjoyment of the afternoon."
Aerich gave a shrug which indicated that he, too, would enjoy eating. Uttriksimply nodded. So saying, they entered the hostelry, which was marked by a signcontaining a picture of Beed'n, the Cavalier minstrel of the early Sixteenth Cycle,easily recognized by the peacock feathers he wore trailing down from his beret.
This is the second time we have entered that peculiar institution called the ruralinn since we began our history, and since we were too busy the first time to describeit, and, moreover, as we will find ourselves in such a place more than once in thecourse of our journeys, we will permit ourselves now to say two words about it.
If, as the Thirty-third Marquis of Goi once remarked, there is always a rebellion inprogress somewhere within the Empire, then there will always be hostels to serve asthe breeding grounds of sedition. If, as K'verra e'Tenith said, there are always morebandits than there are forces to contend with them, then there will always be inns togive them a place to rest between robberies. If, as Zerika II said, there are alwaystraveling procurators, tinkers, solicitors, and peddlers on the highways to pick upanything missed by rebels and bandits, than there will always be inns to provide themwith a warm place to rest before resuming their trade.
In our own happy days, when we can look back upon rebellion with a shrug,search in vain for the highwaymen who made unarmed travel impractical, andpretend that the trade of procurator, tinker, solicitor or peddler is an honest one, thecharacter of the inn has changed markedly, and, we are forced to admit, not alwaysfor the better. In those days, it is clear from all accounts, the floors were alwaysswept free of dirt, the tables were polished morning and evening until they fairlyglistened; the glasses of wine and ale were cold and full; the plates of food were hotand plentiful, and had, moreover, always the particular characteristics of the region;and the host, who never knew if he was about to meet a rebel, a highwayman, atinker, or one who had the duty to confound the others, took pains to be polite to alland partial to none; assuming, of course, the patron was of gentle birth.
The layout was simpler, then, as well; usually confined to a large common room,one or more private rooms in back, and a few chambers to let on the upper story (itwas a rare inn that boasted more than two stories). The benches, tables, and chairswere always simple, but built to last for a thousand years; in those ballads we hear sooften which speak of brawls in which the ruffians are breaking furniture over eachother, we may be sure that, in fact, a blow by a simple fireplace stool would have
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broken the skull of the unfortunate upon whom it was rendered without a singlecrack appearing on the bludgeoning instrument.
To such a place, then, our friends came and presented their horses to thestable-hands, and themselves to the hostelry, where, in a room empty save for a pairof merchants, they sat at a bench near a front window; thus being as far as possiblefrom the cooking fire. This fire, we should say, had no purpose, the weather beingstill warm, but to serve the several spitted fowls, the two slabs of kethna-ribs, andthe leg of mutton that were making the flames dance to the call of their dripping fat.
After the companions arranged themselves, they called first for the mutton, but,upon being told that it wanted yet two hours before it should be suitable, happilysettled for two of the capons, which, along with warm poppy-seed bread, sourfruit,several kethna sausages, and a decanter of the local sweet red wine, made for asatisfactory repast.
At first the conversation was stilted; the addition of Uttrik had turned theconvivial alliance into an uncomfortable association. But as they finished eating, thatis, when they reached that point in the meal when it is necessary to speak in order tofeed the hunger of the mind as capons will feed the hunger of the stomach, Khaavrensaid, "So, good Uttrik, you are from Pepperfield?"
"Well, yes."
"And have lived there all your life?"
"Oh, not at all. I spent much of my life in Dragaera City, where I have beentraining for a career in arms."
"But have you yet gone beyond training?"
"Only twice, Sir Khaavren."
"Tell us, then, about those two occasions."
"That is easily done," he said. "Both of these were in the south-west, and cameabout shortly after my father's death, which of necessity interrupted my period ofmourning."
"That in understandable," said Tazendra. "But, tell us about these battles."
"Well, to be precise--"
"Precision is always good," put in Khaavren.
"--they took place in the duchy of Fautonswell."
"Ah," said Tazendra. "You then served, did you not, under the Duke ofTwinoaks?"
"I had that honor."
"Against Kliburr, and the Carriage House Uprising?"
"So it has been called."
"Twinoaks is an able general, by all accounts."
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"Well, I can testify to that. My first battle was a skirmish, when we were sentagainst a small cavalry unit to teach them to respect the supply lines that connectedus with Lynch."
"Well," said Tazendra, who was becoming interested. "Did you teach them?"
"Nearly. They were coming out of the hills in an ambuscade when--"
"How many?" said Tazendra.
"Of them? Only thirty or forty."
"And you?"
"Thirty-two plus our officer, Lady Duraal."
"Well, and then?"
"Then we engaged them from the side, coming on them out of a grove of elmssuch as are found in abundance in that area. We left five of them dead, capturedtwice that number, and drove the rest away."
"And did you then give chase?"
"We were not permitted to do so."
"Well, and your casualties?"
"We were fortunate enough not to have had any."
"Well," said Tazendra nodding, "that was not bad work. And you yourself?"
"Oh, I engaged my man. He had not the skill of Sir Khaavren, I am happy to say.And, moreover, I have some knowledge of fighting on horseback. I had the honor toset my sword against the spear of an enemy, and I was able to give him a good cuton the arm and another on his leg, which convinced him to leave off the battle andretreat."
"And that was well done, I think," said Khaavren.
Uttrik bowed.
"But then," said Tazendra, "you spoke of two battles, I think?"
"The second was the Battle of Fautonswell itself."
"Ah," said the Dzurlord. "My cousin, Tynn, was wounded in that one. Not,however," she added, "before accounting for ten or twelve of the enemy."
"Well, it was a warm affair. They charged first, and our officer, Duraal, wentdown. That is, her horse was killed, and she was speared while she tried to recover."
"Was she killed?"
"She was mortally wounded, and died before the battle ended, but not beforearranging our skirmish-line and reorganizing our force in preparation for the general'scharge, and even, wounded though she was, leading our lines into the battle on thehorse of an enemy swordsman she had brought down."
"Oh, that was well done."
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"Those were my thoughts."
"And you," said Khaavren. "What was your role?"
"I played my part, I assure you. The General ordered our battalion to force theenemy back toward the hill, where his lancers were stationed, and, in doing so, I hadthe honor to bring three of the enemy to the earth; one with a flash-stone and twowith my blade."
"Come, that's not bad," said Tazendra.
"Well, it was pretty hot, but we fought mercenaries, which gave us theadvantage."
"That is true," put in Aerich. "They fought for pay, but you fought for theEmpire."
"That is it exactly," said Uttrik. "And for the honor of our General, in whom weall took great pride. A gentleman always fights better when he is with cause, for thenhe is not afraid of what he will meet when he passes over Deathgate Falls."
"That is full of justice," said Aerich, who then murmured, "I think I shall end byliking this gentleman."
Pel, who overheard him, gave the sort of peculiar half-smile which was part of hisnature and said softly, "I agree with you, my friend, but I say nothing on the matterof trust."
Aerich shrugged once more, and exactly as he did so, there came a cry from nearthe door, which sound was followed by the peculiar sound of a large sheet of thickoiled paper torn asunder. Khaavren and Tazendra were on their feet at once, lookingtoward the noise; Uttrik, who was facing that way, merely pushed his chair back andlet his hand stray to his sword hilt; Aerich and Pel contented themselves with lookingup.
The source of the cry and the cause of the sound were at once apparent, in theform of a small man in the colors of the House of the Teckla, who, contrary to thecustom prevailing at all times in all public houses, had been thrown through thewindow into the inn, where he lay on his back, endeavoring to rise in spite of acertain confusion that appeared to have afflicted his brain, due, no doubt, to theeffects of his means of arrival.
He was followed at once by several--Khaavren counted eleven--burly-lookingmen of no discernible House, save that ill-defined "House" that makes up those whoare born neither to serve nor to be served, neither to make nor to sell: in other words,common riff-raff of the highways. In one of them, it is true, the sleek, palecountenance of the Orca could be discerned, but he wore no insignia, and thuscould not claim the title of gentleman.
These ruffians, then, entered the house by the door, and at once found the Tecklawho had come flying through the window, with, presumably, their help. They pickedhim up, then, and two of them held him while a third, holding a stick of good weight,prepared to lay it upon the unfortunate. Khaavren, on seeing this, frowned; Aerich
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shrugged as if, since none of them were gentlemen, it was none of his affair; Pelsettled himself back with a look of idle curiosity, but Tazendra, who had alreadyrisen, cleared her throat significantly, while Uttrik stood and took a position next toher.
While the sound of the Dzurlord's throat-clearing might have communicated acertain menace, in this case it failed in its object, as the sounds made by the scufflingnecessary to keep the Teckla from falling over effectively blocked out any noisessofter than speech. Observing this, Tazendra took the necessary action; that is, shespoke. "Excuse me, my friends."
One of the ruffians, the one, in fact, who looked like an Orca, spared her aglance. "Well?" he said.
"I hesitate to interrupt your sport, but I have certain questions to put to you. Inparticular, I wish to know what this Teckla has done that has caused you to treat himin this manner."
"This doesn't concern your lordship," said the Orca, in a tone that could beconsidered polite only by allowing the greatest possible liberty in the use of the term.
"Your pardon, but it does concern me, in that I have done you the honor to askyou the question."
"And I repeat, your ladyship, that it doesn't concern you. Our business is ourown, I think, and thank the Orb the law does not require gentlemen such as ourselvesto answer such questions of anyone who comes by."
"Allow me to say that you are rude," observed Tazendra. "And, moreover, youare not observant, or you would perceive these gold-colored cloaks we wear whichannounce that we are members of His Imperial Majesty's Guards. Now, what causehas this man given you for such treatment? I beg you to observe that I have nowasked you twice; I will not ask a third time."
"That's lucky," said the Orca, and signaled his friend to begin the beating. Hisblow never landed, however, for before the stick could fall, there was a flash that,even in the well-lighted room, made everyone blink; the flash was accompanied,moreover, by a sharp sound, not unlike two blocks of wood clapped together, andthis was followed by a bittersweet smell that filled the room, and, at the same time, ascream as the man holding the sack stared down at the black burn in the center of hischest, then collapsed to the floor like a pile of dirty linen.
"Oh," cried the Orca. "Is that it, then? Well, we are ready to answer you,meddler. Charge!" They drew knives, then, save for the leader who had a sabre, andcharged Tazendra.
She, however, as cool as Aerich, said, "What is this, my man? Do you think thatI only have one charge in my stone? Allow me to correct you," and fired the secondin the Orca's face, leaving him stretched out dead on the spot.
She stood then, with her sword raised (the stone had been in her left hand), readyto defend her position like Lord Golgoril at Bendrock Junction. And, indeed, the
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brigand who held the front rank upon the fall of his leader felt something, for, thoughshe swung her greatsword at him one handed, he had nothing but a poniard withwhich to deflect it, the result being that both Tazendra's sword and his own daggercut deeply into his shoulder, leaving him moaning on his knees.
Things might have gone poorly for Tazendra nevertheless, except that Uttrik, whohad likewise been offended by the injustice of the attack, had in the meantime drawnhis own weapon and met the first attacker with a good thrust through the body whichlaid him out on the floor. Meanwhile, the Teckla, who had been released by hiscaptors upon the order to charge, rather than running for the door, had picked up astool that was of the sort used by those who polish the shoes of gentlemen, andproceeded, wielding it by two of its three legs, to bash in the head nearest him,which he did with good style.
"That was well struck, my good Uttrik," said Tazendra.
"Well, and yourself, I must say your sorcery is very pretty, my dear Tazendra."
"Bah, it was nothing. But look to your left, there--that's it!"
Now, while all this was going on, Pel had whispered to Aerich and Khaavren,"My friends, this has a smell about it I don't like, and spike me if I don't believe thatthese fine folk are here to provoke us, and for no other reason."
"Well," said Aerich. "You may be right. But, Blood of the Gods, they havesucceeded!" On this, the three friends stood up, and each held his flash-stone inplain sight while Aerich called loudly, "Come now, I think we can get them all in oneturn, don't you? On the count, gentlemen. Ready?"
This was too much for the remaining attackers, who, by this time, were reducedto six in number, for they at once turned and fled the room, the last to leave getting agood knock on the head by the Teckla as recompense for his tardiness. Those whoremained on what had been the field, or rather, the floor of the battle, looked aboutthem while putting away their weapons, which consisted of three flash-stones, twoswords, and a barstool, which was dutifully set down by the fire. Aerich and Peltook their seats first, while Tazendra and Uttrik embraced and congratulated eachother on their victory.
"Perhaps," said Pel, "we ought to question the survivors, if any are still alive, tolearn who it was who set them on us."
"You persist, then," said Aerich, "in thinking this ambuscade was directed atourselves?"
"Well, don't you?"
"It is not impossible," admitted Aerich.
"Well," said Khaavren, "we may learn something by interrogating this Teckla whowields a stool so well."
"Well thought," said Aerich. "Do you interrogate him, while I--"
"Yes? While you?"
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"Blood! While I order another bottle of this fine Gegaare wine."
"Very well," said Khaavren. "You, my friend, come tell us your name."
The Teckla whom Khaavren addressed was unusually lean for a Teckla, and hewas moreover of early middle years, and had a roundish face with small eyes and aprotruding lower lip. His fingers were short and stubby, proclaiming his House evenwere it not for his straight, light brown hair and bowlegged gait He said, "My lord, Iwill happily give you my name, which is Mica, and will, moreover, thank you deeply,for there is no doubt in my mind that you saved my life."
"Well," said Khaavren, "but what did those ruffians want with you?"
"As to that, I confess I have no knowledge whatsoever."
"What?" said Khaavren. "You pretend you have no notion about why theyattacked you?"
"None at all, my lord."
"Well, but the thing is impossible."
"Not at all," said Pel.
"Perhaps," said Khaavren, who was as yet unconvinced, "but tell us how it cameabout."
"Well, my lord, three times a week I come here to this place, and am given a mealin exchange for doing whatever work Master Cleff (who is, I should mention, thehost) can find for me."
"That is, then, your livelihood?"
"It is, my lord."
"And what do you do for meals on the other two days?"
"My lord, I do what Kieron the Conqueror did upon the cliffs of Adrilankha."
"That being?"
"I await the morrow."
"Decidedly, you are a clever fellow, Mica, and not lacking in courage, to judge byyour treatment of your attackers. But continue your story, for I must say that youinterest me."
"Well then," said Mica, bowing, "today is the day upon which I am to work, andI was arriving with that in mind, when I saw those ill-favored persons whom youhave so effectively put to flight."
"And what were they doing?"
"My lord, they were standing grouped together outside the inn, speaking in lowtones."
"Well, and then?"
"As I approached, one of them pointed at me, and the others turned to observe
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me, and nodded. I had no knowledge of their intentions, yet something made mewary, for a I took a wide path around them. You perceive, my lord, that, as I am nota gentleman, I may avoid danger without dishonoring myself."
"Yes, that is true. Go on."
"Well, they walked over in a mass, my lords, and barred my way. One of themsaid, 'Tell us, for we wish to know, what is your intention with regards to this publichouse?'
"I said, 'My lord, I intend to enter, with the plan of working here in exchange fora meal.'
"'What?' cried the man, 'you wish to enter this place?'
"'If it is not displeasing to you,' I said. 'If you would rather I did not,' Icontinued, 'I will remain without.'
"'Oh, no,' they said, 'we are happy that you intended to go in. We will even helpyou to do so by providing you with the means of gaining entry.'
"And, without another word, my lords, they took me and cast me through thewindow, with the results of which you are acquainted.'"
"Well then," said Pel, "do you doubt that I am right? This was a snare that hadbeen set for us, which we escaped only because our friend the Dzurlord knows howto use flash-stones, because we have with us a Dragonlord who hates injustice, andbecause this Teckla knows how to strike back."
"I no longer doubt what you say," said Aerich. "But who is it who so desperatelywishes to stop us?"
"Why, whoever it was that attempted to convince Uttrik to kill Khaavren."
"That being?"
"The same person who attempted to warn Khaavren away."
"And that is?"
"I have no idea."
"Unfortunate," murmured Aerich.
"But," added Tazendra, "we seem to have escaped."
"And for that," said Khaavren, "we have you to thank."
"I especially, my lady," said Mica to Tazendra, "thank you. And if there isanything I can do to aid you in anything, you need only ask; henceforth, I would laydown my life for you."
Tazendra bowed, then, suddenly struck by a thought, said, "But, have you notsaid that you eat only three times a week?"
"Yes, my lady, but that is twice a week more than I ate before I gained thisposition."
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"But then, would you wish for a better position; one that will allow you to eat, notthree times a week, but four times a day?"
Mica's mouth seemed to water at the thought, and, to judge by the way his eyeslit up, he had no complaints to make of any plan with that as its object. He bowed tothe Dzurlord and said, "My lady, that would suit my greatest wishes. Only tell mewhat I must do."
"Well, first you must travel with me."
"Travel with such a lady as you? Oh, that would be a fine thing."
"Good."
"But, what next?"
"Next, you must wear my livery."
"Ah, to be dressed in the arms of a Dzurlord! Such happiness is beyond me. But,what else?"
"Well, after that, you must care for my horse."
"I love horses, and have been caring for them all my life. What next?"
"You must learn to clean, polish, and sharpen my weapons."
"I sharpen the knives for Master Cleff, as well as cleaning and polishing the silverthat he keeps in case a prince should honor his house, which he has never used intwo hundred years, but which must, nevertheless, be polished every week against thechance that his fortune changes."
"You must help me to dress."
"My grandmother on my mother's side used to live with us when I was but achild, and she had the aryes so bad she could not dress herself, so I performed thisservice for her every day for three hundred years. What next?"
"You must bring food and wine for me and my friends when we require it, withthe understanding that any scraps of meat or dregs of wine are yours."
"It is just this I have been doing for Master Cleff for the last year; and he is atolerably stern taskmaster. What next?"
"That is all."
"Well, I do not conceal from you that it would bring me the greatest possible joyto hold this position."
"Then, my dear Mica, it is yours."
"But stay," said Pel, frowning, "surely you are aware that it is no longer thefashion to have lackeys."
"Blood!" said Tazendra, "That is true. I had not thought of it."
Mica trembled as all of his hopes for the future collapsed. Uttrik felt greatsympathy for him, since the Dragon had, after all just saved his life, but could think
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of nothing to do except to lean over and whisper in Khaavren's ear, "We must dosomething."
"Indeed?" said Khaavren. "Why?"
"Are you not moved to tears by the look on his face?"
"Well, but what can we do?"
"The Horse! You are a Tiassa; think of something."
Khaavren had a reply ready for this: he was about to say, "You are a Dragon; killsomeone," when this thought led to another, which led to still another, and hefinished by addressing Tazendra.
"My dear friend, attend me."
"Well?"
"Suppose, upon wishing to enter this fine hostel, we had met with a gentlemanwho forbade you from entering. What would you do?"
"What would I do? Why, I should take my sword and separate his head from hisbody."
"Good. But then, what if, when you are in the garden taking your morningexercises, someone should say, 'Your activities offend me; I insist that you stopthem.' What then?"
"Oh, then, well, then, if I had not my sword with me, I should take a flash-stoneand see how large a hole I could make in his body with it."
"Good. But then, let us pretend that one day you are dining by yourself in theLongwood Arms hotel, and an individual should insist that he, rather than you,should have the table at which you are sitting, and which commands a view of theriver?"
"Why, I think I should give him a better view of the river than he had asked forby sending him directly into it. But, good Khaavren, why all of these questions?"
"Because it seems to me that if you are unwilling to let individuals dictate yourdecisions for you, how it is you are willing to let such an abstract thing as fashiondecide how you are to lead your life?"
"Well," said Tazendra, "your words are full of truth. And I have changed mymind once more; Mica, you are my man."
"Yes, my lady, and I shall only be happier than I am now on the day when youshall command me to be cut to pieces in your service."
"I must say," said Pel, "that I am also moved by these arguments; I no longerhave any objections to make." But, as he said this, he frowned. After a moment hewhispered to Aerich, "Do you think my idea was right in regards to those brigandswith whom we have just finished arguing?"
"Yes, my dear Pel, I have told you so."
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"Will you listen to my next idea?"
"You know, Cavalier, that I will listen to anything you have to say to me."
"Well then, I do not trust a Teckla who fights too well."
"So you think--?"
"That perhaps the entire purpose of this plan was to convince us to take along aspy in the person of this Mica."
Aerich furrowed his brows at the word "spy," then studied the countenance ofthe Teckla before him, and at last shook his head. "No, good Pel, I believe you arewrong in this. I have seen this man, and if I am any judge, and I nearly think I am,this is an honest man, though a Teckla."
"Then you think we can trust him?"
"I think so."
"Very well; I submit to your perspicacity."
"Well then, let us be off, for I begin to tire of this house, however diverting theentertainments."
It cost them three orbs to settle with Master Cleff, which amount would havebeen more except that they were willing to give him the despoiling of those who wereleft on his floor, which left him in a state of happiness only rivaled by Mica, who ledthe way out the door, stopping only to pick up the stool he had used in the melee,against the chance that, in this company, he should need it again, which proved thathe was no fool.
They then went so far as to select the best of the horses left by the deceasedbrigands and gave it to Mica to use, whereupon Tazendra rendered this worthy evenmore happy, if it were possible, by saying, "Come along, Mica," as the Guardsmen,augmented by one Dragonlord and a lackey, set off once more.
Chapter the Twentieth
In Which the Author Believes It is Time
to see What Seodra Has Been Up To
«^»MEN HAVE INVENTED various names in which to measure distance, and havetaken a certain pleasure in assigning units of one to the other, in the sense that it is somany inches to the span and so many spans to the league; or in converting one to theother, in the sense that a league in the Sorannah is almost two leagues within theancient confines of Seawall, that is, within the barony that once held the city ofDragaera, and, at the time of which we have the honor to write, still held a portion ofit; yet, for all of this measurement, it is understood by those who travel and by those
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
who listen to travelers that the meaningful unit by which distance can be measured istime.
It is true, for example, that the distance from the Gate of the Darr to Ripple Pointis scarcely a league, while it is a good thirty leagues from the Gate of Iron toFosson's Well, yet, because the latter is over level ground with a good road laid onit, while the former is nearly straight up a mountainside covered in loose andcrumbling rock, we may in justice assert that each of these places lies the samedistance from the heart of Dragaera City, that distance being about thirty hours, or afull day and a night.
Therefore, if we say that our friends had a distance of many days ahead of them,we hope our readers will be neither offended nor confused by the apparentembarrassment of measurements.
What followed the fight at the inn, then, was a measure of time spent riding, in aleisurely way, through the beautiful Ironwood Gap of the Boiling Mountains which,while pleasant enough to those who had the leisure to travel in this way, will have, wesuspect, little enough interest for those who have chosen to come along on thisjourney in the capacity of observers. These observers, by which, be it clearlyunderstood, we mean the readers of these pages, might well have enjoyed the beautyof the divers mountain streams that rushed in a hundred variations through themountains, anxious to join together to form the northern Yendi River; and might alsohave appreciated the way the cool, gentle winds of the pass circulated over thetraveler's face; and would almost certainly have been pleased to see the explosion ofred and gold from the Creeping Woods as it was spread out below Sorcerer's Rockhigh in the pass; and could hardly have failed to enjoy the fragrance of the tunnis andthe blossoms of the late-apple; but all of these treats are reserved for those amongthe readers who witnessed these things before Adron's Disaster, some five hundredyears after the events herein described, which took these sights, sounds, and smellsaway forever as it took the Palace, the city, and all those who dwelled therein. Forthe rest, such things are useless to describe; therefore, we shall not take up ourreaders' time with them, but pass on to events of more direct importance to thehistory we have the honor to relate.
We come, then, back to the city, some hours after the events at that hostel whichwas informally called Beed'n's Inn. To be more specific, we will find ourselves in theDragon Wing, in the lofty and spacious apartments of the Warlord, which are, as wepeer at them from our invisible vantage point, occupied by Lytra, the Warlord, andan ill-favored gentleman who is distinguished both by a curious half-circle-shapedscar reaching from his right temple nearly to his lip, and by the fact that he is wearingthe grey and black of House Jhereg.
"So," said Lytra, "you failed; is that what you have to tell me, Fayaavik?"
"It is, Excellency," said the Jhereg, showing no signs of embarrassment.
"Well, then, tell me of the affair."
"Excellency, my task was to prevent certain persons from continuing their
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journey, using any means possible."
"Save killing them, Fayaavik."
"Yes, lady, those were the orders. But that is unnecessary; I would no morecountenance assassination than you would, Excellency."
"I believe you entirely, Fayaavik," said Lytra, in tones that indicated she believedhim not at all. "Go on, then."
"Excellency, I found a friend with whom I was on tolerably good terms--"
"In other words, he was indebted to you?"
"If you wish."
"Very well, go on."
"My friend--"
"Had he a name?"
Fayaavik gave a sign indicating that it didn't matter. "My friend," he continued,"found ten companions, and, by means of stratagem, attempted to convince acertain one of the travelers to expose herself without the others. We would then takethis opportunity to make one of them unable to continue, and so on, until we hadthem all, or at least, the one for whom you expressed the most desire."
"That seems to be a sound plan."
"I am glad you think so. But in brief, Excellency, the stratagem failed and theyescaped."
"But how did it come to fail? That is what I wish to discover. You say there wasyour friend, and ten others. It seems to me that this makes eleven. The ambuscadewas intended to defeat only four."
"It is true that I was told that there would be four of them."
"Well, that is the right number."
"I beg to differ with you."
"How so?"
"Because there were five of them."
"Five, Fayaavik?"
"Truly, Excellency. And moreover the Teckla, quite outside of expectation,delivered a blow or two himself, which makes six."
"But still, eleven against six, and one of them a Teckla--"
"Excellency, they had prepared themselves with flash-stones."
"Ah. I hadn't known they had such means."
"The report I received is most explicit on the point."
"But still, eleven against five. Were any of them wounded?"
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"Of the enemy? No. My friend was killed, however, as were two of hiscompanions. Three others were injured, more or less seriously."
"Incredible," muttered Lytra. Aloud she said, "But who was this fifth man?"
"That I cannot tell you."
"How, cannot?"
"Because, having no knowledge of who you expected to be there, save the Tiassawhom you described, I have no knowledge of who was unexpected."
"Well, one was a Dzurlord."
"That I know, because it was she that my friend thought to separate from the rest,as a Dzur will invariably defend someone, right or wrong, if numbers are againsthim."
"Still another was a Lyorn."
"Yes, it was he who was about to command his comrades to discharge theirflash-stones when the survivors made a retreat."
"There was a Yendi."
"I don't deny it, but you know, my lord, that they are hard to identify. Still, therewas one man who was described to me as small and handsome, very well dressed,of black hair, dark eyes, and wearing a cloak very similar to the uniform of theguards."
"That is he."
"Very good. Who else?"
"Who else, Fayaavik? Why, the Tiassa whom I had the honor to describe to youbut yester-day."
"Well, and what of the Dragonlord?"
"What, you pretend there was a Dragonlord?"
"Indeed yes. He had no flash-stone, but his sword, I am informed, was tolerablylong."
"I know of no Dragonlord traveling with them."
"Well, but stop, Excellency. I seem to recall, I was told by what name they calledhim. It was... yes, it was Yt-something. The last sound was hard, perhaps a 'g' or a'k'."
"Uttrik?" cried Lytra.
"That is exactly the name."
"But that is impossible."
"Very well."
"What do you mean, very well?"
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"I mean, if it is impossible, then, no doubt, I was misinformed."
"But Uttrik was to have killed the Tiassa!"
"Perhaps he didn't."
"Then the Tiassa was to have killed him."
"Well, perhaps that also failed."
"Impossible."
"Very well."
"Ah, you say it again."
"Blood of the Horse, I am consistent, I think."
"Go, Fayaavik. Leave at once. By the back stairs, if you please."
"Naturally. But first, here, take this."
"What is that?"
"It is a purse, Excellency."
"I see that it is a purse, but what does it contain?"
"Barlen! It contains good Imperials, I think."
"For what purpose do you give me money, Fayaavik?"
"Well, didn't you give me money? And a good amount of it, too? Well, I havefailed in my commission, hence I return the money."
"Bah! You were paid for the attempt. Keep it."
"I beg to differ with your ladyship, but only employees are paid to makeattempts."
"And are you not an employee, insofar as I hired you?"
"Perhaps I was, but now I am not, for I return the money."
"Yet, I insist--"
"No, Excellency, I insist. I do not wear your livery; nor shall I. Should you wishfor another attempt, you may so state, and I will then happily take your money again.Until that time, I will not have it, for unearned gold is a chain that I will not wear."
"If you will have it so, Fayaavik."
"I will. Good day, Excellency."
"Good day, Fayaavik."
The Jhereg left, as he had promised, by the back staircase. As the sound of hisfootsteps faded, someone else appeared in the room--the Athyra whom we havemet and whom we called Seodra, which we will continue to call her because that ishow Lytra referred to her, and, moreover, because that was her name.
"The Jhereg failed, then, Excellency."
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"So it would seem, good Seodra."
"Amusing."
"Not so. We have been checked. We cannot allow them to arrest Kaluma; wemust keep her safe so that we can destroy her at the exact moment our plan requiresthat we do so."
"Then we must find another way to stop them."
"That is clear, Seodra."
"We know, at least, whither they are bound."
"We know this?"
"I have been informed."
"That is good."
"You must call your Jhereg friend back to you."
"How so?"
"We have another task for him."
"That being?"
Seodra dropped her voice, as if afraid that the walls might hide spies, or, at anyrate, historians; and this maneuver must have been successful, for we are unable toreport what was exchanged between them for the next several moments. We canreport that Lytra listened, and, after listening, nodded, and after nodding said, in asomewhat louder tone, "Yes, Seodra, you are right."
"Well, then?"
"I will have Fayaavik return to-morrow, and I will give him the instructions youhave suggested."
"That would be best I will consider what further steps must be taken."
"Very well. Good night. And please leave by the back stairs."
"Don't I always, Excellency?" she said, and, bowing ironically, she departed inthe footsteps of the Jhereg before her.
Chapter the Twenty-first
In which it is Shown That Nothing,
Even Those Words That His Imperial Majesty Deigns
to Let Fall Upon the Ears Of His Discreet,
Is Safe From the Attentions Of the Historian
«^»
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IT IS NOW necessary, with our readers' kind indulgence, to direct our attentiontoward someone who, though we have perhaps neglected him, in no wise deservesneglect, because of his role in history in general and our history in particular: that is,the Emperor Tortaalik I.
Now, at this time, that is, the beginning of the Eighteenth Cycle, Tortaalik was stilla young man, with the fine fair hair of his House above eyes of which the sharpestcritic could have asked that they be only a little rounder, and perhaps a shade lesspale. His nose was small and straight, the nostrils having a tendency to flare when hewas angry. His skin, of which he took great care, was of an agreeable bronze colorand as smooth as a maiden's. His character in the early part of his reign was markedby the wild impetuosities of youth, tempered by the careful training he had receivedby his chief tutor, Master Yon, by whom he had been inculcated with a strict senseof responsibility. It was, in fact, the constant battle between these twotendencies--the excited young man who wanted nothing more than to be anEmperor who would be remembered by history, and the responsible gentleman whofeared the excesses demanded by his own character--it was the battle between thesefactors, we say, that was the particular mark of his administration.
The result of this conflict was, just at this time, to find the court in turmoil. Thatis, the several counselors of the Emperor (those to whom he looked for guidance)were always embroiled with his several favorites (those to whom he looked foramusement). The reign, which had begun so auspiciously with the successful defeatof the Carriage House Uprising, to which we have previously had the honor to refer,began to slide into the mire of court politics, where those who had to make decisionswere always afraid that the favorites would, for their own reasons, influence HisMajesty against their policy, and the favorites were afraid that the intendants andministers would, through judicious hard work, replace them in the heart of theEmperor.
One result, we have already seen: Lanmarea was given the task of arrestingKathana e'Marish'Chala for a murder that scandalized Imperial society, when in factLanmarea was, by virtue of being Kathana's friend, less suited to the task thananother might have been. A more important decision, that is, which line of the Houseof the Dragon would assume command of the Pepperfield garrison, had beendelayed again and again by Tortaalik, who was swayed this way and that by thewords of his Consort, his favorites, and his advisors, some of whom had theinterests of the Empire at heart, others whom wished to aid friends or accomplices.
Now, any such situation is unstable; something must either break or hold that willresult in a new order, a new balance, a new stability. In this case, the crises occurredwhile our friends were about midway on their journey to Redface.
As we look upon the Emperor, he takes his ease in the Seven Room (so namedfor its peculiar form in that it had seven walls), which was snug, comfortable, andperfectly suited to intimate conversations. Here we may also observe anotherindividual of whom history does not tell us as much as, in fact, he deserves: thatbeing His Discretion the Duke of Wellborn, Discreet of the Imperial family. Wellborn
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was of the House of the Athyra, but had no desire to determine the nature of ourworld, or, still less, to change it. His interest had always been the secrets and desiresthat lie within the hearts of men, which interest had led him, as a youth, to thedifficult and tedious apprenticeship of the Mysteries of Confidence. Whileundertaking these studies, he had discovered the works of A'jo, he who had held theConfidence of Zerik II who plotted the ruin of A'jo's family, and Confided this inA'jo, who gave him solace but never betrayed him to the Dragonlords, who wantednothing more than a pretext to take the Orb, and who also Confided in A'jo.
To the young man, this seemed such a fine and noble act that he becamethoroughly enamored of the art, and began to study it for its own sake, with thesingle-mindedness of which only an Athyra is capable, until by his six hundredthyear he had earned the post of Imperial Discreet, which he still held a hundred andfifty years later, when Tortaalik took the throne and maintained this embodiment oftrustworthiness in his old position.
Physically, we know he was sturdier than is usual for an Athyra, and that hisblue-grey eyes were sharp and stood out against his dark complexion. His size, weare told, somehow inspired trust as much as his manner; as if because of his strengthhe would be able to bear the burden of the heaviest conscience.
And who, we must ask, will ever have a heavier conscience than the Emperor,who must make decisions every day that, while they please many, also cast manydown into ruin, despair, and death? And there is, moreover, the Orb, which neverlets him forget what he has done, and why. The answer is: no one, unless, perhaps,the Discreet, who willingly takes onto himself these poniards of self-loathing whichwould otherwise be so great that the Emperor would soon be unable to act at all, or,if he could, like Vengli the Vicious, he would make such an Emperor that he wouldbe remembered only for the horror of his reign.
When Tortaalik entered the room, the Orb circling his head emitting a worried tancolor, the Duke was already there, though he had been waiting only a moment; forTortaalik is renowned as one of the more punctual Emperors ever produced by theHouse of the Phoenix. His Majesty closed the door behind him, as the Duke roseand bowed deeply. Then, while His Majesty took a seat, his Discretion took up fromnext to him his wand of office, and swept it with slow precision about the room,including every corner, the floor, and the ceilings. This being done, he placed it in itsholder in the center of the room, with the glass tip pointing to the heavens, and thecopper bottom resting gently on the floor.
When all of these complex operations were completed, he sat facing the Emperorand said, "There are none listening to us, Your Majesty."
"Very well," said the Emperor, who took a breath, closed his eyes, and intoned,"My conscience stabs me, Your Discretion."
"I will bind the wounds, Sire."
These statements duly made, Tortaalik settled back in his chair and steepled hislong, perfectly manicured fingers (which, at this point in history, he had never yet
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painted, save for a clear gloss). He said, "My friend, I am truly troubled."
"I am glad, Sire; for that proves that you do have a conscience, and, moreover, itallows me to be of service to you."
"Yes, Wellborn, I stand in need of comforting."
"If Your Majesty will tell me why, I will do what I can."
"I have spoken harshly with my wife."
"With the Consort? Upon what occasion, Sire?"
"Upon an occasion that I do not think, in fact, she was at fault."
"Go on, Sire; I am listening intently."
"This morning, as I came in to break my fast with her, she was in deepconversation with that Lyorn, Shaltre."
"And was that wrong of her?"
"He started when I entered, as if he had not wished to be seen there."
"Well, and she?"
"She smiled and wished me a pleasant morning."
"And what did you say?"
"I smiled at them, and wished them both a pleasant morning in turn, and inquiredas to the subject of the conversation, that I might join it if it should prove to be onein which I had an interest."
"And you were told?"
"Why, I was told that they were only bidding each other good morning, and thatthe Count, that is, Shaltre, had come to breakfast to see me, that he might beg anaudience to-day on some matters of importance--probably a means of gaining theterritory of Sandyhome."
"Well? And you said?"
"I said I was indisposed to-day; that he could apply again to-morrow."
"But, is there something wrong in all of this?"
"I fear there is, Your Discretion. I was not indisposed, rather, I was in a badtemper at seeing them together, and therefore did not wish to grant Shaltre anything."
"You made, then, a decision on a caprice, is that your worry?"
"That is it exactly."
"Well, Sir, I think that, if your anger could not be placated in any other way, thenmerely postponing an audience by a day was not so bad. Did the Count pretend thisinterview was in some way urgent?"
"No, he did not."
"Then I feel you have not done wrongly."
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"I am glad you think so."
"You are, nevertheless, Sire, worried about the attention Shaltre pays to yourconsort?"
"I am not worried; I am annoyed."
"Well, but then, it would seem she had done nothing out of the ordinary."
"No, but he had."
"Yet, Sire, why should your anger be directed at her?"
"Well, listen to this."
"I am listening, Sire."
"In the afternoon, after conferring with Lytra and Windhome on the state of theuprising in the western duchies--"
"Your pardon, Sire, but I thought the uprising had been put down."
"Well, it has, but there are still garrisons there, and there has been a certainamount of damage done, and it is necessary to make the ore begin to flow oncemore; hence, we conferred."
"I understand now, Sire."
"Then I continue. After this conference, the thought came to me that it would bepleasant to take an hour in the Lower Baths. You are familiar with these, are you not,Duke?"
"I am, sire; they are natural alkaline baths, where hot water flows from the mouthsof marble statues built in the likenesses of a Phoenix, a Dragon, a Dzur, and aLyorn."
"Yes, that is it exactly. Then you know as well the Bath of Renewal?"
"I do, Sire, and here is the proof, it is in an alcove that is set off from the rest ofthe baths, and it is surrounded by ferns, where the water is even hotter, the alkalistronger, and the springs flow from directly beneath the bath."
"Well, that is where I went. I will now tell you what I discovered."
"I am anxious for Your Majesty to do so."
"I discovered Noima, that is, the Consort, in the bath, alone with--"
"With Shaltre?"
"No, Wellborn, with a certain Phoenix, whose name is Allistar, the Duke ofThreewalls, and who is moreover, my cousin."
"Ah. And what was his reaction when you appeared, Your Majesty?"
"Duke, he seemed positively guilty, or I am no judge of men."
"Well, and she?"
"She was innocence itself, and pretended pleasure in seeing me."
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"Well, Sire, and what did you do?"
"I sent him away, Duke, with the instructions that he ought not to return to thePalace until to-morrow."
"You banished him, then?"
"I did."
"But only for a day?"
"Exactly."
"But then, Sire, once more--"
"I am not yet done, Duke."
"Very well."
"This evening, just as I was repairing to my chambers to put on my eveningdress, I thought to visit Her Majesty to ask if she wished to dine with me."
"And then, Sire?"
"There, in her very room, was the Dragon Heir, Adron e'Kieron, who seemeddeep in discussion with her. The Heir, mark you, who I did not know had come tothe city, and yet he involved himself with Her Majesty without so much as informingme of his presence."
"Were they alone?"
"Except for her maids of honor, entirely."
"Well, did he also appear guilty?"
"If not guilty, then startled."
"And she, Your Majesty?"
"A little surprised, that is all."
"Well, and what did you do?"
"I had become vexed, Duke, and my temper took control."
"You know, Sire, that is never good."
"It is less than ever in this case."
"Well, what did you do?"
"I asked the Prince what his business might be in the city."
"And what answer did he make, Sire?"
"He said his visit was occasioned by the length of time that had passed since hehad seen the city, and that he missed it, and wished to spend some little time here,and moreover, he wished to report to me a worrisome buildup of Easterners near thePepperfields."
"Well, that does not seem to be much of an answer, Your Majesty."
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"I'm glad you think so, Wellborn, because I, well, I had the same thought."
"And what did you do then?"
"I informed His Highness that it was wrong of him to neglect his estates at thistime; that he was very close to Pepperfield, which stood in danger of invasion, andthat I counted on him to keep his own lands secure."
"What? You sent him away?"
"I confess it, Your Discretion. Did I do wrong?"
"Yes and no, Your Majesty."
"How, yes and no?"
"It may be that sending someone away was the right thing to do, but perhaps youhave ill-chosen the culprit."
"What? Surely you do not propose that I send away Her Majesty the Consort?"
"No, I do not."
"Well then, who?"
"Will Your Majesty permit me to put to him a question?"
"Your Discretion may ask me nine."
"Very well. Tell me, Sire, if this is a new problem; that is, one which has onlyto-day begun to prey upon your thoughts."
"It is not, Duke. In all truth, I have been growing more and more unhappy withrespect to Noima, that is, with respect to the Consort, for some time now."
"Then why has Your Majesty only just now brought the problem to myattention?"
"Well, it has become worse."
"I beg to point out to Your Majesty that that is not an answer."
"Well then, because I thought my feelings were ignoble, unworthy, and had nofoundation in fact."
"But then, all the more reason to come to me with them, Sire."
"That is true, Wellborn; you are right."
"But it is nevertheless true that this unhappiness has been growing, Sire?"
"It is true, my dear Wellborn."
"And does it seem that it is now even disrupting the functioning of the court, thatis, of the Empire?"
"You have understood exactly."
"Then, do you think there could be a plan at work?"
"How, a plan? Against me? On the part of the Consort? Duke, I nearly think you
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go too far."
"Not at all, Sire. I beg leave to point out that it was you who suggested the planbe on the part of the Consort."
"Well, who else could it be?"
"Sire, have you ever seen a man implicated in a crime?"
"I nearly think so, Wellborn. Every day, it seems, there is another crime againstsomeone so important that I am required to make judgment."
"Well, and has Your Majesty ever seen a man implicate himself?"
"On purpose? No, that I have never seen."
"But then, has Your Majesty ever seen one man implicate another?"
"I think I already said so."
"But then, is it not your judgement that, if one man may implicate another, thisdoes not constitute proof that the crime has been done?"
"It seems you are saying, Duke, that someone is attempting to implicate Noima,with the purpose of disrupting the court."
"I think the possibility should be considered, Sire."
"But with what aim, Your Discretion?"
"Oh, as to that, Sire, I have no idea."
"But come, what makes you think so?"
"Sire, to answer that, I must ask you still more questions."
"You may do so then, Duke; for you know the questions you ask always serve toanswer many that I have not thought to ask myself."
"That is my purpose, Sire; I am glad that I do not fail in all cases."
"Well, begin with these questions, then."
"Very well, I will begin in this way: how many times have you broken your fastwith the Consort, as you proposed to do this morning?"
"Only twice before."
"So, such a thing is unusual?"
"Well, yes. Is that wrong of me? Tell me the truth."
"In itself, no."
"But then?"
"Attend me, Sire." -
"I am doing so."
"How is it that you decided to breakfast with Her Majesty this morning?"
"How? Explain what you mean."
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"I mean to say, Sire, what prompted the idea?"
"Well, why should something have prompted it?"
"Because you have only done so twice before; why, then today?"
"Well, I don't know."
"Try to recall, Sire."
"I am trying, Wellborn, and I cannot."
"Well then, what prompted your decision to visit the baths?"
"Oh, that is easy; I do so often."
"Well, and the Bath of Renewal?"
"No, that rarely."
"Then, why today?"
"Do you suggest a spell had been put on me? Then what of the Orb?"
"A spell--perhaps, but not one the Orb can detect."
"Explain yourself, Wellborn."
"First, can Your Majesty tell me why you picked today to go to the Bath ofRenewal?"
"Because I thought that I felt tired."
"You thought so?"
"Well, Lord Garland thought I seemed so."
"Ah!"
"Excuse me, but you say, 'ah.'"
"Well, and if I do, Sire?"
"I wish to know your thoughts."
"Your Majesty will soon know them. But first--"
"What, more questions?"
"Only this one: what gave you the notion to dine with Her Majesty this evening?"
"I can answer that, and easily."
"Well, do so, then."
"I will. It was because my attempt to breakfast with her had failed in such anawkward manner."
"So you hoped that dining together would make up for it?"
"Such was my idea."
"It was well thought, Sire."
"I cannot take credit for it."
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"Who, then?"
"My advisor, Lord Garland."
"But then, it was he was also suggested that you looked tired, which caused youto visit the Bath of Renewal."
"Well, and?"
"That is all I wished to know, Sire."
"Now tell me--but wait, I have been struck with an idea."
"Tell me this idea, Sire; it is what I serve your Majesty to hear."
"It was also Lord Garland who wondered, this morning, what Her Majesty wouldbe having for breakfast, and it was this that gave me the notion to eat in hercompany."
"Well, then, we see that all three cases have something in common."
"Yes, Lord Garland. But, do you think he knew--?"
"I think nothing, Sire. It is you who think, I only listen and ask questions."
"But why would he wish me to discover Her Majesty's capricious behavior?"
"Discover? You think, then, that this behavior is real, Your Majesty?"
"In truth, Duke, I no longer know. But, now that I think of it, this is not the firsttime Garland's ideas have led me toward suspicions of Her Majesty."
"Well, I hadn't thought it was, Sire."
"But then, is he trying to help me discover something? Or is he attempting tocreate a disharmony where there is no cause?"
"What do you know about him, Sire?"
"He is a Tsalmoth from the south."
"Very well."
"He is of good birth."
"Yes, and?"
"He is devoted to me."
"Ah, ah!"
"Come, you doubt it?"
"No, Sire, I merely question."
"No, no, Duke, you accuse him; say so at once."
"I accuse no one, Sire. That is not my way, as you well know. You have said thatyou felt unhappy about your treatment of Her Majesty the Consort. Together, wehave looked for the causes of this treatment, and we have found Lord Garland."
"But, Your Discretion perceives that I do not know if Garland is using his subtle
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skills to show me what it is good for me to know, or attempting to harm me."
"Therefore, what should do you, Your Majesty?"
Tortaalik considered this question for a space of several moments, then he said,"It seems I must find out the truth."
"That is but just. And, what else?"
"Until I know the answer, I should send him away, so that he cannot do moreharm; if he is innocent, he will be none the less welcome for having been away for awhile."
"That would be well done. What else must you do?"
"What else?"
"Yes, Sire, what else?"
"Well, I do not know what else I should do."
"You do not?"
"I assure you I have no notion."
"Well, how does Your Majesty feel, now that we have spoken together?"
"In truth, Duke, little better than before. When I came to you, I was unhappy;now I am both unhappy and worried."
"But Sire, why are you unhappy?"
"Why? For just the reason I have given: first, I now fear a conspiracy toaccomplish some unknown object, and second, just as before, I fear that I--ah."
"Well, Sire?"
"You think, then, that I must apologize to my lady wife?"
"Do you think so, Sire?"
"The notion is unattractive, Duke."
"What was it you told me last week day about unattractive notions?"
"That they seemed to be good indicators of the proper course."
"Well?"
"You are right as always, my dear friend. I shall apologize to Noima, and thatdirectly. I shall also send notes to Shaltre and Threewalls, and I will recall HisHighness Lord Adron."
"Then is that all you wish of me, Sire?"
"For now it is, Wellborn. But I am certain I will see Your Discretion again, andthat soon."
"Until then, Sire."
"Until then, Duke."
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The interview complete, Wellborn took his wand from the stand as the Emperorleft the room. Now, the Discreet's task being finished, there is little reason to followhim. We could, at this time, return to our friends as they cross the High Bridge overthe Foamy River, but, excepting a few sights that are still available to any who wishto make the journey, there is little enough there. Instead, then, we shall follow HisImperial Majesty, who, for the sake of his conscience, is climbing the stairs whichlead to the apartments of Noima, the Imperial Consort.
He found her in her apartments, surrounded by her maids of honor, and, as herose to greet her, he paused to consider what her present state of mind might be,which will give us the opportunity to say two words about her who was the wife ofthe last Emperor before the Interregnum.
There still survive many oil portraits of her, and what is clear from them all wasthat she was a true child of the Phoenix; that is, her hair was that bright golden colorthat exists only in that House and among a few Dragonlords of the e'Kieron line; herhaughty, wide-set eyes were colored a deep blue; her mouth was small with lips thatusually pouted, giving her at all times the appearance of either being about to kiss orhaving just kissed whomever she looked at; the bones on her face werewell-chiseled, almost Dzur-like in their fineness; her neck was graceful; her arms weremodels of smoothness and perfection, and ended in hands whose fingers wereexquisitely long and graceful.
As to her character, it is well-reported that she did not know which end of asword to hold; that is, she had never any intention of standing to battle, hence sheapplied to those around her for protection. It is also undeniable that she was assurrounded by men willing to protect her as Count Brakko, in the famous ballad,was by women, and like Count Brakko, she spared no effort in her toilette orbehavior to secure this attention; and there is no disagreement among historians thatshe received enough for any three women. It is not recorded that she took advantageof any of the offers for liaisons which she received as her due, but neither is itrecorded that she was offended by these gentle suggestions. On the contrary, thereare indications that she felt out of sorts on any day on which she was not forced todefend her virtue against at least two or three such requests.
Yet, we maintain that the Consort was not one of the true coquettes of her time. Itis true she flirted, but it is nowhere recorded that she was ever cruel to those who fellunder her sway, save with that cruelty which was necessary for a Consort whowished to maintain her virtue in the face of sieges, ambuscades, sorties, and pitchedbattles of all sorts. It was this virtue, in fact, that allowed her to remain calm andunblushing when, by chance or otherwise, His Majesty would discover her in closeconversation with a gentleman of the court.
With this in mind, we may see at once that, upon hearing the announcement thatHis Majesty had deigned to enter her quarters, Noima stood respectfully but coollyand awaited his pleasure, showing no signs of embarrassment, but neither any signof welcome.
"I bid you good evening, madam," he began.
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"And a good evening to you, Sire. To what do I owe the honor of this visit?"
"Is it strange that I wish to see you, madam?"
"Strange? Perhaps not. Sire, yet I confess that I did not expect you."
"Well, am I less welcome for that?"
"Sire, you will, I hope, always be welcome here, whatever your purpose incoming."
"You pretend that I have a purpose, then?"
"Well, have you not?"
The Emperor sighed and dug his nails into the palms of his hands, for, now thathe was there, he found it no easy matter to say what he had come to say. He clearedhis throat, then, and said, "Well, madam, it is true; I have come here for a purpose."
"Should I, then, send my maids away?"
Tortaalik began to say yes, but then, looking at the pretty girls who stood aroundNoima with their faces bowed, he suddenly seemed to see Wellborn's countenancebefore his eyes, and he said, "No, let them stay, for it is only right that they hearwhat I have to tell you."
"What, Sire? You have something to tell me?" The expression on her face nowresembled surprise and interest, with, indeed, some measure of anxiety.
"I have," said the Emperor.
"But tell me then, I beg of you, Sire, for you can see that I am frightened at yourcountenance."
"You have no need to be, madam."
"No need? Yet you seem so stern, Sire."
"Well, that is because I am wroth."
"Oh, Sire, in what way have I been so unfortunate as to incur your displeasure?"
"You have not, Noima; rather I am wroth at myself."
The Consort, on hearing him use her proper name, began to believe for the firsttime that she was not, in fact, about to be reprimanded before her ladies, ahumiliation that would have stung a thousand times more than had it been deliveredin private. Consequently, she began to breathe easier. "Well," she said, "but how canyou be angry at yourself?"
"I have done something of which I am ashamed, madam, and I come here to begyour forgiveness for it."
"What? Your Majesty apologize to me? But, Sire, this is unheard of."
"Perhaps. It is nevertheless the case that I was wrong to speak harshly to youearlier to-day, and twice wrong to send Lord Adron away."
"Oh, but Sire--"
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"Allow me to finish, madam. I say it was wrong, and there is no fault with you. Ishall, to-morrow, send a message by post to Lord Adron and beg his forgiveness.That is all I have to say."
"Surely you go too far, Sire."
"Not the least in the world. And, that said, I will now retire. Unless--"
"Yes, Sire? Unless?"
"Unless, madam, you will permit to embrace you first."
"Ah, with pleasure, Sire. There."
"Then you forgive me, Noima."
"Oh, there is nothing to forgive your Majesty for; yet, if there were, you havesurely earned forgiveness a thousand times over."
"Well then, madam, I retire the happiest of men, the happiest of husbands."
"And you take your leave of a loyal and devoted wife, Sire."
Tortaalik, who by this time really was happy and proud that he had done what heought, bowed with pleasure and retired from the Consort's apartments, and wentstraightaway in search of Lord Garland.
Garland was never difficult to find, for if the Emperor always had his eye on theEmpire, then Garland always had his eye on the Emperor. We know that he was asmall and graceful man, with the sinewy legs and arms of the Tsalmoth, and weknow he must have been better with a blade than some of his critics say, for while hewas Tortaalik's favorite he fought some nine-and-twenty duels, and if he was notalways victorious, he was never known to have taken a serious injury, and it is alsoknown that, in a quarrel over certain looks the Emperor may or may not have givenJenicor e'Terics, he fought with the Marquis of Clawhills, himself a good blade, andthat Garland laid the Marquis out stone dead in a single pass.
The Emperor, then, found this gentleman in one of the antechambers ofTortaalik's apartments, where he was engaged in playing dice with several othergentlemen of the court. The players rose and bowed to His Imperial Majesty, whoanswered only with a curt nod. He then made a sign that Garland should attend himand walked past the players into one of the lavish sitting rooms that made up hisprivate area of the palace. Garland made haste to give his spot up to one of thegentlemen who were unengaged, and followed his liege.
He found the Emperor standing, with one hand resting on a black marble desk,the other on a shelf of folios. Garland gave His Majesty a courtesy and awaited hiswords.
"Lord Garland," said His Majesty, "bide a moment." Tortaalik then sat at hisdesk, and found parchment, a quill, ink and blotter, and, with his own hand,composed a note, which he sealed with the Imperial arms, and again with hispersonal signet. He then addressed the envelope and handed it to Garland, who tookit, looked at the address, and could not keep an expression of surprise from
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crossing his countenance.
"Your Majesty, what does this mean?"
Tortaalik, still sitting at the desk, gazed up the Tsalmoth and said, "Lord Garland,it nearly seems you question me."
Garland seemed almost to choke, but he stammered out an apology, saying,"Have I somehow been so unfortunate as to displease Your Majesty?"
"I don't say that you have."
"But--"
"Hold your peace, Garland."
The Tsalmoth bowed. The Emperor continued, "The note, as you can see, isaddressed to His Highness Lord Adron e'Kieron. It contains an apology I feelobligated to send him, because I so unjustly sent him away today. Do youunderstand, Lord Garland?"
"Sire, I--"
"You will deliver that message, personally."
"I... when am I to set out, Sire?"
"At once."
"Sire, it is a journey of more than a few days by carriage, and I must prepare."
"You may use the post horses. Here is a draft on the treasury for two hundredorbs, which should see you there and back."
"Still, Sire, I must beg of you still some time to prepare for the journey."
"Very well, Garland; you may postpone your departure until to-morrowmorning."
"I obey, Sire. Will that be all?"
"Yes." He made a dismissing gesture, at which time Garland bowed low andbacked out of the room.
We will now, with our readers' kind permission, leave the Emperor, who is, at anyrate, going to do no more than finish some correspondence and then sleep; andfollow Lord Garland, who is climbing up several flights of stairs and arriving in anunfurnished tower room, the very one, in fact, in which we were first introduced tothe Athyra called Seodra. It should not, then, come as a complete surprise if we find,upon entering this chamber in Garland's illustrious company, that Seodra is alreadythere.
"You have something to communicate to me, Lord Garland?"
The Tsalmoth evidently feared the Athyra, for he was able to maintain hiscomposure only with some difficulty. He did not speak, but instead handed to herthe envelope he had lately been given. Seodra took it into her withered hands andstudied it, then said, "What does this mean, Lord Garland?"
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"I have been sent to bring this to Lord Adron; His Majesty has done me thehonor to inform me that it contains an apology."
"An apology?"
"Yes, your ladyship."
"For what?"
"His Majesty regrets that he sent Lord Adron away this morning."
"How, regrets?"
"He changed his mind about the Consort's conduct."
"That is apparent. But, why is he causing you deliver it? You are neither couriernor diplomatist."
"I fear His Majesty is angry with me, and this is a punishment."
"Then you have been discovered, haven't you?"
Garland swallowed with some difficulty, and kept his eyes on the floor. "Yourladyship--"
"Well? You have been discovered, haven't you?"
"I--"
"You are a fool, and, moreover, you are clumsy."
"I followed your orders, ladyship. I did the best--"
"Be silent. It is clear that you have bungled, or His Majesty would not havesuspected what you were doing; and it seems certain that he does suspect, if hedoesn't know it for a fact."
"What must be done now, your ladyship?"
"Well, have you not been given an order by His Majesty?"
"Yes, your ladyship."
"Then you must carry it out. When are you to leave?"
"To-morrow morning, your ladyship."
"Very well. You will do so, and, moreover, you will make such speed as no onehas ever made before. Such is your zeal to carry out His Majesty's orders, that youwill, in fact, arrive before Lord Adron, who has a day's start on you."
"Very well, your ladyship. What shall I do when I'm there?"
"You perceive that I am writing something?"
"I do, your ladyship."
"Well, I am writing three names, and locations where you can meet those towhom the names belong, and passwords with which to identify yourself. You are tomemorize all of these things before you leave."
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"I will do so."
"You will reach one or more of these people, and make certain arrangements withthem."
"Yes, your ladyship."
"These arrangements regard the Tiassa and his friends, of whom we have spokenbefore. Do you understand?"
"Yes, your ladyship. Will they do as I say?"
"They will, if you are convincing. Here, this may help you to be convincing."
"What is it?"
"The seal of Lord Adron e'Kieron."
"The seal--! But how did your ladyship come to possess it?"
"That is not your concern, Garland. I have means, you need know no more thanthat."
"Very well, I will use the seal as necessary."
"When you have used it, you will return it to him, explaining that it was found inthe apartments he used."
"I will do so."
She reached into the folds of her robe and emerged with a copper disk filled withpeculiar engravings. "Do you know what this is, Garland?"
"No, but I hope your ladyship will tell me."
"I will. If you think about me, and begin speaking into it--"
"Well?"
"Well, I will answer you."
"Sorcery, your ladyship?"
"Exactly, Garland. Does that frighten you?"
"No, your ladyship."
"You mean to say, I frighten you more."
"Yes, your ladyship."
"That is wise, Garland. Well, then, when you have reached Lord Adron, use it tospeak with me. I may have more instructions for you then."
"I will not fail to do so, your ladyship."
"Good. Do you understand your instructions?"
"Memorize names, locations, passwords. Travel quickly. The Tiassa and hisfriends. The seal, to be used and returned. Deliver His Majesty's message.Communicate with you."
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"Ah, apropos His Majesty's message--"
"Well?"
"As you are returning the seal, it may be that you will forget to deliver themessage."
"Your ladyship!"
"We will see. If you forget, then, well, you can remember later, and no harm willcome of it. I will let you know my decision on this when you are there."
"I will obey, your ladyship."
"Yes. Now get out of my sight."
Lord Garland did not need to be told twice; he bowed to Seodra and fairly fledthe room, returning to his own apartments to prepare for the next day's departure.While he did this, Seodra sat for a while, considering what needed to be done, thensummoned her servant and instructed him to find Lord Shaltre, who dwelt near HisMajesty's apartments, and beg him to return to pay a visit.
In due time, the Lyorn was announced. Seodra stood for him. "Well?" he said."To what do I owe the honor of this request for an interview?"
"It is to this, Count," said Seodra. "I have been thinking."
"Well, I have been known to do the same, from time to time. To what have yourthoughts led you?"
"They have led me a conclusion, Count, respecting yourself."
"Well?"
"It has to do with history."
"Oh, I have never studied history."
"It might profit you to do so, Count."
"In what way?"
"You might learn of a certain Lyorn advisor, who, discredited, betrayed anotherLyorn, such that the latter had become, in turn, discredited, and, moreover, hisfamily was ruined, and he ended by blowing his head off with a flash-stone."
Shaltre took a moment to recover his composure, but he did so, then made agesture of indifference. "An interesting story, your ladyship, but I fail to see how itconcerns you or me."
"You pretend, then, that you know nothing of this?"
"I have never heard of such a thing. No doubt the survivors of the discreditedLyorn have avenged him."
"Not at all, for his family were all destroyed; the Lyorn was very thorough."
"And yet, if any in the House knew of this--"
"None of his House do. Besides, who could challenge him except a warrior? And
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you must know better than I, Count, that no Lyorn warrior may issue a challenge toany of his House who has not also had that special training."
"Well, that is true."
"Unless it is a case of treason."
"Which, according to your story, this was not."
"It very nearly was."
"How, giving poor advice?"
"There are times when giving poor advice can be very nearly treasonous, Count."
The Lyorn shrugged: a gesture, in fact, much like one Aerich was fond of. Thenhe said, "Perhaps it was close, your ladyship, but I doubt it was sufficiently closefor one of my House; we are sticklers for such things. Besides, it as you said, hisfamily is dead, and no one else knows of it, this Lyorn, whoever he may be, is in nodanger."
"And, if his family is not dead?"
"Impossible."
"I beg your pardon, Count, but it would appear that you do know of the incidentafter all."
Shaltre flushed, then adjusted his robes and said, "I was assuming, since you sayhe was thorough--"
"And it may be that the incident is known."
"By whom?"
"By His Highness Adron e'Kieron, Dragon Heir to the Throne."
"Adron? He knows, you say?"
"He knows of the incident, but, as of now, none of the names."
"How is this possible?"
"He was concerned in the battle that was won, and in the battle that was lost. Hemislikes losing battles; therefore, upon losing the one, he investigated."
"Well, and--?"
"He was not able to penetrate the secret; he was, however, able to come close."
Shaltre shifted uncomfortably. "I fail to see how any of this concerns me."
"You think it does not?"
"At least, I don't see how it does."
"Very well, then let us turn to another subject."
"On the contrary, we should continue to discuss this until we have arrived at aconclusion."
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"How, if it doesn't concern you?"
"I--that is, very well, then. I am at your service. What do you wish to discuss?"
"The successor to the late Marquis of Pepperfield."
"Well? What about it? The successor has not been selected."
"That is true. The e'Lanya line is interested."
"That I know."
"There is another person, also, who wants the post."
"That being?"
"Adron e'Kieron."
"Well, I hope that whoever is given the post is adequate."
"Are you aware, Count, that the Marquisate of Pepperfield is a special position?"
"Indeed yes; it is appointed specially by the Emperor."
"It is a position of great trust, Count."
"Yes, and great responsibility, due to the number of invasions by Easternerswhich have occurred there."
"Therefore, the Marquis is, by tradition, granted certain rights that few othersnobles are ever given."
"Such as?"
"The right to directly interrogate the Orb, in matters of history."
"Ah."
"It is necessary, for strategic reasons--"
"I understand, your ladyship."
"I have reasons for wishing the e'Lanya line to be given this command."
"Well, I will support you in this."
"Support is one thing; now is the time for action."
"I am not very active by nature."
"No, but you have the ear of the Emperor, Count."
"Well, I have that honor."
"Unless you are in disgrace."
"An hour ago I was; now I am not."
"How is this?"
"It is unimportant."
"Very well. It is true, then, that if you were to ask His Majesty to have certainpersons arrested, he would be likely to do so."
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"Persons like His Highness Adron e'Kieron? It is not likely."
"It is not of His Highness that I am speaking."
"Well, then?"
"Certain individuals who are meddling in affairs that do not concern them, andwho, if left to their own devices, might well bring about the triumph of the e'Kieronline."
"Well, I understand," said the Count.
"That is well."
"If you will give me their names, I will ask His Majesty to arrest them."
"You must do more than that, Count."
"Oh?"
"They are far from here; in fact, they are on their way now to visit CastleRedface, the home of Lord Adron."
Shaltre started. "But then, we are lost."
"Not in the least, for they are traveling slowly, and you may be able to get therebefore them, or even a little after, which would be all right, I think."
"And then?"
"Lord Garland will be on his way at first light; he will help you."
"Help me?"
"You must do what is necessary."
"I am not a fighter."
"You need not be; Lord Adron has many troops."
"How, Lord Adron? What would cause him to help me in this?"
"A few words from His Majesty commanding his cooperation."
"His Majesty has retired for the night; I will not be able to see him untilto-morrow."
"That's as it must be. Speed, as you know, is everything. You must prevail uponHis Majesty to cause Lord Adron to cooperate with you, and then--"
"I must have these persons arrested."
"That may not be sufficient; those who are arrested can be pardoned; and, evencondemned, they may still speak."
"Well, I understand. I will do what is necessary."
"Very well, then, Count I am pleased we understand each other."
"As am I, your ladyship."
While Count Shaltre prepares to visit His Majesty in the morning, with the
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intention of setting out immediately thereafter, we will return to those four intrepidGuardsmen to whose actions this narrative is devoted, in the hopes that our absencefrom them has been sufficiently brief that our readers will not have lost patience, andwill furthermore trust that this digression, as it may have seemed, was in factnecessary if we are, by and by, to bring our history to a satisfying and elegantconclusion.
Chapter the Twenty-second
In Which it is Shown That Not Only
Historians Have Prying Ears
«^»FROM THE GATE of the Flags our friends had traveled down the mountain to thesmall town of Everdim where they took their rest, and proceeded early the nextmorning, at a good yet not frantic pace, through the Flowering Valley, crossing theYendi River at Flatspot about noon of the following day, after which they began thetrek through the pushta--that uncultivated, dry grassland around the edges of thedesert of Suntra. We should say that this journey was made at the worst time of theyear, that is, in the full heat of summer, but as the Guardsmen were not in an especialhurry, they stopped often during the worst of the heat and took their ease in thehostels of many of the villages on the pushta. At last they took the barge across theAdrilankha River at Guilrock Crossing and began to make their way slowly uphillagain, as, even here, they were in the lap, as it were, of the Eastern Mountains wherelay both their ostensible and their true destination. They continued in thismanner--that is, making an easy pace and enjoying the journey--until they reachedthe mountain called Bli'aard and city of Bengloarafurd, which was less than a day'sride from the mountain hold of the Redface, the castle and fortress of Adrone'Kieron.
Tazendra, who had begun the journey in a reflective mood, had apparentlyadopted Khaavren's advice and by this time seemed to be enjoying herselfthoroughly, ordering her lackey, Mica, about in fine style: which lackey, we shouldadd, appeared to enjoy receiving the orders as much as Tazendra enjoyed givingthem. He would bring wine, sharpen blades, tend the horses, serve meals, preparebedding, and perform a thousand other tasks that the companions had beenaccustomed to perform by themselves and were delighted to be relieved of. Betweenthese orders, Tazendra would banter loudly with Uttrik, disputing the aesthetics ofthe scenery or the nature of the roads.
Pel made the journey with his sharp eyes flashing here and there, as if he werecommitting everything he saw to memory; from time to time he would pause, staring,apparently, at some person or village or tree that seemed to have for him somemeaning none of the others could fathom.
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Uttrik, as we have said, was developing a companionable fondness for Tazendra,and seemed to be playing the game of seeing how far he could bait her withoutactually making her angry. He would dispute her opinions about anything shebrought up, and, if she appeared about to become angry, he would immediatelybegin to laugh, which seemed to have the effect of removing whatever warmth hadbegun to build in her.
Aerich sat easily on his Cramerie gelding, taking in the sights around him, andlistening to the speech of his companions, without either losing his good humor orappearing to even notice what was going on around him; that is, he was lost in hisown thoughts.
Khaavren had at first enjoyed the journey a great deal, but as they drew closer tothe mountains, worries seemed to hang over him until, by the time they reached thehostel, he was positively frowning, a fact which Aerich, who had become very fondof the young Tiassa, could not help noticing.
Notwithstanding that it was early in the day when they came to Bengloarafurd,they nevertheless found an inn whose sign read, in simple lettering, "The PaintedSign," and there they found rooms for the day and the night. It is worth mentioninghere that Bengloarafurd lay against an unusually shallow portion of the ClimbingRiver, one of the longest, fastest, and deepest of the streams with which the EasternMountains in general, and Mount Bli'aard in particular, are so abundantly supplied.
The first to discover the place were, according to legend, advance scouts of theHouse of the Dragon in the Fourth Cycle, who were in the vanguard of the ImperialArmy which was anxious to drive the Easterners back beyond the mountains inhopes of reducing the raids to which the eastern boundaries were then beingsubjected. They followed the Climbing River down from the North, and found ashallow spot where there lived an independent tribe of Serioli.
What followed was ten years of almost constant war between the Dragonlords ofthe Empire and the Easterners, during which the Easterners occupied the area andfought from the surrounding mountains. The Serioli, who departed the area to avoidany of the unfortunate incidents that war can produce, left only the name for theplace, which was "Ben," meaning "ford" in their language The Easterners called theplace "Ben Ford," or, in the Eastern tongue, "Ben gazlo."
After ten years of fierce battle, the Imperial Army won a great victory on the spot,driving the Easterners well back into the mountains. The Dragonlords who had foundthe place, then, began calling it "Bengazlo Ford." The Dragons, wishing to waste aslittle time on speech as possible, shortened this to Benglo Ford, or, in the tongue ofthe Dragon, which was still in use at the time, "Benglo ara." Eventually, over thecourse of the millennia, the tongue of the Dragon fell out of use, and theNorthwestern language gained preeminence, which rendered the location BengloaraFord, which was eventually shortened to Bengloarafurd. The river crossing becamethe Bengloar-afurd Ford, which name it held until after the Interregnum when theriver was dredged and the Bengloarafurd Bridge was built. Should anyone beinterested in finding this delightful city, it still stands, and the bridge still appears with
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the name we have cited, but the city was renamed Troe after the engineer who builtthe bridge, either because the citizens were proud of their new landmark, or becausethe engineer's name was short.
But, more remarkable than the name is the fact the city--and we do not err incalling it a city, for even at the time of which we have the honor to write, it boasted apopulation of eleven thousands, more than twice its elevation measured inmeters--more remarkable than the name, we say, is the fact that the city continued tothrive in a region devoid of ore, empty of timber, and barren of land for the raisingof either grain or livestock, save for the few goats that could subsist on the scantymountain grass. At the time of the reign of Kiva VI of the House of the Jhegaala, anImperial representative asked the Speaker how the people managed to survive there,a question to which the Speaker responded by saying, "My lord, we grow rocks."
The truth, in fact, if less witty, is no less interesting. The people of thesemountains have always fiercely guarded whatever independence they could wrestfrom the Empire, and have done so to such an extent that it became the custom toleave Imperial troops garrisoned nearby on the pretext that if the Easterners were not,at any given time, either invading or about to invade, then no doubt the localpopulation was either involved in an uprising or preparing one; occasionally thesethings happened together.
The result was that there grew up a friendship between Easterner and human thathas rarely been seen elsewhere; and so the people of Bengloarafurd survived on theproduce of that friendship; which is to say, by smuggling in both directions. It is noaccident that, to this very day, in order to achieve combat with a resident of the area(dueling is almost unknown there; the preference is for less formal violence) all that isnecessary is to refer to an individual as a "tax-man," and swords will instantly be freeof their scabbards.
From the city, then, we will pass on to the inn, which was founded near thebeginning of the last Jhegaala Reign by an itinerant Tsalmoth scholar named Blackwho was fleeing from the fall of the Teckla Republic. He fell in love with themountains, and with the people who lived there, so he thought to serve them bykeeping them drunk, and himself by becoming rich on the trade of the mountainpasses. He therefore procured a supply of wine and ale, and arranged for supplies ofchoice victuals, and opened his inn beneath a sign on which were written lettersspelling out "Black's Public House."
After nearly starving for fifty years, it occurred to this worthy gentleman to askone of the servants who was starving with him why he never received any travelers."Because, master, no one who passes by knows this is an inn."
"But," said Black, in some confusion, "doesn't my sign say 'Public House'?"
"I don't know," said the servant; "I can't read."
"How, can't read?"
"No, my lord."
"But then, this is intolerable. What must I do?"
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"I am willing to learn, master."
"No, no, idiot. How am I to gain patrons for this house?"
"Master, it is the custom to declare an inn by putting out a sign painted with somedevice, by which the house will be known."
The scholar left, shaking his head and muttering, and the next day returned with asign on which could be seen letters spelling out, "The Painted Sign." This failed tobring about the needed improvement in his business, however, and the enterprise nodoubt would have failed had he not had the good fortune to be captured bymountain brigands while he was returning for supplies. Black had never had anyexperience with brigands, nor had the brigands any experience with scholars, hencewhen they took the supplies of food destined for his inn, he, in all innocence, madeout a bill and humbly presented it to the leader of the bandits.
At the first the bandit-chief laughed, then he saw that the bill, which was for agood supply of wine and smoked kethna, was, in fact, rather small. He said, "Come,you don't seem to require much for your food."
"How not? It is the same I am asking at my inn."
"What, you have an inn?"
"Indeed yes. Less than two leagues along this very road, where the road splits topass by a rock shaped like a hawk's beak, and there to the right, you will pass itupon your right side."
"Well, I've seen the place. You say it is a public house?"
"It is, sir, and I assure you you would be most welcome there."
"And these are your prices?"
"Nearly. They are a trifle more, you perceive, if I must go to the expense ofputting them on plates and paying a servant to bring them to table."
"But, well, here's your money, my friend, and I will no doubt see you again."
"It will be my pleasure to serve you as it has been my pleasure to-day."
In this way, word of the inn quickly spread, and when Black died, leaving the innto his oldest son, whose name was Brown, the family had amassed a reasonablefortune and the inn was a landmark of the region.
It was here, then, that our friends came and found food, wine, stables for theirhorses, and rooms in which to rest themselves while they prepared for the final stageof the journey. Along with a few other travelers, they enjoyed the noon repast, whichconsisted of sausages roasted on a spit, and a broth made of fresh mountainmushrooms, bacon of kethna, and certain herbs which were grown in the yard of thehostel. At the end of the meal, the host caused to be delivered a large cake made ofmulberries and rednuts, topped with boiled fruit and a cream made from goat's milk.
It happened that Khaavren had eaten more of the sausages than he should have,being unused to spicy mountain cooking (which was, moreover, influenced by
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proximity to the Easterners), whereas Aerich never ate sweets of any kind becausehe pretended they would ruin his teeth, in which he took more pride than in any otheraspect of his personal appearance. Therefore, while the other guests of the innsettled down to attack this cake, which, be it understood, rested upon a platter thatfilled an entire table, Aerich took the opportunity to make a sign to Khaavren that hewished to speak with him privately.
They adjourned, then, from the common room and strolled arm in arm about theyard of the hostel, which was laid out with a stone garden on one side, a vegetableand herb garden on another, and a high stone wall in back (enclosing a second yard),with gates in the wall whereby one could reach the outbuildings, which consisted ofa pair of commodes, the stables, and the gardener's house.
As they walked, Khaavren said, "You had something to communicate to me, myfriend?"
"I have observed your countenance," said Aerich.
"Well, and?"
"You seem troubled."
"I? Not the least in the world."
"Well, you say I am deceived."
"Undoubtedly, good Aerich."
"So you have not been biting your lip, so that even now I perceive it is raw?"
Khaavren licked his lips, as if to hide with his tongue the work of his teeth."Well--"
"And you have not been digging your fingernails into the palms of your hands, sothat the gouges are clearly visible?"
Khaavren flushed and quickly turned his palms inward. "That is to say--"
"And you have not been emitting sighs, increasing in number over the last fourdays of our journey, so that Pel and I have begun to catch each other's glances justbefore you are about to give another one, so predictable have they become?"
Khaavren blushed deeply this time and said, "Is it true, have I been doing allthat?"
"My word, I think so."
"Well, it is true that I am troubled in my mind."
"Then, if you wish, I will listen to your troubles, and counsel you as best I can."
"I know that I can find nowhere a friend as wise, nor even in a Discreet agentleman so perfect."
"Then, will you tell me?"
"I will. But can you not guess?"
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Aerich said, "Well, I think you are worried about what to do with regards toBaroness Kaluma."
"You have hit it exactly. I made a promise--"
"Ah! A promise."
"Yes."
"To a woman?"
"Yes, to a woman."
"To a lover?"
"Oh, as to that, well--"
"Yes?"
"I don't deny it."
"You should learn, my friend, to have a care with women, lest your mouth placeyou in a position from which your feet cannot extricate you, nor your hands freeyou, but which will leave your brain confused."
"But when one's heart is engaged--"
"Then you must take even more care, for where the heart is engaged, the mind isnowhere to be found."
"The damage is done, for I have made a promise."
"Yet you have also made an oath, and that to Captain G'aereth."
"I know," said Khaavren, giving forth such a sigh as the astute Lyorn had heardhim make at the shortening intervals he had mentioned. "What, then, should I do?"
Aerich shook his head. "It is as bad as I thought," he murmured. Then, aloud, hesaid, "Well, let us go forward, and perhaps new counsel will present itself to us."
"It would be most welcome if it did," said Khaavren, and on this philosophicalreflection they began to return to the inn and to their companions. They had, by thistime, walked as far as the stone wall behind the hostel, when Khaavren held up hishand for Aerich to stop, while, with his other hand, he signaled him to avoid makingany sounds. Aerich, who was never curious, gave a mute shrug and obeyed.
Had Khaavren actually been a tiassa--that is, the animal--this would have beenone of those occasions on which his feline ears would have, first, pricked straightup, and then pointed toward the wall, for Khaavren had heard something that seemedto him to have the greatest significance. To be precise, he had heard someonespeaking in very low tones; not so low, however that he had been unable to catch thewords, which, in the harsh accents of the region, were, "They're all inside fatteningthemselves, so we can say what we like."
Certain errors, when we catch some unknown person making them, cry out to becorrected at once. For example, should we find someone who says, in a complacenttone of voice, that the House of the Teckla has never produced a composer of note,
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we should at once be forced to ask if this person has ever heard of G'hair ofClyferns who composed the Nine-Hour Symphony of the Model Sevens. Should wefind someone who pretends that Serioli no longer live in the world, we should desireto take this person to Jawbone Mountain, and there introduce him to Jggolftha thebone-dancer, and then ask him again. Should we encounter an Eastern witch whoasserts the superiority of his art over the sorcery we receive from the Orb, we areinclined, peaceable as we normally are, to suggest this claim be tested at once.
Certain other errors, however, might inspire in us the desire to leave theperpetrator in ignorance. To accidentally overhear someone say that he cannot beoverheard, and thus imply to the other party that it is safe to whisper secrets, seemsto fall solidly into the second category. This, at any rate, was Khaavren's opinion,which is why he signaled Aerich as he did.
We return our attention then, to the place where Khaavren's was directed; that isto say, over the stone wall which separated the yard from the gardener's hutch. Thesecond speaker, who was either a low-voiced woman or a high-voiced man, but, ineither case, spoke with a purity of accent and pronunciation that showed him to befrom the environs of Dragaera city, said, "There are five of them, then?"
"Five, yes, and a lackey."
"Well, that is not too many."
"No, not if they have no sorcery."
"Well, and if they do?"
"Then, my lord, they are many more than their numbers indicate."
The second speaker, of whom we can now say with confidence that he wasmasculine, in character, said, "Well, if they are surprised, their sorcery will be of nohelp to them."
"That is true with regards to sorcery."
"Then that is all, is it not?"
"My lord, you have solved only one problem."
"You pretend there is another problem?"
"A severe one, my lord."
"Well? It is?"
"It is that we are forbidden to kill them, my lord."
"How, forbidden?"
"It was in the orders I received directly from the lady."
"Well then, my orders are from the other lady, the Athyra. You know who Imean, do you not?"
"I do."
"Well, and she has no such compunctions."
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"Yet, my orders--"
"These mountains are deep, and high, and wild, and accidents can easily happento strangers. If an accident were to happen, that is, if brigands, of which thesemountains are full, were to fall upon these visitors; well, as long as the Dragonsuspected nothing, there would be no reason why my generosity should fail, and noreason why any ill should come to you for it."
"My lord, I am not an assassin."
"No, merely an outlaw; and an outlaw with a price upon his head."
"I nearly think you threaten me, my lord."
"And if I do?"
"Then I beg you to remember that the mountains are deep, and high, and wild,and accidents can easily happen to strangers. And, moreover, I beg you toremember that I am an outlaw, with a price upon my head."
"You reason well, Baaro."
"Thank you, my lord; I think my head is tolerably long."
"But allow me to point out something you may have overlooked."
"Well, what is that, my lord?"
"You are only able to thrive in these mountains because of the good wishes ofthose who live here."
"Well, that is natural."
"And those who live here are loyal to Lord Adron."
"As am I, my lord."
"But suppose he were to set the people against you?"
"He would not do so."
"But suppose he did."
"Then I would be unable to survive."
"Well?"
"Well, I repeat, he will not do that. Nor would he involve himself in anything likeassassination."
"It is not necessary that he involve himself, nor that he turn against you; it is onlynecessary that the people of these mountains think he has turned against you."
"Do you pretend, my lord, that you can convince these people of such a thingwithout his knowing about it?"
"Are you not aware, good Baaro, that Lord Adron is, even now, in DragaeraCity, negotiating for control of Pepperfield, and thus has no way of knowing what isdeclared in his name?"
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
"Well, that is true. All that is necessary, then, is to convince the people of thismountain that--what is it you have there?"
"How, you don't recognize it?"
"It is Lord Adron's seal!"
"Precisely."
"By the gods! How did you come upon it?"
"That doesn't concern you. What matters is that I have it."
"Well, it is clear that you do."
"Moreover, I am willing to use it."
"I believe that you are."
"And I can use it to such an effect that everyone will believe that Lord Adron hasturned against you, rather than making everyone believe that he has turned againstthose others."
"Yes, that is possible."
"You will, then, do as I say?"
"It seems I have no choice."
"Good. Then tell me your plan."
"The strangers will set off to-morrow morning."
"That is likely."
"Just before they reach the Fordway Road, which they must take if they are to getto the castle of Lord Adron, there is a place with a stand of sycamore on one side ofthe road, and a line of birches on the other."
"Very well."
"Well, my men will conceal themselves there, and we will fall upon them withspear and sword."
"How many men?"
"Thirty."
"That will be enough. What else?"
"Well, we will kill them all."
"Very well. Here is the gold."
"Thank you, your lordship."
"I hope, Baaro, that, notwithstanding your resistance to my mistress's wishes,you will hold no ill-will toward me for the means I have had to use to convince you."
"My lord, I assure you that I have the highest regard for you, and this goldremoves any doubts I may have had."
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"That is well. I will see you again after your mission is completed, and you willreceive a like amount."
"You are generous."
"The Athyra whom I serve is generous. Never forget that."
"I never shall."
"That is all, then, Baaro."
"Until to-morrow, your lordship."
Khaavren touched Aerich's shoulder at this point and made a sign that theyshould return to the inn, which they did, finding their companions just as they hadleft them, save that less of the cake was on the table. Khaavren and Aerichapproached the table and bowed in a pleasant manner to all assembled (we mustrecall that, in addition to their companions, there were a few additional travelersthere), and indicated by signs that they wished their friends to join them outside, afterwhich signs being given and acknowledged, Khaavren and Aerich excusedthemselves and went back out of doors, where they awaited their companions.
Chapter the Twenty-third
In Which the Art
Of the Ambuscade is Discussed
And Examples Provided
«^»THE FIRST TO arrive was Pel. He raised his eyebrows at Aerich, who shook hishead slightly to indicate that the moment for speech had not yet arrived. Uttrikfollowed after a moment, then Tazendra and Mica. "Well?" said Tazendra.
"This way," said Khaavren, assuming command of the proceedings as if born tolead. He pointed up the road in the direction they were to proceed the next day,toward a place where a thick pile of stone had been built up, as if to prevent theslope of the mountain from covering the road with rocks and mud.
"Is there, then, something to see this way?" said Tazendra.
"No," said Khaavren, "but there is something to talk about."
"But then, why can't we talk in the inn, where, I must tell you, I was mostcomfortably stationed?"
"Because, my friend, it would be too easy for us to be overheard there."
"It is remarkable," said Aerich, "how well sound carries in these mountains."
"Well, then," persisted Tazendra, who, notwithstanding the extreme justice ofKhaavren's remarks, was still annoyed at having to leave the inn, "do you pretend
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sound will carry less well here, along this road, than in the inn?"
"If you would be so good as to send Mica around to keep an eye and an earopen for observers, I should think we may be able to safely communicate somematters of importance."
"I will do so then," said Tazendra, and indicated to Mica that he should be abouthis task. The worthy Teckla nodded in a businesslike way and, still holding hisbar-stool, began scouring the area.
After a moment, Pel said in a very quiet voice, "Come, what have you to tell us?"
"We are most anxious to hear," said Uttrik.
"I will tell you then," said Khaavren.
"What is it?" said Pel.
"Just this," said Khaavren. "Aerich and I were absent when the cake was eaten."
"Well," said Tazendra. "We knew this. In fact, I even remarked upon it, did I not,Sir Uttrik?"
"You did," said the Dragonlord.
Khaavren continued, "We took a walk behind the inn, where there is a stone pathabout several small clear-water pools, which it would do you good to look into,should you wish to reflect upon the infinite."
"Oh," said Tazendra, "I am done with reflecting."
"Well, but, we were not."
"And what did this reflection lead to?"
"Oh, that is unimportant. What is important, was what we heard while we werereflecting."
"Oh, you heard something?"
"That is to say, overheard."
"And what is it that you overheard?" asked Pel mildly.
Khaavren quickly described the conversation, as nearly word for word as hecould, which was very nearly indeed, for he had a large head, and, as is well known,a large head gives greater capacity for memory. As he was finishing, Mica appearedand bowed to the company, "Gentlemen," he said, "I have made three circuits of thearea, at widening intervals. At one time I thought I heard a listener, but a closerexamination proved it to be a norska, who seemed as anxious about my intentions asI was about hers."
"Very well, Mica. You may remain here," said Tazendra.
"But then," said Uttrik, "where is this ambuscade to take place?"
"Ambuscade?" said Mica.
"Hush," said Tazendra.
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"Along this very road, if I understood correctly," said Khaavren.
"That was my understanding, as well," as Aerich. "Perhaps half a league furtheralong."
"What then ought we to do?" said Pel.
"Well, I," said Tazendra, "think we should wait above the point of the ambuscadeuntil we find these brigands, and then carry off our own ambuscade."
"Shame," said Aerich. "A surprise attack?"
"Well," said Khaavren, "I am not far from agreeing with Tazendra. Consider thatwe are five against thirty, and that, furthermore, they intended to attack us in exactlythat manner."
"And yet--" said Aerich.
"My dear friend," said Pel, "consider that we are dealing with brigands, notgentlemen."
"That is true," said Aerich. "Nevertheless--"
"And consider further that, if we do not, we must either admit that we have failedin our mission, which would suit my temperament but poorly, or else walk into anambuscade, which would have results as least equally unsatisfactory, since I declareto you that I prize my skin nearly as highly as I prize success."
"Well, we could go behind them, and proceed on to the castle."
"And leave an enemy behind us?" said Uttrik.
Aerich sighed. "Very well, then. Have you a plan of battle?"
"I have one," said Uttrik.
"Tell it," said the others.
"Here it is, then. We must leave the inn as planned in the morning, only we musttake care to depart in a very slow manner."
"For what reason?" said Tazendra.
"I will tell you. There is no doubt that, when we set off, there will be someone towatch us, and to inform the ambuscade that we will reach it soon. It will be good ifthey are told that we are not moving in a great hurry."
"And why is that, my lord?" asked Pel with the greatest courtesy.
"Because, then, you perceive, it will not be deemed suspicious if we take a greatdeal of time to get there."
"Well," said Tazendra, "if we are moving slowly, then it is only natural that wewill not get there as soon as if we trotted our horses."
"Exactly," said Uttrik.
"That is well thought out," said Khaavren.
"But it would seem," said Tazendra, "that we must nevertheless reach the
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ambuscade, and if we do so slower--"
"Tazendra," said Aerich gravely, "does not comprehend."
"Well, this is true," said Tazendra.
"We intend," said Pel, "to circle behind the ambuscade. Using Uttrik's plan, withwhich I am in full agreement"--here he bowed to the Dragonlord, who returned thecourtesy--"we will not alert them needlessly."
"Shall we divide our forces?" said Khaavren.
"Well, Tazendra, have you had the chance to charge the flash-stone you used soeffectually before?"
"No, I have not had the opportunity."
"In that case--"
"Excuse me," said Pel, "but you might go on to ask if any of the rest of us havesuch devices."
"What? More of them?"
"Well, if one is the friend of a sorcerer"--here he bowed to Tazendra--"then it ispractically the same as if one could prepare the rocks by one's self."
"So, then, how many of these famous devices are there?"
"Three, my lord," said Pel. "And mine is a very heavy load indeed, such that Imight knock four of the enemy off their horses."
"Well, that one, and two others?"
"It is as I've said, my lord."
"Then do you and Tazendra take the portion of the road above them, andKhaavren, Aerich, and I will secure the road below them."
"And the signal?" said Tazendra.
"You, Pel, when you judge the time is right, will simply discharge yourflash-stone at the largest group of them, whereupon we will all attack."
"Agreed," said Pel.
"And mind, we will be attacking through the woods, and using flash-stones,wherefore, if we make sufficient noise, they may believe there are more of us, andbreak off the engagement."
"Nevertheless," said Khaavren, frowning, "there are, to be sure, thirty of them."
"Well, yes," said Uttrik. "And?"
"I still wonder how five of us can defeat thirty of the enemy."
"Well, perhaps we will not defeat them," said Uttrik.
"But it will be a good battle," said Tazendra.
"Of that, there can be little doubt," said Pel, who smiled grimly and rested his
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hand upon his sword. With this they returned to the inn, for the hour had grown lateas they spoke.
The Empress Undauntra I, shortly before the end of the War of the Wine Cups,that is, on the day of the battle that won for her the Orb, made the followingobservation as she inspected the army: "I can always tell who has never seen battlebefore."
A certain subaltern, in the letters from which we know the story, overheard, andasked if it was because they seemed nervous. "No," she snapped, "anyone in hisright mind is nervous before a battle."
"Well then, is it that they are more eager than those of more experience?"
"In my army, everyone is eager for battle."
"Then tell me, my lady, how you can tell?"
"Because they look more tired than the rest." No matter how many duels one hasfought, or how many skirmishes of the type that arrive unexpectedly, there is still, onthe even of one's first battle, a feeling unlike any other. To rest one's head upon thepillow saying to one's self, "This may be last time I sleep in this life," or to wonder,each time one's eyes begin to close, "Will I still be alive and whole at this timeto-morrow?" is enough to drive any notion of sleep far into the nether reaches ofpossibility.
It is to Khaavren's credit that on this, the night before his first real battle, hemanaged at last to fall asleep some four hours before the time the host had agreed towake them with hot, sweet klava laden with honey and goat's milk.
He awoke then, if not fully refreshed, at least, we say to his credit, eager enoughto make up for the deficiency, which is to say, fully alert, and, though nervous, alsocool-headed and ready for battle.
It was precisely half past the hour of eight in the morning when Khaavren reachedthe top of the stairs, and encountered Tazendra and Mica. The latter had a look ofsome worry upon his face, while the former's eyes fairly gleamed as only aDzurlord's will when about enter a battle in which she is outnumbered. At the bottomof the stairs they met Aerich, who was sitting calmly at a table staring out thewindow. Uttrik was outside seeing to the horses, and Pel came down the stairs onlya moment later. They settled up with the host and, on the advice of Uttrik, the mostseasoned campaigner among them, took extra care to see to their saddles and gear,and made certain that their flash-stones were near at hand, and that their blades wereloose and ready.
"Well then, come, gentlemen," said Uttrik.
"But slowly," said Khaavren, making no effort to speak softly. "It is a finemorning, and I wish to enjoy the ride."
"As you wish," said Pel, and they led their horses out of the yard of the inn of thepainted sign.
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It was, as Khaavren had remarked, a beautiful morning. Though still high summer,the mountains, as they will, cooled the air, and the constant streams and swirlingbreezes for which Mount Bli'aard is justly famous cooled it still more; also theorange red sky was thin, as it is in the east, and today was so far above them that ittook on a faint lilac color, and the Furnace, which one can always feel but never see,was nearly visible, in that there was a direction, nearly straight ahead of them, inwhich one could not look without one's eyes watering and wishing to shut on theirown, and giving one the strange, unaccountable desire to sneeze, which each of themdid several times.
They made their slow, steady pace for a league up the road; then, just beforereaching the last turn which would bring them to the place of the ambuscade, Uttrikmade a sign; whereupon they rode their horses off to the sides of the road,dismounted, and tied them to trees, then slipped off, each to the place which hadbeen prescribed.
Though there were trees on each side of the road, they were not so thickly placedthat Khaavren had to worry about striking branches with his head, or tripping overextended roots. And since, for the most part, they were mountain pines, theyprovided excellent concealment, which Khaavren, along with Aerich and Uttrik, usedto good advantage. They moved far back down the slope, circled wide, and beganto come back up. They crossed what were clearly the tracks of a dragon, but,fortunately, saw no more sign of the beast than that. At last Aerich said softly, "Oh."
"What is it? Do you see them?" whispered Uttrik.
In answer, the Lyorn pointed up the slope, to where more than a dozenill-dressed men and women waited with drawn weapons, staring at the path.
"Let us get closer," said Khaavren, in whose head the blood was beginning topound.
"Very well," said Uttrik. "But carefully."
They maneuvered so close they could nearly make out words the brigands spokeas they whispered among themselves.
"Now," said Uttrik into Khaavren's and Aerich's ears, "we must wait for--"
But that which was to be awaited occurred, or, to be precise, there was thesudden, unmistakable crack that is the discharge of a flash-stone. Uttrik, who hadstood to battle before, and thus could anticipate the ringing in the ears of those whowere close to the sound, used the time after it to draw his sword. Khaavren andAerich, observing this, took no longer to arm themselves, and, moreover, each tookhis own flash-stone into his left hand.
Uttrik said, "I believe, my lords, it is time to charge them."
"Well," said Aerich with a shrug. "I believe the honor of the command is yours."
"I agree," said Khaavren.
"Well, then I am about to give the order."
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"Do so," said Khaavren, "we are with you."
"Then charge them," he cried, and, with these words, Uttrik leaped up the slope,Khaavren and Aerich at his very heels. Even before they were noticed they heard thesounds of cries and of ringing steel from the other side of the road. Those theyattacked had focused their attention on the commotion on the other side of the road,and thus had their backs well exposed to the three who bore down on them.
Khaavren frowned when he realized that, whatever their position, his first blowwould be to the back of a man who was not expecting such an attack. He set thisconsideration aside, however, and was on the point of preparing to strike, whenAerich said in loud and carrying voice, "Excuse me, gentlemen, but it would really bebest if you were to surrender your weapons."
Khaavren had the distinct impression of several faces staring at him inamazement, then in disbelief, while for an instant no one moved. Then someonemade a motion, small in itself, the turn of a foot, the readjustment of a hand upon apommel, but, like the pebble that launches the rock-slide, it was enough.
Khaavren's arm, which seemed to be commanded directly by his eye without thecommands having to pass through any apparatus on the way, struck out once, thenagain, and he felt himself suddenly in midst of a storm of steel that whirled aroundhim and threatened to sweep him away; he entered that state where wounds, given orreceived, are unreal, for all that matters is the constantly evolving pattern of motion inwhich the broadest actions are subtleties, and finest adjustments of detail are grandstrokes; here a half turn to the left, there a cut to the right, here an adjustment to wardoff a blow with the dagger, there a twist to disarm, until, in what seemed to be notime at all except for the powerful though fragmented array of memory-images whichassembled themselves for the consideration of his mind, all was quiet again, andKhaavren stood upon the field of battle, in the middle of the road, with his friends allwhole and sound, save for a few scratches.
What actually happened was this: the ambuscade had been set up with fifteen ofthe enemy on either side of the road. As Uttrik had foreseen, one of them had beenhidden near the inn and had raced back to tell the others that their enemies weredeparting, but were only walking their horses. Uttrik's plan had worked so well, infact, that Baaro's troops, if we may so call them, had not even begun to feelimpatient when Pel, having decided that enough time had passed, released the heavycharge from his flash-stone.
Baaro's troops were heavily bunched together, so that the charge, while onlykilling one of them, stunned or wounded another five, while three more bolted downthe road in terror so that there were only six of them remaining on that side of theroad. It should be noted that the charge was of sufficient strength that Pel himself, inaddition to being nearly deafened by the report, had to take a moment to recover,but fortunately, Tazendra did not; her greatsword was ready to hand, and before thesix remaining brigands had recovered from the shock she had brought two of themto the ground, including Baaro himself, whom she killed with a single blow to thecollar.
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The remaining four were able to put themselves into a defensive position, andthings might have gone poorly for Tazendra except that Mica, who had positionedhimself on a rock ledge next to them and slightly higher than they, struck one such ablow on the head with his faithful bar-stool that the outlaw went down at once, and,at the same time, Pel, who had by now recovered and drawn his weapon, made aferocious charge and, after dueling with one for the length of three passes, stuck hisblade through the woman's thigh, so that she was stretched out full length on theroad. He and Tazendra turned to the remaining two, who put up token resistance foronly a moment before turning and running down the road as fast as they could.
Tazendra and Pel immediately rushed across the road. Now on that side, thebattle was going in earnest, for though Khaavren had wounded one with hisflash-stone (without even being aware of it), Aerich's had failed to discharge. Theywere at once forced into a defensive battle, with Aerich, at the point of the trianglethey formed, calmly knocking away blows with his vambraces and turning to strikeonly when he had a clear opening; in this way he had severely wounded twoattackers. Uttrik, who fought with two longswords, found himself rather cramped bythe defensive nature of the engagement, yet he had managed to kill one of hisopponents who had been thrown off-balance by Aerich, and injure another who hadbecome impatient with the ferocity of the defense.
Khaavren was fighting with sword and poniard, the latter drawn without thinkingas soon as his flash-stone was expended, and he made full use of the confusionbrought about by the other two; that is, he darted in and out of them, ducked belowthrusts to cut up, turned fully around to strike from unexpected angles, laughed inthe faces of his enemies, and in this way had brought one opponent to the groundwith a cut to the side while inflicting dozens of minor cuts and scratches with whichto teach the enemy respect for his blades.
There were, then, nine against three, and all would have been over quickly had thebrigands organized themselves rather than getting in each other's way. In fact, theywere attempting to coordinate a rush at the moment when Pel and Tazendra arrivedfrom the other side and attacked them from behind. Being attacked from behindtwice in one battle was, it seems, more than they could face, for, after Tazendra hadkilled one with a crushing blow to the top of his head, they broke in confusion anddisorder, leaving the field, as it were, to the five companions and Mica. The Teckla,we should add, seemed, after having delivered his blow, as cool as Aerich himself.
These six worthies, then, looked about them at the dead and wounded andKhaavren said, "Well, I nearly think it is time to continue our journey."
"The horses," said Aerich, "are this way."
Thus, with their first battle behind them, they retrieved their horses, mounted, andmade their way safely past the scene of the carnage and continued toward Redface,home of Adron e'Kieron, and refuge, so they believed, of Kathana e'Marish'Chala.
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Chapter the Twenty-fourth
In Which it is Shown that Three Copper Pennies,
Well Spent, Are More Valuable
Than Sixty Orbs,
Carelessly Applied
«^»ONE MIGHT SUPPOSE that, having arrived at the very doorstep, as it were, ofRedface Castle, the remaining few leagues would present little problem, especially asthere was a road that ran in that direction. In fact, nothing could be further from thetruth. The road, after a short distance, began to divide, and to divide again and thenagain. It was known by Uttrik, whose home in the Pepperfields had not been farfrom Bli'aard, that most of the roads spent themselves at farms, quarries, streams,caves, or against blank walls, and a few even ended in pits, or at the top of suddencliffs. This was one of the means of defense devised by Maalics e'Kieron, who,back in the fifth cycle, had conquered region and begun construction of the Castle.Uttrik, who was acquainted with the region in general, was no help in this problem.
Nor, we must say, were the populace in any way helpful. Several times thecompanions asked after directions, and even paid for them, only to have the guidedisappear. As their frustration mounted, they increased the payments, andaugmented them with threats of various sorts, but to no avail.
"Do you think," said Uttrik, "that this is the way strangers are always treated inthese mountains?"
"Well," said Khaavren, "you may remember that word has been out out againstus. It may be that we are fortunate to avoid an attack by these peasants, rather thanmerely having lost some sixty orbs."
"But then," said Uttrik, "it seems we could wander these mountains for daysbefore finding the correct path, which annoys me, inasmuch as, each time we cometo place where there are no trees to block the sky, I can see the walls of the castle asplainly as I see the sky itself."
"Well," said Khaavren, "what is your plan, then?"
"We will kill a few of these peasants by hanging them up from trees, and that willmake the others respect us."
"Bah," said Aerich. "We are visiting Lord Adron, whose vassals these are. Hewill hardly thank us. And, moreover, we might never emerge from these hills, as thepeasants are many, dislike strangers, are leagued against us, and may become violentat any moment."
"Well then," said Khaavren, "what is your plan?"
"My plan is to return to the inn, send a message up to the castle, and ask to beguided. We are gentlemen; there is no reason for Lord Adron to refuse us the
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guide."
"I can think of one reason," said Khaavren.
"What is that?"
"That he is not here, but is, as we've been told, in Dragaera City."
"Ah, that is true," said Aerich, momentarily startled. "I had forgotten thiscircumstance."
"Then," said Tazendra, "listen to my plan."
"Yes," said the others, "let us listen to Tazendra's plan."
"We will send Mica to investigate, and as he is a peasant himself, the peasantswill speak to him, and he will find out."
"Bah," said Pel, "he wears your livery, and will thus be recognized."
"We can remove the livery."
"That smacks of concealment," said Aerich, frowning.
"Moreover," said Pel, "to these mountain people he is still a stranger, and thuswill have no better luck than we have had."
"Very well," said Khaavren, "what is your plan?"
"My plan is very simple. We will return to the inn, take the innkeeper captive, or,indeed, any of these peasants, and make our captive, on pain of his life, reveal thecorrect path. Moreover, we will take him with us, on the understanding that his life isforfeit if he guides us wrong. What do you think of this plan?"
"For my part," said Tazendra, "I am not far from adopting Pel's idea."
"Nor am I," said Uttrik.
Mica, who seemed relieved at any plan which did not require him to remove hislivery, maintained a respectful silence, but agreement could be discerned on hisfeatures.
"And," said Aerich, coolly, "if he should believe his duty more important than hislife, will you kill him, for the crime of being loyal to his master?"
"Oh," said Pel, "as to that--"
"And besides," Aerich continued, "you know how I feel about any adventure thatresembles taking hostages."
"Hostages," put in Uttrik, "are a legitimate part of warfare."
"Entirely true," said Aerich. "But do you pretend that we are at war with LordAdron?"
"Well," said Tazendra, "we are not far from it. We have thrown away sixty goodsilver orbs, which is enough to make me set my teeth hard in my jaw."
"Nevertheless--" began Aerich.
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"But, good Aerich," began Khaavren, "we cannot wander these mountainsforever."
"There is no need to," said the Lyorn with a smile.
"And why is that?"
"Because we have not yet heard your plan."
"What, my plan?"
"Yes, yes," said Tazendra. "Tell us your plan, Khaavren."
"You insist I have a plan, then?" said the Tiassa, with a small smile upon his lips.
"It is true," said Pel, "that you always have a plan."
Khaavren said, "Well, you're right, I do."
"Then," said Uttrik, "please be good enough to tell us what it is, and, if we like it,we shall adopt it."
"Well, my plan is that we take this path."
"This one?" said Tazendra. "Why this one and not any of the others."
"Because this path, and none of the others, has a dead horse lying along it at adistance of thirty yards from where we stand, and, unless I am mistaken, the saddleof that horse shows that it is from the post."
"Well?" said Uttrik. "And so?"
"And so, it looks as if the poor beast was ridden to death by a messenger, whowas consequently in a hurry. Now, I would think a messenger would know the rightpath, and, moreover, a messenger in a hurry would be likely to be going to Redface,instead of anywhere else in the accursed mountains. There, what do you think of myplan?"
Uttrik, who had not known Khaavren as long as the others, stared at him in frankamazement. Aerich said, "Your head, my friend, is as long as your sword, and quiteas sharp."
"Well," said Tazendra, "let us then take this path at once."
The castle of Redface, home of His Highness Adron e'Kieron, Dragon Heir to theThrone, Duke of Eastmans-watch, Count of Korio and Sky, etc. etc., remains one ofthe masterpieces of engineering, ranking with the floating castles of the e'Drien line(of which only Castle Black survives to this day) and possibly with Dzur Mountain,if the mystery behind that strange enclave is ever solved.
To begin with, it consists, quite literally, of miles of walls, with irregularly placedtowers looking out in all directions. These walls, be it understood, are both thick andhigh, and, moreover, so perfectly match the shape of the mountain into which theyare built that it is as if the mountain itself created them out of its own rock beforegraciously allowing the progeny of Kieron the Conqueror, oldest and proudest of theDragon lines, to construct a home therein.
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To the south, there is the Redface itself, a drop of more than two thousand feetinto the Eastern River, or more exactly, onto the rocks that stick up from the riverand cause its treacherous back-currents and white waters. To the west, there is thecomparatively gentle slope of Mount Bli'aard leading down to the nearest city, thatbeing Troe, or what was then called Bengloarafurd. To the north the mountain rises alittle further, to a string of watch-posts that have been manned by the House of theDragon for thousands of years, leading off to Mount Kieron, and, further, to the highplateau of Pepperfield, before dropping to the Valley of Salt, beyond which lies theregion of Sandyhome. To the east there are the distant peaks of the Ironwall andWhitecrown which lead to the lands of the Easterners.
The castle consists of several large buildings, all connected by a cunning series oftunnels designed to allow supplies to move quickly and easily to any position alongthe wall, as well as to provide homes for both the Imperial garrison that is alwaysstationed there and the standing army which the Duke, by custom and right,maintains to protect his position. The keep of Lord Redface, as it is sometimescalled--that is, if our readers will pardon the confusion, the master of the keep issometimes called Lord Redface, and thus his dwelling is sometimes called the keepof Lord Redface--this keep, we say, is the tallest of the structures, and located inthe center of the maze of courtyards and substructures, built with nine towers, andsurrounded by its own series of walls, gates, and watch-stations.
As our friends traveled the road to the castle, Khaavren, Tazendra and Pel weretraveling in the front rank, with Aerich and Uttrik bringing up the rear, along withMica, who appeared to enjoy the conversation of Aerich, consisting as it did of longsilences punctuated by short silences. Shortly before arriving at the outer wall,Tazendra suddenly announced to Khaavren and Pel, "I have been wondering again."
Pel shrugged. "I had thought you had given over such activities."
"Well, I seem unable to stop myself."
"It is a sign of intelligence," said Khaavren, "to be unable to stop wondering."
"Is it indeed?" said Tazendra, who was greatly pleased by this thought.
"Entirely."
"Well, that is good; I had suspected I was intelligent, now I know that I am, andbecause of it--"
"Well?"
"I will continue to wonder."
"That is right," said Khaavren.
"And yet, I should like an answer to the question that has been knocking aboutmy head so insistently."
"I understand your annoyance," said Pel, "but I beg you to reconsider."
"Reconsider?"
"Exactly."
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"Why?"
"Because, if you ask your question, it might be answered."
"Well, but that is what I want."
"No," said Pel, "it is not."
"How, it is not?"
"Not the least in the world, I assure you."
"But it seems to me that is just why I want to ask the question."
"And you are wrong to do so," said Pel promptly.
"But, will you tell me why?"
"I should be delighted to do so."
"Then I am listening."
"Well, here it is: if your question is answered, you will no longer wonder."
"Well, and then?"
"Why, didn't you just say that you wished to keep wondering, becausewondering is the proof of intelligence?"
"Oh, but there is no worry on that score, Pel."
"Why not, Tazendra?"
"Because, to anticipate the future as being like the past--"
"Which it often is, I think."
"Yes, exactly. Well, to anticipate the future as being like the past, I think that afteryou have answered my question, I will be forced to continue wondering just thesame."
Pel, who could only agree with the extreme justice of this remark, fell silent, andKhaavren said, "Well then, tell us what you are wondering about."
"I will do so. It is this: what will we do when we have arrived at the castle ofRedface?"
"We will ask to speak to Lord Adron," said Khaavren. "There, you see, you areanswered."
"But, dear Khaavren, it is just as I expected."
"How?"
"Because it only makes me wonder more."
"What? You have more to wonder about?"
"I do, indeed. What do you say to that?"
"That I had no idea you were so intelligent."
"Well, it is true that my second cousin on my mother's side, Deraff, was a
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tactician."
"You say, was?"
"Yes," said Tazendra, "he was killed in an ambuscade on his first campaign."
"That is too bad."
"Yes, I have always thought so. But it shows there is intelligence in my family."
"Well, I agree with you," said Khaavren.
"And then," continued Tazendra, "it seems to me that if one is bandy-legged, orlong in the arm, or tall in the body, that often one's forebears are as well; andtherefore, why should not high intelligence also be something that is preserved withina family?"
"I think you are entirely correct," said Pel.
"You agree?"
"I have said so."
"Then, I am convinced of my intelligence."
"Well," said Khaavren, "of that there can be no more doubt."
"And yet," said Pel, "I am anxious to learn what Tazendra now has cause towonder about."
"Just this," she said. "You have explained that we will ask to see Lord Adron."
"Exactly right," said Pel.
"But, I had thought that we had just learned, from the conversation whichKhaavren and Aerich heard, that he was in Dragaera City, which, you observe, weleft some weeks ago."
"Well," said Khaavren, "that is true."
"Then he won't be there."
"Well, that is right, too."
"But that, you perceive, is what I am wondering about: why should we ask forhim, knowing, as we do, that he is not there?"
"Because," said Pel, "it is his home, and therefore, if we are visiting it, it is onlyproper to ask for him."
"And yet if he isn't home?"
"Then," said Khaavren, "we shall ask to wait for him."
"But then, it may be a long wait."
"In fact," said Khaavren, "we are hoping it will be."
"Oh, we are?"
"We are depending upon it."
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"But then, I fail to comprehend."
"I assure you," said Khaavren, "I think none the less of your intelligence for that."
"That is good," said Tazendra. "And yet, I wonder what we will do, while we arewaiting for him?"
"Well, what have we come here to do?"
"I don't know," said Tazendra. "I only know that we must find the baronessKaluma."
"Who is where?" persisted Khaavren.
"The gods! I think she is at Redface, or we have wasted many weeks oftraveling."
"Well, then, while we are awaiting Lord Adron, we shall be searching for Kathanae'Marish'Chala."
"Oh," said Tazendra, her eyes growing wide with wonder. "Now I comprehend."
"Then," said Pel, "you must find something else to wonder about."
"Oh, I will," said Tazendra. "You may rest easy on that score. Only, there is nohurry, is there?"
"No," said Pel, "I think you may take your time."
"That's good," said Tazendra.
"Here we are," said Khaavren, as they came around the last bend in the road andfound the west gate was standing with both doors open, creating a break in the wallenough to admit three coaches side by side without touching in the least Theysaluted the guards and rode into the central courtyard, where their horses were takenby servants, after which our friends were admitted into a comfortable antechamberof the Castle Main, where they gave their names and asked to speak with LordAdron, if it was convenient to him to do so.
The servant bowed and asked them to wait while he inquired. After he had gone,Tazendra said, "Well, about what do you think he has gone to inquire?"
"No doubt," said Khaavren, "he has gone to inquire as to what to do about thosewho wish to see his master while his master is not at home. We must, then, beg to beallowed to wait for him."
"Very well," said Tazendra. "And while waiting, we will take the opportunity tosearch for her."
"Exactly," said Uttrik, with an expression of relish on his features.
"My dear Uttrik," said Aerich.
"Well?"
"However this falls out, we will be guests in Lord Adron's home, and theBaroness is another guest."
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"Well, and?"
"And I trust you will observe etiquette with regard to guests."
"And yet, she is a criminal, and, moreover, she killed my father."
"She is a guest," repeated Aerich laconically.
"Well, and if I should take it into my head to confront her with her actions, andcause her to take responsibility for their consequences?"
"Then we must cross swords."
"My dear Lyorn--"
"I will regret it intensely, I assure you."
"But it seems--"
"Your pardon, gentlemen," said Khaavren, "but allow me to suggest that werefrain from launching that boat until the ground is wet."
"I agree with Khaavren entirely," said Pel.
"Very well," said Aerich.
"As you will have it," said Uttrik.
Another servant appeared at this time; only, instead of a Teckla, this was anIssola gentleman, who wore green and white robes showing that he was performinghis office for Lord Adron. He said, "I am Custrin, at your service. Am I tounderstand that you do us the honor of requesting an interview with my master, thePrince?"
The five friends rose as one (Mica, as became a lackey, had remained standing),and bowed. Khaavren said, "You have understood us exactly. Only, as we do notwish to disturb him, and as, moreover, our errand is not urgent, we are prepared towait until a convenient moment, whether it be to-day, to-morrow, or several weeks inthe future; you perceive, my dear sir, that we are ready to be amiable."
"All the better, then, that the Prince is prepared to receive you at once."
"What?" said Khaavren, astonished. "He is here? That is, he is willing to see usnow?"
"At this very moment, if that should please you. Or, if you prefer, and as thePrince is anxious that you should spend at least some little time with him, you mayuse our guest rooms to refresh yourselves from your journey first, however, it pleaseyou."
"No, no," said Khaavren, endeavoring to hide his confusion. "That is, we shouldbe honored to see Lord Adron at this very moment, if he is not inconveniencinghimself."
"Not at all, I assure you. He returned only yester-day from a long journey, andhas rested, but not yet resumed his daily habits, so that the time is admirably suitedfor an interview."
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"Well, then, we are at your service, my lord."
The Issola then led them from the antechamber into a well-lit hall, at the end ofwhich was a high-ceilinged chamber furnished with paintings of various nobles of thee'Kieron line, as well as an ornate table that filled a great part of the room, and wassupplied with high-backed chairs, no less ornate than the table, as well as a fewstuffed chairs pushed into comers. There was a fire going in the black marblefireplace, which fire reflected against the dark wainscoting. At the far end of theroom, one hand upon a chair and the other on his hip, was the Duke ofEastmanswatch, etc. etc., Lord Adron e'Kieron.
Adron was just then reaching the height of his powers, but had not yet reachedthe height of his fame. That is, he had already distinguished himself at the Battle ofTwelve Pines, and several times during the Elde Island War, but the Rolling RockWars, where he constructed and led the Breath of Fire Battalion, had not yetoccurred. Moreover, his studies of sorcery had reached the limits of currentknowledge, and he was even then beginning to make use of the infamous blue stoneswhich would allow him, five hundred years later, to harness the power that destroyedthe Empire and replaced Dragaera City with the Lesser Sea of Flux. We should addthat his eyes were blue and cold, his hair, a very light brown, was worn tied back in aknot like a Lyorn's which showed off his sharp noble's point, and he had the"Dragon chin" to such a degree that it was said, in later years, "His chin was sostrong it smashed the Empire to pieces."
Notwithstanding all of this, he bowed politely to the companions and requestedthat they be seated at the table. He then caused a servant to appear with chilled wine,which he poured and tasted first. "Well, my lords, to what do I owe the honor of thevisit with which you have graced my poor house?"
"Your Highness," said Khaavren, who had used the interval to try to clear upsome of the confusion in his mind, "we are here, well, we have come to pay ourrespects to you."
"To pay your respects?" said Adron. "How singular. And in whose name do youdo so?"
"On behalf of Captain G'aereth," said Khaavren, or, rather, said Khaavren'smouth, for it seemed to be supplying the words which his mind appeared unable todiscover.
"Captain G'aereth?" said Adron, frowning. "Well, I know him."
"And he knows you, Your Highness," said Khaavren.
"And," added Pel truthfully, "he has the greatest respect for you."
"But, well, is there something he wants from me?"
"Not at all," said Khaavren, who could think of nothing the Captain might want."He merely desired us to pay you a thousand compliments, and to then be on ourway."
Uttrik shifted uncomfortably, but, like the others, was content to allow Khaavren
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to do the talking.
"And yet," said Adron, "that cannot be why you have taken this journey so farfrom the city. Come, speak the truth, the Emperor has sent you here, has he not?"
"The Emperor!" said Khaavren.
"Well?"
"Your Highness, I assure you I have no idea what the Emperor could wish for usto do."
"But then, you are of the Guard, and I have been given to understand that HisMajesty is wroth with me."
"And so you think--?"
"That you have come to arrest me, have you not? Well, I assure you that I shallaccompany you happily; and will be only too glad to plead my case before thecourt."
"I give you my word, Your Highness--"
"Oh, you need have no fear; you may have my parole. Only allow me a fewmoments to gather my belongings for the journey. Shall I fetch my sword tosurrender it to you?"
"Your Highness," said Aerich, coming to Khaavren's rescue. "I am a Lyorn;consequently, I cannot lie."
"I am aware of that, sir."
"Well, I tell you plainly that the mission we were entrusted with has nothingwhatsoever to do with you."
"How? It does not?"
"I have said so, my lord."
"But then, what mission could you have?"
This distraction by Aerich had been sufficient to give Khaavren time to recoverfrom his embarrassment, and it occurred to him to solve the problem by tellingAdron the truth, or, at any rate, part of it. "Your Highness, the Captain, working inthe interests of the Emperor, has become curious to know the actual state of affairsaround Pepperfield."
"Then, you are here--"
"To investigate that area," said Pel. "That is all."
"Well, is this the truth?"
"Entirely, my lord," said Pel.
Adron studied the countenances of the five gentlemen before him and said, "Verywell, then I give you welcome. And, moreover, I should have realized it, since Imade such haste on my return here that it is unlikely I could have been overtaken by
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anyone. In fact, my lords, I have killed three horses getting here; you may havenoticed them on the road."
"We did, indeed, see such a horse, Your Highness," said Khaavren.
"Well, and as my disgrace (for such, I fear, it is) only occurred shortly before mydeparture, then should His Majesty wish to arrest me, well, I think that you could notbe those entrusted with the mission, nor even know about it."
"Your Highness," said Khaavren, "I am relieved to see that you understand this."
"And then, in your mission to this far outpost of our Empire, you have thought tostop here merely for courtesy?" As he said this, he fixed Khaavren with a look bothsharp and earnest, such that Khaavren felt himself unable to lie.
"Well," said Khaavren, "not entirely."
"How, there is, in fact, another reason?"
"Yes, exactly, another reason."
"But this does not," added Pel, "reduce in any measure the sincerity of thecourtesy we offer Your Highness."
"I understand that, but, as to the second reason?"
"Oh, the second reason," said Khaavren, looking about for help.
"It is to inform Your Highness of a certain circumstance," said Pel evenly.
"Ah, there is something I ought to know, then?"
"Yes, exactly," said Pel. "And, as we were nearby, well, we wished to informYour Highness of it."
"I assure you, I am most grateful," said Adron. "And the circumstance?"
"Oh, as to the circumstance--"
"Yes?"
"Well, this gentleman, Khaavren of Castle Rock, will communicate it to YourHighness."
"Ah," said Adron. Turning to Khaavren, he said, "Well, then, my lord?"
"Yes," said Khaavren. "I will tell Your Highness of the entire affair."
"I await you most eagerly."
Khaavren licked his lips, and, as if his ideas rested there, he imbibed the veryinspiration he needed. "Your Highness, we have come to tell you that some impostoris using your device."
"How, my device? What is this?"
"It is true, Your Highness," said Aerich. "We were set upon by brigands, whobelieved they were acting under your orders."
"Impossible," said Adron.
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"Not the least in the world."
"But, who would do such a thing?"
"Oh, as to that," said Khaavren, "we have no idea."
"But, the means?"
"Oh, as to the means, that is simple enough."
"Well, then, tell me."
"Assuredly, Your Highness," said Aerich, coolly. "But will Your Highness allowme to put a question?"
"If it will help to make matters clear."
"I believe it will."
"Then you may ask your question."
"Very well, tell me this, then: has Your Highness your seal?"
"My seal?"
"Yes. Your personal seal."
"Of course."
"May I be so bold as to ask Your Highness to allow me to see it?"
"What? You wish to see it?"
"If it would not inconvenience Your Highness."
"Not at all."
"Then, if Your Highness pleases--"
"Very well, if you will but wait a moment, I will bring it."
"What? Your Highness doesn't carry it about?"
"Ordinarily I do, but as I have just returned from a journey, well, it is still in thepack I brought with me, for, you perceive, I never allow it away from my person."
"And Your Highness does right."
"Well then, I will return with the seal."
"We will await Your Highness."
Adron left the room, a puzzled look upon his features. When his footsteps couldno longer be heard, Khaavren gave an audible sigh. Tazendra said, "And yet, I hadthought that he would not be here."
"Well," said Uttrik, "so did we all. I must say, Khaavren, that was skillfullyplayed."
Khaavren did not answer, so overcome was he by the difficulty of what he hadjust encountered. Pel said, "But then, what are we to tell him when he returns withoutthe seal?"
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Aerich shrugged. "You may as well ask, what are we to do if he returns with theseal?"
"Bah," said Pel. "It is impossible."
"Well, and is it possible for him to be here?"
"And yet, we know that yesterday, someone else had the seal. So, what then?"
Khaavren sighed. "For my part, I renounced all of these intrigues. If he shouldhave the seal, and there is more explaining to do, why, the rest of you may have yourshare of it."
"Yet, I say the thing is impossible," said Pel.
Aerich shrugged.
Uttrik said, "Whether he finds it or not, we still have the same problem; that is,how are we to find Kathana e'Marish'Chala."
"Indeed," said Aerich. "It is unlikely, if we should ask Lord Adron, that he willtell us."
"And yet," said Pel, "we must contrive a way to find her."
"And moreover," said Tazendra, "what are we to do when we are in her presenceat last?"
"Oh, as to that," said Uttrik, "my part is clear, I assure you."
"Well, mine is not," said Khaavren. "In fact, it seems that with every moment, Ifind matters are more complex than I had thought."
"That delights me," said Tazendra.
"How, it delights you?"
"Yes. I had thought I was alone."
"Oh, but you aren't, I assure you. I wish to know, for example, who is it whowishes us stopped, and moreover, why?"
"Yes, why," echoed Tazendra. "For, if we do not know what we are doing, thenit follows no one else does either; and, if no one knows what we are going to do,well then, why is someone so determined to prevent us from doing it?"
"You have stated the problem admirably," said Khaavren.
"It is undeniable," murmured Uttrik, "that this Dzurlord reasons like a Discreet."
"Well, then," said Pel, "perhaps I may suggest some of the answer."
"How, you?" said Khaavren. "Do you pretend that you, all this time, have knownour enemy, and yet said nothing about it?"
"Not at all," said Pel coolly. "I have not known, and I still do not know. And yet,it may be that, now that I think of it, I can make a suggestion or two."
"Well, then?" said Khaavren. "I am most anxious to hear these famoussuggestions."
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"The cycle has turned," observed Pel. "And this was caused by the BaronessKaluma."
"That is right," said Khaavren, to whom Pel had made this observation before.
"Well then, she is the hub about which turn the politics of the moment."
"Stay," said Tazendra. "I like that phrase: the politics of the moment. It is clever;I say so."
"Well, and I'm glad you think so."
"But go on, then. The politics of the moment--Blood, but that is a finephrase--revolve around Kathana e'Marish'Chala."
"That is right. Therefore, those with an interest in such things are striving tomanipulate her, in some direction or another. That is, either to see her arrested, or tosee her go free, or to see her go free until exactly the right moment for her downfall."
"But then," said Khaavren, "who are these people? For I am convinced thatamong them, we will find the enemy."
"No doubt you are right, Khaavren, and the reason is this: we have come along,all on our own, without any thought of any of the cabals, and have begun acting inour own interests. Anyone who sits at the table will by necessity look askance atthose who pretend to walk in, unannounced, and declare that a new game is nowbeing played. What of the plans they have been formulating for months? What oftheir schemes for power or favor? They do not know us, they fear we will upseteverything, so they will try to stop us."
Aerich said, "Pel, I think you are entirely correct."
"But then," said Khaavren, "who are these players?"
"Cracks in the Orb," said Pel. "Who are they not? There is, first of all, our host,who wishes for his line, that is, the line of Kieron, to assume command of thePepperfields."
"Well, and?"
"There is the Warlord, Lytra, who wishes the Pepperfields to be given to the lineof Lanya."
"Yes, I understand that; go on."
"Then, well, do you not have a friend who is a lady of the House of thePhoenix?"
"And, if I do?"
"Well, she has a brother who has interests in these matters, and though I do notknow what these interests are, no doubt they play a part."
"Well, go on, then."
"We must not forget the Athyra, Seodra."
"Who?"
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"A wizard who was chief advisor to the last Emperor, who must, in order tomaintain her position at court, which she likes more than a little, contrive to makeherself indispensable to His Majesty."
"Very well."
"There is also Gyorg Lavode, who will do whatever he can to advance the causeof the Lavodes."
"Pel, my head is spinning. What do you think, Tazendra?"
"Oh, I stopped listening some time ago; it is all far too confusing."
"Well, I think you are right And you, Uttrik?"
"None of this concerns me."
"On the contrary," said Pel, "it all concerns you."
"Well, that may be, but, nevertheless, I want no part in these matters. When Ihave found and killed the lady who killed my father--"
"Yes, then?" said Pel.
"Well, then we shall see."
"Ah," said Pel.
"Well," said Khaavren, "what is your opinion, Aerich?"
"My opinion? My opinion is that it has taken our host a great deal of time to findhis seal."
"The Horse!" said Khaavren. "You are right I wonder--"
"My lords," said Mica, who had, unnoticed by anyone, taken a position by thedoor. "I hear footsteps."
"A model servant," murmured Aerich.
Mica hurried back from the door, and so was standing mutely next to thefireplace when the door opened before Lord Adron, who had, in addition to astrange expression on his face, a small object in his hand; which object, we shouldsay, greatly resembled a seal.
"Your Highness--" began Khaavren, whose mouth had already begun the task ofworking its way out of the embarrassment of its master.
But Adron shook his head and said, "This is a most peculiar thing."
Khaavren stopped and said, "It is, your Highness?"
"Yes. I render my apologies for having deserted you for so long, but the eventsof the past few moments are surprising."
"Surprising?" ventured Pel.
"Surprising indeed," said Adron. "I should even say, startling."
"Well, and of what do these events consist?" said Aerich. "If, that is, Your
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Highness would do us the honor of telling us."
"Well, I will, for, had it not been for you, I might have thought nothing of theincident."
"We are all listening, Your Highness," said Pel politely.
"Here it is, then. I went directly to my chambers, in order to take the seal frommy pouch, for the purpose of showing it to you gentlemen. I did this, you perceive,on the assumption that you had some matter of importance to communicate to me,and that this matter involves the seal which is used to identify my officialdispatches."
"And you were right, my lord," said Khaavren.
"I found my pouch at once, but, well, you may understand my amazement upondiscovering that the seal was not there."
"How, not there?" said Uttrik. "Then, that is not it in your hand?"
"Yes, this is, in fact, the seal itself."
"And yet," said Tazendra, "Your Highness has done us the honor to say it wasnot where you had left it?"
"Not at all; and I spent some moments looking for it, I assure you."
"Well then," said Aerich, "where was it?"
"That is the strange thing. For as I was returning to this room to discover whatyou knew about this matter, and to learn how it might relate to the claim you havemade of an outrage committed in my name, there came a visitor to the door."
"What, a visitor?" said Khaavren.
"Exactly. A visitor who announced himself as an Imperial messenger."
"Well," said Aerich, "I hope Your Highness condescended to allow him todeliver his message."
"I did exactly that, and he delivered his message."
"And would you do us the honor to relate the message?"
"I will. In fact, I will do so at once. Here it is." And, with these words, he heldout his seal of office.
"What?" said Pel. "The messenger delivered the seal?"
"Exactly."
"And, excuse me for questioning Your Highness, but I am very curious. Did heexplain how it came into his possession?"
"He did. He pretended that I had left it in my rooms in the Palace."
"But, is that possible?" cried Aerich, who had determined that this Dragonlordwas not given to carelessness.
"Not at all."
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"So, then--?"
"So, I believe it was stolen from me."
"Bah," said Aerich. "By His Majesty? Impossible."
"And yet," said Adron, "it was his confidant. Lord Garland, who delivered it."
"What?" cried Pel. "Garland? An Imperial messenger?"
"It is as I have had the honor to tell you."
"Your Highness is right; there is some intrigue in this."
"That was my opinion. I am glad to see that we are in agreement."
"Then, Your Highness believes that the seal was taken from you?" said Khaavren.
"Yes, and for no good purpose."
"Well, that is exactly what we have come to tell Your Highness."
"Then tell me, if you will, what has been done in my name, and with the use ofthis seal?"
"That is why we have come," said Khaavren, and hastened to describe for LordAdron the conversation he and Aerich had overheard.
"But then," cried Adron when he had finished, "this is insupportable! It isinfamous!"
"That is my opinion," said Aerich.
"You are right to tell me of it."
"We are glad of that," said Khaavren.
"But tell me, how did you avoid the trap, after you had learned of it?"
"Avoid it?" said Tazendra. "We did not avoid it. Rather, we sprang it ourselves."
"What? The five of you against thirty brigands?"
"We had," said Pel, "the advantage of surprise, and the additional advantage ofseveral flash-stones, one of which, it is true, did not work, and yet the other twodid."
"But this is amazing!" cried Adron.
"That one did not work?" asked Tazendra naively, "or that two did?"
"No, no, that the five of you survived against thirty brigands."
"Oh, we faught tolerably well," said Tazendra.
"Five of you, you say, defeated thirty of them?"
"We killed several, I think," said Khaavren. "The rest ran."
"This is a great victory!" cried Adron.
Pel bowed gracefully.
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"Truly," said Adron, shaking his head, "you amaze me."
"Your Highness honors us," said Aerich.
"Come, you must stay with me for the night at least, than I can give a dinner inyour honor."
"That is exceedingly kind of Your Highness," said Aerich.
"But, do you accept? I must nearly insist, for, in winning this battle, youprevented an infamy from occurring in my name. An infamy that I should havedespaired of ever living down."
"Well, then," said Khaavren, "if Your Highness does us the honor to insist uponit."
"I do indeed," said Adron.
"We accept gladly," said Khaavren.
"Then do you go to your toilettes, while I give the orders for the feast. My manwill show you to your rooms, and will call you when we are ready to dine."
After more courteous words, these things were done. But we do not wish to tireour readers with a description of this feast, which, at any rate, was far moreentertaining to partake of then it would be to read about. Suffice it to say that therewas fresh mountain poppy-bread with goat's cheese, and the meat of wild boar, androast pheasant which had been stuffed with black mushrooms, and thin slices ofkethna served in a butter-cream sauce of which even the Emperor, who pridedhimself on his palate, could have found no complaint.
Lord Adron had at this time no guests (excepting, presumably, the Baroness ofKaluma, who made no appearance), so it was only the six of them, but he made upfor the lack by toasting them many times and praising their actions in the mostcomplimentary way, and demanding, moreover, additional details of the battle, whichhe took as much delight in hearing as a child of sixty or seventy would have, andnearly as much as Tazendra, for one. took in relating. Mica was allowed to helpserve the meal so that he, too, could help describe the battle in which he had playedsuch an important role. We would not be faithful to the truth if we did not add that,while this was occurring, if there was anywhere in the Empire a happier individualthan this worthy Teckla it would be hard to imagine.
When the meal was over, His Highness stood and bowed to them, saying, "Youmay be pleased to walk around the grounds or the castle where you will, and I willhope to see you once more in the morning, when we can break our fasts togetherbefore you depart."
"It would be a great honor. Your Highness," said Aerich, as they bowed to him.
As they left the dining hall, Khaavren said, "Well, my friends, I think we shouldaccept Lord Adron's offer, and avail ourselves of the lovely evening."
"That is all very well," said Tazendra, "and yet I still wonder how we are to findKaluma?"
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"Oh," said Khaavren, smiling in a manner particular to him at such times, "I havebeen born with foresight, and I predict we shall have no difficulty, now that we havebeen given the run of the grounds."
"What?" said Uttrik. "You pretend that we can search the entire grounds ofCastle Redface, each room, each hall, each building, and the surrounding area, bytomorrow morning?"
"Well, I don't think that will be necessary."
"How, not?" said Tazendra.
"Observe, and you shall learn."
"Khaavren," said Pel to Aerich, "has an idea." Aerich nodded.
Khaavren said, "Come, Mica, find, if you can, a small piece of parchment, pen,ink, and blotter, and bring them to me, or, if that is not practical, bring me to them."
Mica left to do so. Pel looked at Khaavren with some curiosity, but Aerichappeared willing to merely wait contentedly. Mica returned presently and pointed theway to a small desk where Adron's secretary was accustomed to do hiscorrespondence. Khaavren, seeing that it was not being used, sat at the desk like averitable secretary himself, and, using the pen provided, wrote the following lines:
"My Dear Lady Fricorith, I have long been an ardent admirer of your work,which cause, I hope, will be sufficient to allow me to interrupt you for a fewmoments of conversation.
Your servant,
Khaavren of Castlerock"
This done, he showed it to Pel, who said, "Well, and is Fricorith the name underwhich Kaluma is living here?"
"Exactly."
"But, suppose she refuses to see you?"
"There is no danger of that," said Khaavren. "Observe."
He led the way out to the courtyard, where he found a young peasant lad, whomhe accosted with the words, "My friend, if you will run a brief errand for me, thereare three copper pennies which will pass from my pocket to yours."
The boy seemed amenable, and said, "What errand is it, my lord? I should bemost happy to oblige you, if I can."
"Well, it is just this: take this message to the artist, the lady Fricorith, and bringback her reply."
"The lady Fricorith?" said the young man, suddenly looking uneasy. "But,well--"
"Come, come, we shall not compromise her. You perceive that I know she ishere; how could I know it if your master, Lord Adron, had not told me? And,
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moreover, how could I know under what name she is staying? Besides, I don't askyou to betray her exact whereabouts, merely to deliver a message and bring back theresult."
"And yet--"
"Well, here are the pennies. Do you want them?"
At length, greed, as it so often does, won out over caution, and the lad took themessage and ran off.
"And yet," said Pel, "I repeat, what if she does not wish to see you?"
"And I repeat, my good Pel that it matters not if she does or does not. Do youpretend we are going to await her reply? That young man knows who she is, andwhere she is. Why are we standing here, gentlemen? To horse! Or rather, to foot!We will follow him, and, I answer for it, we will be standing before Kathanae'Marish'Chala before the sky has darkened."
Chapter the Twenty-fifth
In Which the Reader Will, No Doubt,
Be Pleased to Meet at Last
One of the Principal Actors In Our History
«^»THERE IS A certain play which was written by the master playwright Villsni ofCobbletown, which is called The Return of Duke Highwater. The play centersaround the actions of two characters, one being the Duke, the other his youngestson, the Marquis of Havenwood. As one watches this play, one begins, in about thesecond act, to become uncomfortably aware that the Marquis has not yet made anappearance in person, although he is industriously throwing plot twists at the othercharacters from off the stage--leading charges, becoming wounded, being betrayedby his mistress, and so on. And yet, the audience wonders, when will we meet him?In fact, throughout the entire work, the Marquis never does appear, and it soonbecomes apparent that--but we beg the reader's pardon; it was not our intention toenter into a critique of this production, merely to draw an analogy to our presentsituation, in preparation for destroying that analogy for all time.
To be more precise, then, we wish to point out that the more astute of ourreaders may, by this stage of our narrative, have begun to notice that someone of nosmall importance to our own drama has not yet appeared; that is, Kathanae'Marish'Chala. It is not our desire, then, to emulate the redoubtable Villsni, for wefreely admit that his subtleties are sometimes so far beyond us as to leave usconfused as to theme, plot, subplot, and, in general, what exactly the Master is tryingto tell us (all the while, the reader may rest assured, we are admiring his skillfullywrought speeches and fine distinction of mood and meter).
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Nevertheless, we have brought this work to our readers' attention merely todismiss any notion that we might have thought of attempting something similar.Therefore, to utterly dispel such notions, and, moreover, because our history nowabsolutely requires it, we will turn our attention to the missing baroness; which wewill do by following our friends to the place where, at this moment, she stands, as ifawaiting our attention, with her powders, brushes, and easel, high on a bluff lookingout past the Redface. Once here, we will begin by sketching the artist. We are notunaware that there is some degree of presumption in this.
Yet we are forced to ask, who can pretend to write history without, in somemeasure, falling victim to the sin of presumption? That is, without being arrogantenough to believe one is capable of insights others have missed? Without being boldenough to stand in the circle with those who have piled up, one after another, thegreat deeds upon which history itself is built? We do not attempt, in this way, todiminish either those great men and women of whom we report, nor the deeds bywhich they have proved themselves. It may be that we feel a certain pleasure in ouractions, as if, by revealing, as faithfully as we can, the hidden ideas and motivationswhich lead the great ones to act as they did, we are some way above them. Yet, if wefeel this, can we not be excused? The very drives which cause some to act are thosewhich cause us to report on their actions, and if we take pride in our ability to relatethese events, should that pride be any less than that felt by the doers themselves?And if, in our discussions, we chance to touch upon some universal fear, or somecommon desire, and thus enlighten our readers in some small way, should we, forthis reason, take any less pride in this accomplishment than those mighty figures ofhistory took in theirs? Or, in fact, less pride than the readers of a complex passagemight take in deciphering the interrelationships and references in the passage topartake fully of what has been written, or, if we are permitted, reap all that has beensown?
Yet, we believe that none of this would be possible, for either the great ones ofhistory, the recorders of history, or the readers of history, without a certain degreeof presumption; that is, of bold, arrogant conduct. For this reason, we will notapologize if, to complete our task to our own satisfaction, we will locate that greatperson, the center of so many of the cogs and wheels that drove the great machineof history early in the eighteenth Phoenix reign, and, as we have had the honor ofsaying, sketch the artist.
This can be done in two words. She was a thin woman of medium height. Hercomplexion was dark for a Dragonlord, though not so dark as a Lyorn. Her featureswere sharp even for a Dragonlord. Her eyes were deeply set and heavily liddedindicating a sensual disposition, whereas her cheekbones were high, proving strengthof character. She wore her light brown hair cut short around the sides.
But, like Kathana herself, we will not limit our picture to what can be seen, as itwere, on the surface, but will go on to lay bare that which is concealed by theenvelope of flesh which is worn by all mortals, and often bears only the mostsuperficial resemblance to the shades and nuance of character which the discerningeye may discover from this surface, in much the same way that the eddies and foam
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on top of a stream reveal the actions of the deep currents that are the stream's trueessence. These eddies and foam, be assured, never reveal the nature of the currentsin a direct and obvious way, but only provide a starting point for one who is willingto penetrate the surface and uncover the true relationships, as well as the submergedboulders, that determine in exactly what way this particular waterway fulfills itsunique destiny.
We feel justified in saying, then, that this ability, which men call insight, is thespecial attribute of the rare Dragon bloodline that is named Marish'Chala, and theLady Kathana unquestionably had it in abundance. Yet, this quality, this insight, isnot like the ether, which exists throughout the universe and provides a means forlight and sound to travel from one end of the room to the other, or from one end ofthe world to the other. That is, it does not exist independent of other attributes, but,rather, invariably finds its expression in some certain way. In Kathana, then, itrevealed itself in her ability to see, and, moreover, to show, those qualities in people,in things, even in places, which, seemingly opposites, actually determine what thething is. That is, like the Serioli musician who makes the listener laugh while he criesand cry while he laughs, she could see, and then show, the fear that determined thebravery of the Dzurlord, the soft pliability that caused the unyielding shape of themountain, the hidden movement in the stagnant pond, or, the opinion of the late LordPepperfield notwithstanding, the weakness that led to the strength of the woundeddragon protecting her young.
As for those hidden qualities within herself, it is known that she, who had, by theage of three hundred, mastered all the known techniques developed in tens ofthousands of years of painting, still believed her technique was weak, and not onlyalways strove to improve it, but believed, the results of her own hand to thecontrary, that nothing except barest technique was of any importance whatever. It isknown that, to her eye, the work she had created always fell so far short of the imagein her mind, that she became arrogant on the subject, and would brook no criticism.It is known that she was intolerant of anyone or anything that was less than perfect,and, knowing and hating this tendency, became, when not enraged by critics, one ofthe most perfect ladies in the Empire, a model of courtesy and tact. It is known that,like the subject of her famous painting, The Dzurlord Before the Charge ofKnowngate, life was so precious to her, and, consequently, her fear of death was sogreat, that she drove herself to acts of personal bravery that would have made herthe pride of her House even if had she never touched a brush in her life.
Which of her aspects would appear at any moment? We may as well ask, as westand in the center of the Whirling Canyon, "Which way will your winds blowtomorrow?" For it is circumstance, that mysterious entity, represented by a wordwhich is so precise in its ambiguity, so vague in its precision; it is circumstance, wesay, the randomly selected occurrence of events, weighted by probability, butunknown in exactitude, that determines for any painter, soldier, Emperor, peasant, orhistorian what his reactions will find at any specific moment on the boundlessseashore of uncertainty. And if it was to these limitless but shifting sands thatKathana, at her best returned again and again, it is also the exact lay of sand, surf,
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and stone on this unending beach called chance, or caprice, or circumstance, thatdetermined how she would respond to events unforeseen, to company unlooked for.
This, then, was the woman whom our friends found standing before a canvasupon which a few scant lines were traced (and yet more were erased), staring outupon the pink mist fading into the orange overcast and out to the lush green of thevalley below the Redface.
Such was her concentration that the young boy with Khaavren's message wasnearly upon her before she was aware of him. Khaavren and his friends were at thetop of a gentle slope of long grasses when she took the message, but by the time shehad read it, were close enough to hear her say, "But, who is this gentleman, and whatsort of reply does he wish?"
"It is I, my lady," said Khaavren, before the peasant-boy could speak. Themessenger turned around in amazement, but Khaavren handed him, as promised,three pennies, and said, "I will consider the reply as having been delivered."
The boy looked from Khaavren to his friends, then to the painter, then back atKhaavren, and at last gave them a courtesy in such haste that it is barely worth notingand ran back up the hill at a good speed.
"Well," said Kathana, in a voice full of gentle inquiry. "You are called Khaavren,you say. Who are your friends, and what will you have of me?"
"My lady," said Khaavren, "it is my honor to present Lord Aerich, LadyTazendra, the Cavalier Pel, and the lord Uttrik e'Lanya."
These worthies bowed, but Kathana said, "Uttrik e'Lanya? Stay, I know thatname."
"I have the honor," said Uttrik, "to be the son of the man you murdered."
"Murdered?" said Kathana, her brows contracting. "The word is hard."
"No harder than the deed."
"I take it," said Kathana, "that your presence here concerns this pretendedmurder?"
"You have understood me exactly."
"And you believe, I suppose, that since you have chosen to style your father'sdeath a murder, that there is no reason why there should not be five of you, armed,to face me when I have only a poniard with me? Well then, so be it; I have myponiard. Will you attack me one at a time, or do you fear your blades aren't longenough for that? Either way, I am ready."
With this she drew the knife she had referred to, which was straight and ratherlong as such knives go, and she placed herself in the guard position of aknife-fighter, bent slightly at the waist and leaning forward with her right shoulder;her left hand reaching out as if to grab or claw.
"Your pardon, my lady," said Aerich. "Forgive us for allowing you tomisunderstand the situation."
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"How, misunderstand?" said Kathana, without moving from her stance.
"You misunderstand," said Uttrik, "in that we will be happy to lend you a sword,and furthermore, you will be fighting only me, and, as for seconds and judges, wewill--"
"Bah," said Aerich. "My friend Uttrik is speaking only for himself. We have byno means come here to fight with you, and the proof is, we will do our utmost todissuade our friend from issuing his challenge, at least here and now."
"You will?" said Uttrik, who seemed startled by this announcement.
"Assuredly, my dear Dragon," said Khaavren.
"But then, I have told you why I wished to find her."
"Yes, and we have told you that your reasons were not ours."
"And yet--"
"But tell me," said Kathana, who passed a hand over her brow, "why the rest ofyou wished to find me?"
"Oh, as to that," said Khaavren. "I beg you to believe--"
"My lady," interrupted Tazendra. "We have come here only to reflect."
"How, to reflect?" said Kathana.
"And yet," said Uttrik, "in my case--"
"Be patient," said Pel, touching Uttrik's shoulder. "You will be given your chancefor satisfaction."
"I will?" said Uttrik.
"He will?" said Kathana.
"I have said so," said Pel.
"Not at all," said Khaavren.
Kathana shook her head, "It seems you have arrived here without agreement as toyour purpose."
Aerich said, "We have, nevertheless, arrived."
"That is true."
"Well," said Uttrik, "if we do not all agree to our purpose, I know mine, which isto kill you, if that is agreeable. So, if you will--"
"My dear Uttrik," said Aerich, "I beg you to remember that we are on LordAdron's land, and that we have eaten his food and although we have not slept underhis roof, he has offered us that honor, and we have accepted. Consider this, andremember that this lady is a guest of His Highness."
"Well," said Uttrik, frowning, "you are right; I had not thought of that."
At this point, as the proceedings seemed to Mica likely to be long ones, he seated
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
himself in the grass, of which he pulled a stalk and began to chew it; more, weshould note, from boredom than from hunger.
"But then," said Tazendra, frowning, "we cannot arrest her, either."
"Arrest?" said Kathana, on whose countenance emerged a frown much likeUttrik's. "You speak of arresting me?"
"What would you?" said Pel. "You are wanted by the Empire, and some of us areGuardsmen, who have sworn a certain oath in which the arrest of fugitives plays arole."
"So you intend to bring me back to Dragaera, like a criminal?"
"Not at all," said Aerich. "As my friend Tazendra has had the honor to explain,we cannot do so while you are on Lord Adron's land, any more than Lord Uttrik canattack you here."
"But then, to remain here would be a cowardly act."
"That's my opinion," said Uttrik.
"Whereas to leave would be a foolish act."
"A very understandable position," said Khaavren.
"How, then, shall I decide? Come," she said to Aerich. "You are a Lyorn; what isyour opinion?"
Aerich shrugged, as if to say, "You are a Dragon, why should you care?"
Kathana pondered. "So, although I am safe here, you have nevertheless come tokill or arrest me, according to your inclinations, and I must decide--"
"In fact," said Khaavren, "that is not at all certain."
"What? It is not certain that Uttrik wishes to kill me?"
"Oh, as to that," said Uttrik, bowing, "you may rest assured that, not only do Iwish it, but I am determined to do so at the earliest convenience to yourself."
"Well, then, is it not the case that the rest of you want to arrest me?"
"Well," said Khaavren, with some embarrassment, "that is not entirely certain."
"And yet," said Kathana, "I beg you to remember that this gentleman--what wasyour name?"
"Pel."
"--that Pel stated in terms clear and precise--"
"He is very well-spoken," said Khaavren.
"--that your desire was for my arrest."
"Nevertheless," said Khaavren, "you should be aware that you are not withoutfriends."
"Oh, as to that, I know it. Lord Adron is my friend. He is more than that, he is
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
my patron."
"Well, and he isn't your only friend."
"You know of another?"
"I do."
"But, to whom do you refer?"
"As to that, I cannot say."
"You cannot say?"
"It would be indiscreet."
"How, indiscreet to tell me the name of my friend?"
"Exactly."
"Well, go on."
"Your friend, I should say, is known to me."
"That is natural, or how could you know it is indiscreet to tell me his name?"
"Her name."
"Ah, you say her. Then I am that much closer to knowing who it is."
"Yes," said Khaavren, "you may now eliminate from consideration half of thepopulation of the Empire."
"Which leaves the other half," pointed out Kathana, "which is still a goodnumber."
"That is true," said Khaavren.
"Well, go on, then, my friend is a woman, and, though unknown to me, is knownto you."
"More than known to me."
"More than known? She is, then, your--"
"Friend. Yes, exactly."
"Then we have the same friend."
"Precisely."
"Which nearly makes us friends."
"Nearly."
"But then, does one arrest one's friends?"
"I would think not, lady."
"But you are a Guard, and therefore must arrest fugitives."
"You have stated the problem in admirably exact terms."
"Well, I have a solution."
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"I should be happy to hear it."
"I shall accompany you from Lord Adron's lands."
"Yes, and then?"
"And then? Well, Lord Uttrik will kill me, and he will he satisfied, and you neednot arrest me, because I will be dead, so there will be no question of your havingfailed in your duty."
"An admirable plan," cried Uttrik, bowing to Kathana with a gesture full ofrespect.
"And yet," said Pel, "it would be sad for the world if an artist of your skill wereno longer among us."
"You are full of courtesy," said Kathana. "But then, perhaps I will kill LordUttrik."
"But," said Tazendra, who had been following the conversation carefully, "wewill be no better off than we are now; worse, in fact, for having lost a friend." At thisshe bowed to Uttrik.
"Well," said Kathana, "what would you have? I cannot think of a better plan.Besides," she added to Uttrik, "it is already nearly too dark to fight; by the time wewill have arranged terms, we shall be unable to see each other, and have to blunderabout, hitting the seconds and the judges quite as much as each other, which wouldbe both inelegant and ineffective."
Uttrik agreed with the wisdom of this, and said, "Well, then, shall we set off in themorning?"
"It is, I think, a good plan," said Kathana. "We shall meet in the stables and setoff in some direction, and, presently, we will stop and fight."
"I agree," said Uttrik.
"And I," said Tazendra.
"A satisfactory solution," said Pel.
"It will have to do," said Khaavren, frowning.
Aerich shrugged.
Chapter the Twenty-sixth
In Which the Author Resorts to a Stratagem
To Reveal the Effects Of a Stratagem
«^»THE NEXT MORNING, as agreed, they met at the stables, where Mica, who hadarisen rather fore the others, busied himself in preparing the horses. Uttrik bowed to
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Kathana and said, "You rested well, I hope?"
"Indeed, I did," said Kathana. "And you?"
"Oh, I passed a relaxing evening, such that I now find myself entirely prepared tomeet you on equal terms, and it will not be my fault if I fail to separate your headfrom your body, a service, you recall, that you performed for my father without theformalities which I intend to observe toward you."
"Well," said Kathana, shrugging her shoulders. "Your loyalty does you honor.But, please to observe, he was armed."
"Armed, yes. But had he been given time to draw his blade--"
"Oh, as to that--"
"Well?"
"I confess I acted hastily. And yet--"
"And yet?"
"His blade was in his hands."
"My friends," interrupted Khaavren. "Let us be about our travels."
"Travels?" said someone who had just arrived at the service court for the stables.
Aerich bowed and said, "Indeed, Your Highness. We are just setting as out, asyou see."
Adron looked around, his brow dark. "But then, the lady Fricorith has chosen toaccompany you?"
"I have," she said. "And it pleases me that Your Highness has risen early, for Iwished to express my thanks for Your Highness's hospitality, and yet I feared toawaken you."
"Well, you are most welcome, and yet I wonder why you have chosen to leave soprecipitously."
The Guardsmen looked at each other uncomfortably, but Kathana said, "Why, Ihave business with these fine people, that is all."
"Business? May I inquire as to its nature?"
"Oh, as to that, well, I regret to inform your Highness that none of us are atliberty to speak of it."
Adron looked at them all for a moment, as if attempting to read their thoughts.Aerich said, "We should also like to express our gratitude for Your Highness'swelcome of us."
"Yes," said Adron shortly. It was plain that he was dissatisfied with the answershe had received, yet he could find no pretext for insisting on more completeresponses. At last he said, "Very well, then do me the honor to stop at the kitchensand take what you will need for your journey."
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
"Your offer," said Aerich, "is most generous, and we accept in the spirit in whichit is made."
"So much the better," said Adron, after which he sighed, wished them all apleasant journey, and retired.
When he had gone, Uttrik bowed low to Kathana, who returned the gesturebriefly and said, "Let us be on our way."
Without further words, they mounted and rode off, stopping only at the kitchensto procure bread, cheese, fruit, and some tough but well-seasoned dried meat. Afterthis pause, which only required a quarter of an hour, they set out upon the road withAerich and Khaavren in the lead, followed by Tazendra and Uttrik, then Kathana andPel, with Mica bringing up the rear. Thus they passed below the Arch of Redface,and came to the road leading back down to Bengloarafurd.
"Khaavren, my friend," said Aerich. "Permit me to observe that you seem gloomytoday."
"Well? Why should I not? Either Kathana will kill Uttrik, of whom I've grownfond, or Uttrik will kill Kathana, and I will have failed in my promise to Illista, orneither will kill the other, and I shall have to fail in my duty, for I am unlikely to arresther."
"My young friend," said Aerich, "how you worry!"
"Well, and have I nothing worth worrying about?"
"Oh, as to that, there are many leagues between here and the city, and I have nodoubt that an idea will occur to you before then."
"And yet, Aerich, I assure you that I have no ideas, and moreover feel as if mysupply of ideas has been, not only used up, but promised for years in advance. No,if there is to be an idea, it must come from someone other than me."
"Well, there are always the gods. And if they should fail--"
"Well? If they fail?"
"Then there is whim, fortune, chance, or caprice, what you will."
"I should then commit my happiness to the chances of fate?"
"My friend, do we not do so at every moment?"
"And yet, Aerich, you will forgive me if this fails to comfort me."
"Comfort you? Who spoke of comfort? It is my belief--but no, you havesurrendered to failure, and so you have no need of my advice. That is just as well,for advice is rarely heeded at any time, and never heeded when the advice is good."
"What, you pretend that you have advice for me?"
"What does it matter, if you have given up?"
"Well, then, if you have advice, I declare to you that I will not give up until I haveheard your advice. And, if I think it good, I will follow it."
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"So, you wish to hear my plan?"
"Kieron's Boots! I've been asking for nothing else for an hour!"
"Very well, here it is: instead of taking this road, turn rather to the north."
"How, the north?"
"Exactly."
"That is your advice?"
"In its entirety."
"Yet, I fail to see how that will solve the problem."
"Then I will explain."
"I am most anxious for you to do so."
"Here, then, is the explanation: Lord Adron's domain extends further to the norththan it does in any other direction."
"Yes, and?"
"That is it."
"What, that is it?"
"Yes. Traveling in this way, at a slow and regular pace, we have three good daysahead of us, during which time, well, many things may happen. Perhaps Kathana willdie. Perhaps Uttrik will die. Perhaps you will die. Perhaps Uttrik and Kathana willbecome friends. Or, perhaps the horse will--"
"Well, I admit that there is some wisdom in your plan. But, how will I explain thispath to Kathana and Uttrik, both of whom are anxious to reach a place where theymay honorably slaughter each other?"
"In the simplest way, good Khaavren. Have you forgotten our mission?"
"How, our mission? To arrest Kathana? I assure you, I have thought of little elsefor--"
"No, the mission the Captain entrusted to us."
"Oh. Egad, I had forgotten that mission."
"Well, I beg you to remember it."
"I have done so."
"Excellent."
"Now, that remembered, be good enough to explain why this mission will helpjustify the path we are to take, or, rather, have just taken, now that I perceive thisnorthern trail upon which I have just set my horse."
"In this way: Pepperfield lies to the north, and the southern tip of the domaintouches directly on the country of Korio, the northernmost of Lord Adron'sdomains."
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"Well, and is it the closest path?"
"Yes and no."
"How, yes and no?"
"It is the closest path if we wish to ride."
"And, if we were to walk?"
"Oh, we could walk there by to-morrow, or even by the end of to-day if wewished to hurry."
"But we do not wish to hurry," said Khaavren.
"That is true."
"And, moreover, we would like to ride."
"I think so."
"Well, now I understand."
"Then you have ceased to worry?"
"Not entirely, I confess."
"So much the worse."
"But it is true that I am worrying less than I did a few minutes ago."
"That is well. Then let us enjoy the ride, the day, and the lovely view of themountains that we will, I think, be granted in only a few minutes, when this path takesus around the boulder that lies just ahead."
When it came time to rest for the day, Uttrik wondered aloud about the path theyhad chosen, and in this he was seconded by Kathana. Aerich, however, coollyexplained that they were on a mission entrusted them by their Captain, and that, asthey were taking the route to their destination, Uttrik and Kathana would simply haveto postpone murdering one another for a few days yet. Neither was happy at this;however, once they saw that the four Guardsmen were determined on this route, theywere forced to accept it.
That night they rested high in the mountains, close around a large fire built ofwood that was slightly damp and kindled with a great many pine-needles, and all ofthem awoke with the feeling of vigor that only a night in the mountains can bring.They broke their fast with bread and goat's cheese that Lord Adron had thoughtfullysupplied for their journey, and passed a peaceful day which brought them down intothe valley between Bli'aard and Kieron, with the immensity of the Ironwall, that greatvertical slab of brown rock that might have been created by the gods in a vainattempt to keep Easterners and Dragaerans apart, looming ever above them to theeast.
This attempt, we might say, might have been successful were it not for theEastern River, which, over the course of eons, had dug for itself a passage in MountKieron, until it came to a green fertile plateau which was equally accessible from theeast or the west, and was, over the thousands of miles that the Eastern Mountains
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stretch, one of only three or four places that gave any sort of easy access betweenthe two civilizations, if we may be permitted to use this word to describe the way theEasterners live.
That evening, as they prepared to sleep in the comparative warmth of the valleythat they would, on the morrow, begin climbing up from with the same energy theyhad just spent climbing down to, Kathana took the opportunity to take out her sketchpad and crayon and make some drawings of the Ironwall, while Uttrik studied thedark, empty sky as if to read omens there as the ancients were said to. Aerich sat bythe fire with his crochet hook, Pel sat with pen and paper composing a letter tosomeone whose name he did not care to divulge, Khaavren brooded, and Tazendraslept.
The last light of day was following the Eastern River out of the valley whenKathana suddenly said, "Hullo, what is this?"
Khaavren, who was taking less pleasure in his activity than any of the others weretaking in theirs, and was thus more easily broken from it, said, "What have youfound, Kathana?"
"I have found nothing, Khaavren. But I have seen something."
"Well," said Pel, looking up from his letter with some annoyance, "what have youseen?"
"As to that," said Kathana, "I am not entirely certain, yet it seemed to me thatsomething moved in those rocks."
"Well?" said Khaavren. "There is no shortage of fauna in the mountains. Thereare, first of all, norska--"
"Well, it was larger than a norska."
"Then there are dragons."
"It was smaller than a dragon."
"There are dzur and tiassa."
"These do not walk on two feet."
"Well, there are darr."
"Not in these mountains."
"There are bear in these mountains."
"Bear do not wear hats."
"What? It was wearing a hat?"
"I am all but certain of it."
"Then perhaps it was a man."
"That is my conclusion," said Kathana. "And a man, moreover, who wishes toremain concealed, if we are to judge by the fact that I only caught a glimpse of himducking behind the rocks, and that, since then, there has been no--ah, there he is
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again."
"Well, yes, I did see something," admitted Khaavren. "Brigands, do you think?"
"Brigands," said Kathana, who had unusually sharp eyes, "do do not wear the redand silver."
"The light!" said Pel. "A Tsalmoth!"
"Well," said Uttrik, "what would a Tsalmoth be doing here?"
Tazendra opened an eye that said, "Watching us, I would think."
"That," said Aerich, "is not unlikely."
"Yet I wonder who it might be," said Kathana.
"Oh, as to that," said Pel, "I have a theory."
"Well? And that is?"
"Lord Garland."
"Garland!" said Khaavren. "The favorite?"
"The messenger," said Pel.
"That is true; we know him to be nearby. But, what might he be doing?"
"Spying on us," said Pel.
"For what purpose?"
"In order to attack us."
"How, attack us?" said Kathana.
"We have been attacked several times since we left home, 'tis true," saidTazendra.
"For what reason?" said Kathana.
"Oh, as to that," said Khaavren. "I assure you we are entirely ignorant."
"And is it Lord Garland who has been directing these attacks?"
"Well, that is possible," said Pel.
"Let us ask him," said Kathana.
"We must find him first," said Uttrik.
"That is difficult," said Pel. "For, you perceive, it is already dark, and soon wewill not be able to see anything beyond the range of our small fire."
"Not at all," said Tazendra. "Have you forgotten that I am a sorcerer?"
"Then," said Kathana, "you can light up the area where he is hiding?"
"It is not unlikely," said Tazendra.
"It would be a good idea to have light," said Kathana.
"Well," said Tazendra, who stood and drew her sword, "let us be about it."
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"But what," said Pel, "will we do once we have light? They are doubtlesspreparing to massacre us, and I don't think we shall be as lucky this time as we werebefore."
"Oh," said Tazendra, "Khaavren will think of something."
"I assure you," said Khaavren, "that I have entirely exhausted my store of ideas."
"Well then," said Aerich carelessly, "someone else will. Come, make the light."
"And yet," said Khaavren, "they may have an entire army ready to attack us, andI, for one, am loathe to begin a .fight against any army until we have managed toequip ourselves with one as well."
"Do you know," said Tazendra, "that gives me an idea."
"I am not startled," said Aerich. "I have always believed that you do yourself toolittle credit in the matter of ideas, merely because you are slower than some in thematter of comprehension."
"So you think," said Tazendra, "that ideas and comprehension are notco-related?"
"Where did you learn that word, Tazendra?" said Pel.
"I have no idea," said Tazendra.
"And yet," said Uttrik, "I had thought you just said you had an idea."
"Come," said Kathana. "Let us hear this famous idea before we are attacked andit becomes, like our souls, immaterial."
"But," persisted Uttrik, "she said she had no idea."
"Well, this is it, then," said Tazendra, ignoring Uttrik. "But first, who has a loudvoice?"
"I have," said Kathana.
"Very well, then here it is." And she quickly sketched out a plan which, after afew additions by Uttrik and Kathana, was agreed upon.
"Make the light then," said Kathana.
"Very well," said Tazendra.
And while it would be possible for us to simply relate all that followed the castingof this simplest of spells, we must admit that we would find it more amusing to delaythis revelation; or rather, to find an indirect method of describing it. While theamusement of the historian may be insufficient reason to take such a circuitous routeto relation of facts, rest assured we have another reason as well, that being thenecessity of describing another conversation in which these very events wereannounced.
It would seem, therefore, that if we were to allow our readers, by virtue of beingin the company of the historian, to eavesdrop on this interchange, we will have, inone scene, discharged two obligations; a sacrifice, if we may say so, to the god
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Brevity, whom all historians, indeed, all who work with the written word, ought toworship. We cannot say too little on this subject.
This having been stated, then, we will carry our worship of the afore-mentionedgod so far as to dwell no longer on explanations, but instead will at once bear ourreaders to a place some two leagues back toward Redface and an hour in the future,where Lord Garland (Pel was correct concerning the identity of the Tsalmoth) isstaring hard at the gold disk that we watched him receive from Seodra.
After a few minutes, it seemed to him that he heard her voice, as if in his very ear,saying, "Is that you, Garland?"
"It is, your ladyship."
"Well? Have you something to report?"
"I do, your ladyship."
"Have you, then, completed your task?"
"Not yet, your ladyship."
"How, not? Were my instructions not explicit enough?"
"Oh, no, your ladyship. There was no flaw in the instructions, except--"
"Well?"
"Except, we were betrayed, your ladyship."
"Betrayed? Impossible!"
"It is true."
"By whom?"
"I can only think by the dweller in the house with stones like crooked teeth, yourladyship."
"The notion is absurd. Confess, Garland, that you bungled the mission."
"Your ladyship that may be. Yet, had we not been betrayed--"
"You use that word again, Garland."
"Well, and is it not a perfectly good word, your ladyship?"
"Oh, I have no quarrel with the word."
"And then?"
"But its application in this case."
"I must hold to it, your ladyship."
"And yet I declare that the thing is impossible."
"Well, I will relate that happened to you, and you may then judge for yourself."
"And at once, I hope."
"Without delay."
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"Begin then."
"Well, your ladyship, your instructions after the failure of the attack outside ThePainted Sign--"
"Which failure I still do not understand, Garland."
"No more do I, your ladyship."
"Very well, continue. After the attack--"
"Yes, your ladyship. After the attack, I was to return the seal to Lord Adron."
"And did you do so?"
"I did."
"And did he invite you to remain?"
"Yes, your ladyship, just as you said he would."
"And did you do so?"
"No, your ladyship, since your orders were to plead that I was in a hurry to returnto His Majesty, I did so, and excused myself."
"Very well. And did you give him His Majesty's letter?"
"No, I still hold it, as your ladyship instructed."
"Very well. And then?"
"And then, I was to travel to a small hamlet below Redface, which iscalled FourCrossings, and there I was to locate a certain unmarked house, identifiedby three large stones set in front of it, pointing up and outward like crooked teeth."
"You have an excellent memory, Garland."
"I have come to rely upon it, your ladyship."
"Well, and did you find the house?"
"Exactly as you said."
"And did you speak to him who was within?"
"I did more than speak to him. As instructed, I showed him this very disk whichis now allowing me to communicate with your ladyship."
"Very well. And he?"
"He put himself entirely at my, that is to say, your service."
"Well, and what did you do then?"
"I instructed him to deliver to me a flash-stone of sufficient strength to destroynine men."
"How, nine? They were only five and a lackey."
"And yet, your ladyship, it seemed wise to prepare for surprises."
"Well, I accept that. Go on. Did he deliver the stone?"
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
"Within minutes, your ladyship. He seemed to have had one ready."
"So, and you?"
"I then asked him to gather sixty warriors he could trust, and, with himself, toaccompany me, and to use both the flash-stone and the warriors against those Iindicated."
"Well, and he?"
"He only asked leave to call his comrades and to gather supplies for the journey."
"Did he ask any questions?"
"He asked how long he would be away, so he might know what to bring."
"And you told him?"
"That I didn't know."
"And he?"
"He did not seem disturbed, but instantly gathered his troop together, after whichwe set off."
"Well, and how much time was involved in this gathering?"
"Scarcely three hours, your ladyship."
"Well, and then?"
"Then we set off, your ladyship."
"And what were the results of the journey?"
"The very next morning, your ladyship, as we were positioned in a spotoverlooking Castle Redface, we saw the six of them leave."
"Six. You mean, five plus the lackey."
"I beg your pardon, your ladyship. There were six plus the lackey."
"How, six?"
"I counted them several times to see if I was mistaken."
"Well, and?"
"And there were six of them, as well as the lackey."
"But, who was the sixth?"
"The sixth was the Baroness Kaluma, that is, Kathana e'Marish'Chala."
"What? She traveled with them?"
"It is as I have had the honor to inform your ladyship."
"But then, you knew not to kill her, I hope."
"I had no sooner observed her presence, then I informed my battalion, if I mayuse such a word, that she was under no circumstances to be killed."
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"That is not so bad, then."
"Well, I have the honor to inform your ladyship that it didn't matter."
"How, it didn't matter?"
"No, because we were unable to touch them."
"What, they were protected?"
"In a most formidable way, your ladyship."
"In what way was that, Garland."
"They had an army."
"How, an army?"
"A brigade at least, preparing an ambuscade for us."
"And were you caught in it?"
"No, we were able to escape with little injury."
"But, how did it come about?"
"Well, we were taking a position around their camp, which was near the FloatingBridge."
"Yes, I know the area. What were your positions?"
"Your ladyship, we had surrounded them."
"Well, and what time was it?"
"Dusk was falling."
"A good time for an attack, I think."
"So I thought, your ladyship."
"Well, and then?"
"It was at that moment, your ladyship, just as we were about to discharge theflash-stone and commence the attack--"
"A heavy flash-stone and a troop of sixty, you say."
"Yes, exactly. At that moment, the sky was lit up, and we were, instead of beinghidden, terribly illuminated."
"Bah. The simplest of sorceries. Was that all?"
"Not in the least."
"What else, then?"
"At that moment, we were attacked by their brigade."
"You were attacked you say?"
"Yes. At least, the order was given."
"By whom?"
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"I believe that I recognized the voice of the Baroness of Kaluma giving theorders."
"Well, what were these famous orders?"
"She was deploying her forces for a counter-attack."
"In what manner?"
"Well, first she cried to her lancers to be at the ready."
"Lancers?"
"Yes, your ladyship."
"Well, what else?"
"She required her archers to remain in position."
"Archers? Are you certain?"
"She spoke in a loud voice, your ladyship, so that her brigade could hear her, asa consequence of which, we could, also."
"What then?"
"Then she commanded her cavalry to prepare to charge."
"Is that all?"
"No, for she also ordered her sorcerers to prepare counterspells, in case anywere needed, and to lead the attack as well, from which I deduced there were a goodnumber of them."
"Sorcerers?"
"Well, there were loud noises and bright flashes of light, such that I can see noother way than sorcery to achieve the explosions that must have caused them."
"But you did not see the arrows, or the lancers, or the cavalry?"
"Your ladyship, it seemed that we were caught in an ambuscade, and, to avoid amassacre, I ordered that we retreat at once."
"Well, and did your troop obey?"
"They more than obeyed, most of them were gone before I gave the command."
"I see."
"But, as we were attempting to leave, some of our brigade must have stumbledacross the enemy forces, for three did not return."
"Three, you say."
"So, your ladyship, we must have been betrayed."
"You are right, Garland, you were betrayed."
"I am glad your ladyship understands."
"I more than understand, I can tell you who betrayed you."
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"Well, I am most anxious to learn."
"Your own foolishness betrayed you, Garland."
"How--?"
"There were no lancers, there were no pikeman, there were no archers, there wereno sorcerers, and there was no cavalry; there was only a quick-thinking Dragonlordwho spotted someone moving in to attack, a sorcerer who knew how to perform alight-spell, and a fool who believes everything he hears."
"But the lights, and the explosions--"
"What explosions? Any fool of a sorcerer can make a flash and a loud noise.Was anyone injured in these explosions?"
"Well, no. And yet--"
"Be still, idiot. I must consider what is to be done."
"Very well, your ladyship. And I?"
"You? Well, after I have considered, I will have instructions for you."
"I will carry them out, your ladyship."
"I hope so, Garland."
"When shall I endeavor to speak with you again?"
"Give me two hours."
"Until then, your ladyship."
And with this, we will, with our readers' permission, leave Seodra to consider hernext action, while we follow our friends across the Floating Bridge and on to MountKieron, and so on toward the Pepperfields.
Chapter the Twenty-seventh
In Which it is Shown
That Some are made Unhappy by Reflection,
While others are made Unhappy By Projection
«^»IN ORDER TO cross the Eastern River, which is, at its best, far too cold to swimand far too fast to ford, it was necessary to cross the Floating Bridge. Duraje'Kieron, Duchess of Eastmanswatch during the Pioneer Wars, had caused thiscunning feat of engineering to be built to provide access to the forts and strongholdsthe rebels had built and inhabited along the southern slopes of Mount Kieron. It didnot, we should say at once, actually float; it was merely so low that, viewed from thepasses on either Mount Kieron or Mount Bli'aard it seemed as if it were, in fact,
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floating freely on the river, an effect that was enhanced by its curious shape--themystery of which we propose to solve.
There have been many stories to account for the peculiar pattern in which thebridge was laid out--the twistings and turnings, esses and half-loops of its length.We have heard it proposed that the form was due to some particular spell ofpreservation which was laid beneath it; we have heard that it was intended to frightenthe enemy so he wouldn't use it himself; we have heard that the engineer whodesigned the bridge had a weakness for imbibing know-not weed which affected hisjudgement; and there are other stories besides these.
Yet, had anyone taken the trouble to study the letters and papers of Lady Duraj atthe time and compared these to the accounts of the battles then being fought, hewould have noticed that, even as the bridge was constructed, the engineers who builtit were constantly under attack from the rebels, attacks that consisted of infantrycharges, bow shots, catapulted boulders, and other things. The notion of apermanent bridge was, at first, far from the mind of the Duchess; she, in fact, merelywanted access to the other side as quickly as possible. Her solution was, then, tocause boulders to be rolled down from Mount Bli'aard and to cause them further tobe pushed or dragged into the river, after which planks were set on them whereverthey happened to fall. This is how Duraj was able to secure a foothold on MountKieron.
After this time, there was never a chance to design the bridge in a proper manner,it simply had to be maintained as it was to allow for a possible retreat, thenstrengthened to allow for the passing of reinforcements, and finally widened to allowsupply wagons to cross. It was toward the end of the war (in fact, shortly before theabdication of the Issola Emperor Juzai XI) that Duraj spoke of her men tying ropesduring a heavy engagement to allow the passing of an ambulance. That is, with thewar nearly over, the bridge was still of rope and wood; the first iron beams wereprobably not added until twenty or thirty years later, by which time no one thoughtof going to all the work necessary to take down the bridge and re-design it; it waseasier (although more expensive in material) to simply strengthen what was there. Asthe rocks which supported the structure began to sink deeper into the river they werereplaced, first with wood, then with iron struts, finally with bricks, which wereconnected to their structure by means of thick iron chains.
The result, then, was a bridge built of odd, unexpected curves and angles, fullythree times as long across as the distance an arrow would make; that, at the height ofthe rainy season, lay almost fully on the water itself so even now one cannot traverseit and expect to arrive on the other side with one's feet entirely dry, and duringunusually rainy years the bridge is impassable for weeks at a time.
This bridge is famous for many things. We may number among them, first, itsvital role in the Pioneer Wars we have already had the honor to mention. Next, thereare the suicides which have been committed nearby, especially those of lovers whojump from Deppa's Fang into the icy water the bridge traverses; in such a way didthe Issola noble Chalora and his Tiassa lover Auiri die, in spite of the more
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gruesome and poetic means of mutual destruction ascribed to them in the ballad thatbears their names. There have been, as well, so many duels fought along the bridgethat it would be tiring to list them, but it should be pointed out that it was on theFloating Bridge that the poet Barracsk and his chief critic, Vrono, killed each otherto end an artistic siege that had lasted nearly two millennia. We may add, as anhistorical footnote, that the critic Norra, who served as Imperial Witness, wrylyremarked of this duel, "Barracsk's end was as dramatic as he could manage at hisage, but he suffered from allowing his desire for emphatic statement to dominate hismovement; whereas Vrono seemed unable to put aside his own ideas of the fencelong enough to understand what his opponent was engaged in bringing off; the resultwas therefore curiously inevitable, yet artistically satisfying."
It was to this bridge, then, that our friends came after having, through Kathana'ssubterfuge, escaped from the surrounding forces; or, rather, after having allowed thesurrounding forces to escape them. As they walked their horses along its peculiarlength (another thing the bridge is justly famous for is the dislike it arouses in horses,which is how the Cavalier Joroli of Bridden Cove came to be drowned), Khaavrensaid, "Well, we all agree, do we not, that this Tazendra is clever enough?"
"Indeed yes," said the others.
Tazendra bowed. "We must add, however, that this Kathana is surely braveenough."
"And quick-eyed as well," said Khaavren.
"Norska's Teeth!" said Pel. "I think so! I would surely have been spitted like agame hen had she not seen those three brigands who stumbled upon us sounexpectedly when we thought all was over."
"And I," said Khaavren, bowing to Kathana, "would have found my head clovenin two, which would have made thinking impractical, if she had not so elegantlystruck down the one who had caught me at such a disadvantage."
"And," added Uttrik, "though it pains me to admit it, I saw that, in doing so, sheexposed herself to the attacks of the third, who would surely have wounded herseverely had Tazendra not interrupted his attack by treating him in exactly the mannerhis friend proposed to treat Khaavren." And he, too, bowed to Kathana, though hedid so somewhat stiffly.
"And yet it seems to me," said Kathana, bowing in return, "that we ought todetermine why we were to be attacked, and then discover a way to prevent suchattacks in the future."
"Well," said Tazendra, "that is only right. Who knows, but that next time they willhave an army."
"And," said Pel, "they will be less likely to be fooled a second time."
"We could," said Khaavren, "request help from Lord Adron, who is your friend,Kathana, and does indeed have an army."
"I am loathe to do so," said Kathana. "Because such a thing might compromise
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his position in the discussion he is engaged in with the Emperor to earn command ofthe Pepperfield. He would certainly send help if I asked, but, you perceive, it wouldbe an unkindness."
"Then we must not do so," said Aerich, as if to be discourteous to the DragonHeir ended the discussion for all time.
"And yet," said Uttrik, "I am not convinced that we require any help at all."
"How?" said Pel. "Explain your reasoning."
"I will be glad to do so. To-morrow we will have arrived in the Pepperfields."
"Well, and?"
"And then, Kathana and I will have the honor of touching steel with steel, and itseems to me that, however the encounter ends, there will be no need for thesurvivors to remain here. And, furthermore, it may well be that the cause of theattacks will have vanished."
"Well," said Kathana, "there is some justice in this remark."
"Well then," said Khaavren, "as I perceive we are now at the end of the bridge, letus mount once more and continue," which excellent and practical suggestion theyfollowed at once, taking the mountain paths, which, like those leading up to CastleRedface, were steep, but well within the capabilities of the horses.
Khaavren took the lead himself, and for a while Aerich rode with him, but then,with the great sensitivity this Lyorn possessed, he determined that the young Tiassawished to be alone with his thoughts and so Aerich allowed his horse to fall back towhere Tazendra and Uttrik were involved in a discussion comparing the merits ofvarious sorts of stirrups when used in melee versus in mounted duels (which had notyet fallen entirely out of fashion, though they were becoming rare). Aerich astoundedthem both with his knowledge of the intricacies of this subtle art, and with hiswisdom on the necessity of relating the style of stirrup to the precise task the cavalryofficer intends to perform; but, as we suspect our readers will have rather lessinterest in this subject than the participants, we will return our attention to Khaavren,in his blue and white, gold half-cloak down his back, as he rides his mare andsoliloquizes.
"Now," Khaavren was saying to himself, "I must decide between betraying myEmperor and betraying my love. Well, when put this way, the choice becomessimple after all: the love of one obscure Guardsman must always give way before theneeds of the Empire, that is the principle upon which men live together under hisbanner. But no, I must think again. The choice is not between love and the Empire, itis between two oaths that I have made and which contradict each other, so theproblem is really one of choosing to whom I am to be forsworn. Forsworn! Ah,now there is an ugly word. And why am I to be forsworn? Because my mouth hasmade a promise that my heart directed it to make, without first consulting my brain,which it ought not to have done, because it is certainly my brain's proper function tokeep a check on my mouth's activities, whereas my heart should limit itself topumping blood through my body. But never mind that, the case is still clear: it is far
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more important to keep an oath to one's Emperor than to one's love.
"But, if this is true, why does my heart say so differently? Well, that is easy, it isbecause my heart, quite properly ashamed of what it has done, is denying blood tomy brain, so that the brain, instead of thinking clearly, allows everything to becomemuddled and confused. Perhaps I will be so fortunate in our next encounter that thistreacherous heart will deny blood to my arms, and then it will find itself properlypierced with holes and my dilemma will then end, albeit in a rather droll way. Oathsmust come from somewhere, after all, and my heart knows it has no business makingthem when they contradict those that have been prompted by my brain, or, at anyrate, by my viscera.
"This being the case, my choices are to fall sick at heart, or, in the other case,either sick to my stomach or develop the headache. I have been sick to my stomach,and I have had the headache, perhaps it is now time to become sick at heart, afterwhich I will have had the experience of feeling illness in all major regions of thebody, and I will be that much more complete for it. Bah, as Aerich would say. Theremust be a better way to make choices than by determining where the illness causedby the decision will fall. Well, that is an interesting question; let us examine it.
"To live," Khaavren continued to himself, "is to be faced with choices. This mustbe, because to be dead is to be faced with no choices whatsoever, save those thatexist beyond Deathgate, and which the philosophers believe are nothing but arecapitulation of all the choices one has taken in life.
"But then, if life is to be filled with choices, many of them difficult, one ought tohave a method with which to approach the art of decision-making. But no, I have leftsomething out. One always has such a method; it is merely the case that one is notalways aware of it. So, then, what is my method? Simply this: to fail to make anydecision at all, to worry it the way a dog worries a scrap of leather, and then, byUndauntra's Garters, to be forced into some hateful actions or inaction that I'd neverhave contemplated a month before. Cha! That's no way to live!
"But, to return to the question, there ought to be a way to decide, clearly andexplicitly, where one's duty lies, and yet so often there is not. In this case, forexample, to fail in my duty toward my lover will give me, and in faith, I think her,too, great pain, whereas to fail in my duty to his Majesty will not cause any damageto the Empire itself, it will merely cause some slight annoyance in a man who, if truthbe told, is just like me, except that over his head circles the Orb, whereas over minecircle only these infernal clouds which will not stop producing these thin droplets ofmountain rain until, I suppose, we have reached such heights that they will beginproducing snow. Cha! If nature cannot make up her mind about such a simple,practical question, that is, to rain, or mist, or snow, then how am I to make a moralchoice knowing I shall be miserable whichever way I decide?
"So, when there is no right thing to do, how does one decide which course totake? It seems my mother and father, whose duty it was to instruct me, ought to havetold me the answer to this; unless it is one of those lessons which, if they can belearned, cannot, at any rate, be taught. If so, then I am a fool for thinking I can
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simply decide, and I must go on my way and prepare myself for the instruction ofevents, which, I am certain, make the best teachers, at least when one is prepared tolearn from them."
At this point, Khaavren broke off his monologue, for he noticed that Mica hadcome up next to him, and was looking around with a melancholy expression on hisnormally cheerful face.
"Well," said Khaavren, happy to be distracted by someone else's misery, "youare looking mournful."
"It is true, my lord."
"But then, have you a reason for this look? Or is it due to the rain that is soakingus to the skin and making us fear our horses will slip on this treacherous mountainpath and lead us to break our necks? Do you know, we had planned to bring oiledcloaks with us, we even counted on it, but somehow we forgot to bring them. It is asad comment on the human condition when even correct planning is of no benefit. Isit this that saddens you, good Mica? For, if so, I am in full agreement."
"No, it is not that at all, my lord."
"Well, what is it then?"
"You wish me to tell you?"
"I do."
"Then I will."
"Go on, then, I await you."
"Well, this is it: I have been doing sums in head."
"But then," said Khaavren, "I have done sums in my head, and it never makes mesad; on the contrary, it sharpens my wits, which, in turn, increases my amusementwith the world, and that makes the hours go by in a very pleasurable way."
"I will try to follow your example, my lord."
"You will be pleased with the results, Mica, I assure you."
"But I have been doing more than sums, my lord; I have been making projections."
"Ah, projections. Well, that is another matter entirely."
"I am pleased that you think so, my lord."
"Oh, I do indeed. Projections are fare more serious matters than sums."
"And moreover--"
"What, there is more?"
"There is, my lord, and, if you want to hear it, I shall tell you."
"I should enjoy hearing it if for other reason than because the clipped tones ofyour accent tickle me; you speak so differently from the northern twang of the city
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or the lilt of my own country."
"Well, my lord, it may be that the subject upon which you calculate sums isdifferent from the subject upon which I make projections."
"Well, that may be, Mica, because I had not known you were making projectionson a particular subject."
"I have been, my lord."
"And what, then, is this famous subject?"
"It is soldiers, my lord."
"How, soldiers?"
"Exactly. Attend: were you not, before I had the honor to meet you, attacked byone man?"
"Well, yes, I was, and the proof is, it was Uttrik, who now rides with us."
"And then, at Beed'n's Inn, were there not twelve brigands who attacked us?"
"Why, that is exactly the number, Mica."
"And then, when we were leaving The Painted Sign, were we not set on by somethirty of the enemy?"
"That is to say, we set on them, but your numbers are correct."
"Well, and, were there not at least a hundred of the enemy who were driven offby my lady's stratagem?"
"This time, I think, you may be in error."
"But at least, my lord, there were a good deal more than thirty."
"With this I agree."
"Well then, it is upon this subject that I have been making projections, toward thegoal of determining how many enemies will face us next time."
"I see. Well, and what have you determined, Mica?"
"That there will be many more of them than there are of us."
"Well, I don't doubt that you are correct."
"An army, my lord. I fear they will bring an army."
"It could happen, good Mica."
"My lord, I know you are brave and strong, and my mistress fights like a dzur,and I perceive that Lord Aerich is very cool under fire, while the Cavalier Pel is bothclever and fierce, and both Lord Uttrik and Lady Kathana are Dragons, and I, thougha Teckla, can keep my head well enough when matters become hot and I have abar-stool in my hand--"
"I know it well, good Mica, for I have seen it."
"Thanks, my lord. And yet, well, an army, my lord?"
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"What, then, you are afraid of dying?"
"Afraid? Oh, no, my lord, I beg you to believe that I wouldn't dare to be afraid.But I am sad, because serving my lady has seemed to be such a fine thing for me,that I hate to see my life end at the very moment it has become sweet."
Khaavren reached out his hand and patted Mica on the shoulder. "Take heart,good Mica," he said. "All is not lost, and, who knows, but something may, asAerich has suggested, occur that will save both of us--you from death, and me fromsomething worse. Besides, you have only made a projection; perhaps they havegiven up and will make no more attempts."
"Oh, do you believe it, my lord?"
"Cha! It is possible. And, in any case, I have no idea where they could find anarmy even if they desired to raise one."
"I hope you're right, my lord," said Mica, but he shook his head as if to say, "Iput no faith in it, however."
Chapter the Twenty-eighth
In Which Both Stage And Players
are Put Into Position for The Conclusion
of Something Like a Tragedy
«^»AND, IN FACT, Mica was not far wrong, for at that moment, some few leaguesbehind them a certain nobleman was causing his name to be announced to LordAdron, and in his hand was piece of paper, a mere scrap, which, by the time it hadfinished its business, would have irrevocably altered the destinies of everyone withwhom our history concerns itself.
The nobleman was admitted at once upon giving his name, and was led into thesame room that we have already visited, where Lord Adron rose, bowed and studiedhim. "Good day to you, Count Shaltre," he said.
"And to you, Your Highness," said the Lyorn, bowing low out of deference tothe Dragonlord's rank, but not so low as he might have, since he came as amessenger from his Majesty.
Adron, who was able to interpret this bow, said, "You have something to conveyto me?"
"I have that honor, Your Highness," said Shaltre.
"Well, I await you."
"Here it is, then: I require a thousand troops, with you to lead them, in order tocapture certain fugitives."
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"Fugitives? That is to say, criminals?"
"I don't say they are criminals, Your Highness, yet they must be taken or killed."
"Well, and how many of these fugitives are there?"
"There are, at present, six."
"How, six? You require a thousand men to capture six fugitives?"
"There are many miles of mountain to search, Your Highness."
"Ah, you require a search, then. But I assure you, my lord, that a search can befar more effectively carried out by a few trackers than by a thousand soldiers."
"It may require many soldiers to bring them home once the trackers have foundthem, Your Highness."
"Then they are dangerous, my lord?"
"Exceedingly."
"And their names?"
"I do not know all of their names, Your Highness. There is one called Khaavren,and another called Uttrik."
"Those gentlemen?"
"None other."
"They are fugitives?"
"Indeed they are, and even very much so."
"Well, I know them. They have been my guests, and departed my home two daysago. I am afraid that by now they are far from here--too far for soldiers to catchthem."
"Not at all, Your Highness. We have reason to believe that they have taken theroad to the Floating Bridge."
"Well, but then?"
"They have, for reasons best known to themselves, taken a lengthy route;perhaps so they could keep their horses. If we leave within the hour, and you directus through the high passes, we could in nine hours be where they are now."
"You know the terrain very well, Count."
"Your Highness is kind."
"I'm sorry, then, but I must refuse."
"How, refuse?"
"They have been my guests, and, moreover, they have with them one--"
"Whose name need not be mentioned, Your Highness. Not all of them need betaken or killed; that is why you must lead the troops yourself, to be certain nomistakes are made on this score."
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
Adron frowned, trying to puzzle out the complex interrelations of policy andintrigue which had led to this particular Imperial request. At last, unable to guess, hesaid, "Nevertheless, as I have had the honor of telling you, I must refuse His Majestyin this case. If for no other reason, than because I was informed, while in the city, ofa build-up of Easterners near the Pepperfields, and I must bring my troops there lestwe be faced with an invasion."
"Allow me to remind your Highness that you are not Marquis of Pepperfield."
"Well, nor is anyone else. Yet I assure you that the Easterners will not delay anyinvasion they may have planned because His Majesty has delayed designating aMarquis for that estate."
"It is, nevertheless, an Imperial matter at this time, and some may wonder at yourdetermination to place your own forces there."
"The Easterners, I assure you, will not wonder."
"So you are determined to bring your forces to the Pepperfields, rather than tosubmit to His Majesty's request?"
"Blood! I think so; I have killed two horses in order to return here for thatpurpose."
"Yet, I declare the thing is impossible, Your Highness," said Shaltre.
"How, impossible?"
"When His Majesty makes a request--"
"It is still a request; therefore, I may act upon it or not. While I am not anxious tooffend His Majesty, nevertheless--"
"But if it were not a request, rather, if it were an order?"
"Well, that is another matter. Then, in my capacity as Duke of Eastmanswatch, aposition which bears Imperial signets, I must obey."
"Exactly."
"Well?"
"Well, it is an order."
"And yet, you explained that it was a request."
"It was a request, Your Highness, until the moment you refused; it then becamean order."
Adron studied the Lyorn carefully. Then he said, "You have, I suppose, someproof of His Majesty's will?"
"If your Highness would deign to read this paper?"
Adron's frown deepened, but he took the paper that Shaltre presented him, andhe read, "Lord Adron: By our will, you are to follow Shaltre's instructions exactly inall matters regarding the capture of Khaavren of Castlerock and hiscompanions.--Tortaalik." Adron checked the seal and the signature, and fought to
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keep his face expressionless. Finally he bowed, because he did not trust himself tospeak.
"Is it sufficiently clear, Your Highness?" said Shaltre.
After a moment to regain his composure, he said, "We will be ready to leavewithin the hour, my lord."
"I will await Your Highness without."
We will now return to our friends, who knew nothing of this interchange of ideas.By the time the daylight began to fail, they had reached a place within two leagues ofthe Pepperfields. Uttrik was for pressing on and finishing his affair with Kaluma thatvery night, but at last Khaavren convinced him to wait for full light so that theysettled in for one last rest before the morning, at which time they expected to resolvethe issues before them.
It was, we should note, quite cold, as they had reached an elevated position, butthere was still no lack of firewood, so after seeing to the horses, they built the fire upvery high and had a meal of bread and cheese, during which even Tazendra seemedsilent and brooding. They sat thus, well wrapped in cloaks and blankets, huddledabout the fire, yet saying nothing to each other, all of them aware that the next daywould see an end, among some of them, of certain friendships they had grownaccustomed to and comfortable with. From time to time, Kathana would look atUttrik speculatively, as if wondering what sort of friends they might have been hadcircumstances been different. Uttrik, for his part, avoided looking at Kathana, as if,though bound by his word and his duty, he no longer relished the thought of mortalcombat with her.
Khaavren sighed, and said, "My friends, I will tell you that I am not happy aboutwhat we are doing. In Dragaera, it seemed a fine idea to go off on a campaign, winfavor, and become heroes, but now that we are here, nothing seems as simple as itdid."
"Well," said Tazendra, "you are right, and I, for one, freely admit that I do notunderstand why."
"It is," said Aerich, "because we have embroiled ourselves in the affairs of theEmpire, and we have done so for our own reasons, rather than to serve the Empire.This was an error, and I confess myself to be guilty of it."
"Oh, bah," said Pel. "Yes, it is because we are involved in Imperial matters, butthere is no fault in that if the Emperor is strong; it is exactly thus that a gentlemandiscovers his own strength. But when the Emperor is weak, gentlemen who servehim discover only their weaknesses."
Khaavren frowned. "The Emperor is weak, you say? I fail to see how."
"Do you?" said Pel. "But look at our own affair. We four--I must excuse you,Uttrik, and you, Kathana--we four left our homes in Dragaera City on the Imperialservice. That is, we serve the Empire, which is personified by his Majesty and thecourt."
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"All you say is clear," said Khaavren. "Go on, then."
"Well, this court, like a chreotha web whose ropes have come undone in thewind, waves tendrils of intrigue about in a fashion which is so haphazard one mightnot err in using the term anarchistic. It has been our misfortune to find ourselvescaught in these tendrils as if by accident. These tendrils have no central mindcontrolling them, else we would have been well snared before we left the city. Thecentral mind that ought to be controlling them is that of the Emperor. If he does not,then we know that he is weak."
"But then," said Khaavren, "what makes the Emperor weak?"
"Well, in the first place, he is young."
"But well intentioned," said Aerich.
"Oh, I don't deny that. But he is young, and, moreover, has the worst failing anEmperor may have."
"That being?" said Khaavren.
"Poor advisors, to whom he listens."
"Well, he must listen to someone."
"Yes, but he must gain experience in order to determine to whom he ought tolisten."
"And how is he to know who these people are?" said Khaavren, who wasfascinated by this novel look at Imperial politics.
"In exactly the way Aerich has said: he must find advisors who have, at theirheart, the interest of the Empire."
"Well, and what has he now?"
"Now he has advisors who look after their own positions, and seek to advise himonly in such a way as to gain his favor, thus they contradict one another needlessly,and leave policy, which ought to be the force which unites all of the Imperialdecisions into a single direction, scattered and uncertain. Hence we see thePepperfields undefended, the Baroness"--here he bowed his head toKathana--"unarrested, and campaigns that exist only to capture baubles with whichto please his love of bright stones."
"Well," said Aerich, with a smile, "if only he had you as an advisor--"
"Oh," said Pel, perhaps too quickly, "I have no such ambition as that, I assureyou."
Aerich and Khaavren caught each other's eye, and exchanged a fleeting smile.
"Nevertheless," said Tazendra, who had missed this interchange, "If you were anadvisor, what would you tell His Majesty?"
But Pel merely shook his head, as if aware that, lulled by the cold night and warmfire, he had said more than he had intended to. Aerich said, "I must confess, thatwere I an advisor, a post for which I hold no more ambition than does Pel, I should
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advise him, first of all, to arrest the lady Kathana."
The lady referred to started at this, but Aerich's attitude was so polite that shecould not take offense. Uttrik stared at him, but said nothing. Khaavren, who feltsuddenly uncomfortable, said, "Well, my lady, what will you? Ashes! We cannot goaround killing those who don't like our paintings."
"You do not paint," said Kathana coldly.
"Well, that is true, so I will say no more."
After an interval, she spoke again, very softly, as if her words were intended fornone but herself. "He was too arrogant," she said. "I had worked on that painting forthirty-nine years, of which eleven were spent in the jungles watching dragons,sometimes sneaking into their lairs. For five years I worked on the background, sothat every plant, every stone, every shadow was more real than the models fromwhich I drew them, and yet supported the theme of my work. And for fifteen years Isketched dragons, until I could read the expression on a dragon's face, and,moreover, show it to one who didn't know dragons had such expressions. And thenI painted and painted, and then I glossed and finished, and then I very humblybrought it to my Lord e'Drien, and, as I stood there, prepared to present it, thisperson walks by and, in one glance, dismissed it as unworthy of comment."
She fell silent again. Tazendra coughed and said, "You are saying, then, that youwere angry?"
Kathana smiled and said, "Well, if truth be known, I regret what I did."
"How," said Uttrik, "you regret it?"
"Yes. I wish I had not killed him; or, at least, that I had taken more time to insurethat he was prepared to defend himself. Yet, I was so angry."
"Well," said Uttrik, "I understand anger."
"That's well," said Kathana. "I, in my turn, understand vengeance."
"We understand each other then," said Uttrik.
"Entirely," said Kathana.
"But, the matter of the paint-brushes--"
"Paint-brushes?"
"In his eyes."
"Bah. That never happened."
"What, are you certain?"
"My dear Uttrik, I think I would know if I had stuck paint-brushes into someone'seyes. Besides, I was presenting the painting, I had no paint-brushes with me."
"But the story--"
"You know how stories grow with everyone who repeats it."
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"Well, that is true."
"I am pleased you understand."
"I understand entirely. And, should I kill you tomorrow, I assure you I will holdno more animosity toward you."
"And if I kill you, the same."
"Your hand?"
"Here it is."
"Well, until to-morrow, then."
"Until to-morrow."
With this resolve, they closed their eyes and, one after the other, drifted off tosleep.
Chapter the Twenty-ninth
In Which Our Friends Realize
with Great Pleasure That the Situation
has Become Hopeless
«^»THE DOMAIN OF Pepperfield, a large, fertile plateau nestled between MountKieron and the Ironwall, was named for scores of varieties of natural peppers whichgrow there unattended, and for the dozens more, which, owing to the suitability ofthe land, due to soil and climate, are so readily cultivated. On the northern side thereis a sheer wall some five hundred feet high, upon which is built the LoomingFortress, where the Marquis of Pepperfield dwelt, and behind it the North PinewoodHold which had, until recently, been Uttrik's home. There is a steep, winding pathfrom the Fortress down to the plateau, which is one of the four ways of reachingPepperfield from the outside world; that is, if one is able to reach the LoomingFortress, which is unlikely, as it is inaccessible except through the Pepperfieldsthemselves. Another entrance is from the east, where a long, gentle slope rises froma gap in the Ironwall some four leagues to the north. Still another approach is fromthe southeast, a steep climb, and one unsuitable for horses, yet only a bow-shotaway, as it were, from Redface. The final approach, that of the south-west, is theone our friends took, which was to follow a narrow but well-trodden path up fromthe valley of the Eastern River, only a few leagues below its source at the ThunderingFalls in the Ironwall.
This last approach more closely resembles a road than the others, in that there arehigh stone ridges on either side, which end abruptly in a small grove of trees, afterwhich one is standing on the seemingly endless plain upon which so much blood,
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human and Eastern, has been spilled since its discovery by the Dzurlord Brionn, whonamed the mountain after her hero, Kieron the Conqueror.
Early in the morning, then, the companions found themselves looking out at thesegentle fields. Uttrik said, "My friends, we are now in the domain of Pepperfield; thatis, we have left the holdings of Lord Adron."
"Well," said Kathana laconically.
Uttrik now took the lead, bringing them through the place where a few poplarshad sprung up as if to celebrate the few score of years that had passed since theEasterners had been there--for it has always been the Easterners who cultivatedthose fields, humans being content with those peppers nature chose to provide onher own.
"Here," said Uttrik, "in this small depression, is where my ancestor, Ziver theTall, made his last stand in the Tsalmoth reign in the eleventh Cycle. Over that hill weobserve on our right is where Cli'dha's cavalry lay concealed, their horses made tolie upon the ground, before the charge of the Sundered Trees, that won thePepperfields back in the Dzur reign in the sixteenth Cycle.
"To the left, up ahead, upon that small hill," Uttrik continued, "is where theDefense of the Running Circle was first developed, which came about accidentally inthe fourteenth Issola reign as a desperate measure to save Taalini the Three-Fisted,who had been wounded up ahead there, behind the rock shaped like a mushroom,and was pulled back to the hillock by his esquire, whose name escapes me just at themoment. And here," he added, stopping his horse by the least movement of hisknees, "is where my father made me swear the Oath of Protection, and, moreover,where he first belted my sword upon me. You perceive," he added, "that the groundis flat and smooth, with only a few pepper plants just beginning to emerge to greetthe summer, bearing only the potentialities of their fruit, which I believe to be of thecurving white variety, pungent, sweet, with few seeds and an agreeable tang upon thetongue."
He dismounted and gave his horse to the care of Mica, indicating a lone cherrytree some eighty meters distant where the horses might be tied. He said, "Tazendra,will you stand for me?"
"I will," said Tazendra, "though I must add that this means I hold no animositytoward Kathana, which I beg she will do me the honor to believe."
"I understand," said Kathana, whose throat seemed to have become dry duringUttrik's recital. She then dismounted, handed her horse in turn to Mica, and, turningto Pel, said, "Will you stand for me?"
"I should be honored," said the cavalier, "with the same understanding withrespect to Uttrik."
"Well, I agree," said Uttrik.
"And the judge?" said Tazendra.
"Aerich, of course," said Pel.
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The Lyorn bowed over his horse's neck, and he, too, dismounted. "For thewitness," said Tazendra, "we have Khaavren."
"I will do it," said Khaavren, who felt himself nearly choking with emotion. "I willwitness the more willingly because I have no preference for a victor, but the lesswillingly because I would see neither of you die. The gods know that I love youboth."
Uttrik and Kathana hung their heads at this speech, so frank and full of suchheartfelt tenderness. Tazendra, Pel, Aerich, and Khaavren then dismounted and gavetheir horses into the care of Mica, who brought them to the cherry tree and tetheredthem there. Khaavren murmured, "It is likely that we will need one fewer on thereturn; my only prayer is that our requirements are not diminished by two."
"Draw the circle, Khaavren," said Aerich. Khaavren, with a look at the Lyorn thatis impossible to describe, drew his poniard, and, his heart nearly breaking, bent overand walked the rectangle, his knife inscribing it with cut grasses, making a circlewhich was, if difficult to see, at least sufficient for a duel in which it was unlikelyeither combatant would retreat very often or very far.
Aerich said softly, "The terms?"
Tazendra looked at Uttrik, who returned her a brief nod, as if to say, "You knowvery well what the terms must be." Tazendra bowed to Pel and said, "Plain steelonly, to the death."
Pel looked at Kathana who nodded to him as if to say, "It must be so." He thenreturned Tazendra's bow and said, "We accept these terms."
"Then," said Aerich, "let us be about it."
Khaavren came to stand near to the Lyorn, his head hanging down. Mica, in histurn, standing next to Khaavren, shook his head sadly and murmured, "If this is whatit means to be a gentleman, well, I'm glad that I, at least, am fortunate enough not tobe one."
The combatants took their positions, and Aerich said, "Will you not bereconciled?"
Uttrik, looking at the ground, signed that he would not. Kathana shrugged.
"I ask again," said Aerich, his voice trembling with emotion. "Will you not bereconciled?"
The assembled party looked at him in amazement; such a breach of proprietybeing ten times as amazing, coming as it did from the Lyorn. Once again, they eachsigned that the duel was necessary.
Aerich sighed audibly. "Inspect the weapons," he said in a voice so low it couldonly be heard because of the awful stillness of the fields, where even the windseemed to have stopped out of respect for the tragedy that was brewing on its lap.
Tazendra gave a cursory glance at Uttrik's longswords, while Pel made a briefexamination of Kathana's longsword and poniard. They returned the weapons and
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signed to Aerich that all was in order.
"Take your weapons," said Aerich.
Tazendra gave Kathana her steel, while Uttrik took his from Pel.
"Place yourselves within the circle," said Aerich, whose voice was now barelyabove a whisper. The combatants did so, the Lyorn taking his place between them.He indicated by signs, apparently unable to speak, where each should stand. Then,with an effort, he said, "Have either of you anything to say before we commence?"
"For my part," said Uttrik, "I declare to you that it is only duty which forces meto attempt to take your life, and, at this moment, I say if you kill me, you will berendering me the greatest service."
"And I say," said Kathana, "that you are one of the finest gentleman I have evermet, and I now so bitterly regret killing your father, which was a low act and oneunworthy of a Dragon, that I say that if I am so unfortunate as to kill you, I will placemyself at once in the hands of the Empire."
Khaavren, who was shaking with emotion, said, "You may do so if you wish, butit will not be me who brings you to the Issola Wing, and for my part, you will be freeif you win, and mourned if you die. And you, Uttrik, I say again that I love you like abrother, and I hope you bear me no malice if I say I will betray my oath to myCaptain and to the Emperor if it should happen that it is Kathana who walks awayfrom this hated combat."
"I bear you no malice for that," said Uttrik. "In fact, I assure you that I will diehappier, if I should die, in thinking that Kathana, whom I esteem as a sister, will,hereafter, be free from all effects of her actions, even remorse."
"The only way I should be free of remorse," said Kathana, "is if you will do methe honor to take my life."
"Well," said Uttrik, "I will try to do so, but, I beg you to believe, not happily."
"Then," said Kathana, "let us begin."
"I am ready," said Uttrik.
"Be on your guards," whispered Aerich.
Kathana stood with her sword-arm, that is, her right, to the front, but her right legbehind. The point of her sword was directed at Uttrik's eye, while her poniard wasplaced to strike at his midsection. Uttrik, meanwhile, had positioned himself with hisleft leg forward, one longsword held back and over his head, in order to strike downand across at the first opportunity presented, the other pointing at Kathana's eye.
Khaavren, though the Imperial Witness, could not, at first, watch the dreadfulscene, and, telling himself that he would look again at the first sound of steel, cast hiseyes eastward over the fecundity of the Pepperfields, where one more death,insignificant compared to the thousands that had preceded it in this place, wouldsoon be added to the tally of that beautiful, horrible, fate-filled plateau.
"Hullo," said Khaavren, suddenly.
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Aerich, who had gone so far as to take in the very breath which would haveexhaled the word, "Begin," stopped, and looked at Khaavren, whose eyes were nowfixed upon some point out in the distance. He, Aerich, very slowly let his breath outand followed the imaginary line penciled by the intensity of Khaavren's gaze.
Seeing this, Pel, Tazendra and Mica looked, then Uttrik, who stood facing theeast, and, last of all, Kathana turned around and stared herself.
After a few moments, Pel murmured, "Easterners, if I am not mistaken. See howthey sit bent over their horses?"
"Thousands of them," said Khaavren.
"The invasion has begun," said Uttrik, as if he could not believe it himself.
"Then," said Tazendra, "instead of having to watch one of our friends die, weshall all die together. How splendid!"
"Splendid, mistress?" said Mica, amazed that she should be positively glowingwith pleasure at the thought of her imminent demise.
"Compared to the alternative," said Khaavren, drawing his sword, "a pleasureindeed."
Pel said, "I admit that it pleases me also."
"It is just the sort of thing I had been hoping for," said Aerich.
"For my part," said Kathana, "I quite agree."
"As do I," said Uttrik.
Mica looked at the lot of them and shook his head, then looking back at thegrowing line of Easterners, he said, "There is time to reach the horses and escape, ifwe hurry."
The others stared at him. "How," said Tazendra. "And miss a battle of six againstthousands? When will such a chance come again?"
"Not to mention," said Uttrik, "that, if we escape, Kathana and I will simply haveto fight, and I assure you that I haven't the heart to experience once more what I feltjust now as I prepared to try my best to slay her."
"Far better to die in battle with honest foes," said Kathana, "than to be forced tokill a friend. Ah! It is not Easterners out there, it is expiation!"
"Well," said Uttrik. "Let us spread out in a good line, and see what they can do."
Mica, trembling, took into his hand the poniard Tazendra had given him, but kepthis trusty bar-stool in the other. Aerich looked at him and said, "Tazendra, I fullyshare your desire to fight this battle, but, is it not true that we must give somethought to warning Lord Adron?"
"Ah," said Tazendra, "I had not thought of that. You are right. What must wedo?"
"Why," said Uttrik, "we shall order Mica back to Castle Redface, by the fastest
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route, which, if I am not mistaken, is the footpath that begins between a pair ofwatch-stations which are called Nilk'arf's Tower and which are built upon a tall pairof rocks. To reach it, you must only follow this brook, which is called the Slipknot,and which flows over the ridge very near to the towers."
"Well, Mica?" said Tazendra.
Mica drew himself up and shook his head. "Oh, mistress, leave your side, now,in such a circumstance? I cannot."
"Your courage does you honor," said Tazendra, "but you must, for there is noone else."
"And yet, I should prefer--"
"No more speech," said Tazendra, sternly. "In twenty minutes they will be here;and every second counts. Go."
"Mistress--"
"Go!"
Mica, almost in tears, bowed his head, and, without another word, ran toward theindicated rocks.
"Well, and now?" said Khaavren, coolly surveying the Easterners whoapproached at a walk.
"Now," said Uttrik, "there is no better place for waiting, the nature of these fieldsbeing such that nowhere can we force them to attack with fewer numbers, so Ipropose that we await them here."
"Well," said Tazendra, "I have one flash-stone, with a single charge, which Iprepared while in Castle Redface. Here, Khaavren, you take it, and attempt to killtheir leader; that should give them a few moments of concern."
"Excellent," said Kathana. "And the rest of us will endeavor to give Khaavrentime to do so."
Aerich, Pel, and Tazendra drew their swords, and, there being nothing else to do,they waited.
Chapter the Thirtieth
In Which Khaavren is Amazed To Discover
an Easterner Who Speaks the Dragaeran Language,
Albeit With an Accent, And, Out of Necessity,
The Tiassa Becomes a Diplomatist
«^»
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AS IT WILL be some few moments before the Eastern army arrives at the placewhere Khaavren and his friends await them, let us make use of the interval to followMica along his route toward Castle Redface. We should say that there had been nohint of subterfuge in Mica's reluctance to desert his lady and the others; though hehad no taste for war, he already developed such a strong attachment to her that thethought of leaving her to die unattended was repugnant to him, even to the pointwhere he would have preferred to die at her side. And then, it was also true that sherepresented to him his first chance of a life above the level of the most abjectpoverty, a life for which he had already acquired such a taste that he would havepreferred to die rather than to be forced to return to his previous condition.Conversely, his attachment to his lady and to his present circumstances gave him agreater reason than he had ever had for wishing to remain alive.
All of this confusion in his mind, however, did nothing to diminish the speed withwhich his feet, driven by his legs, traversed the path which, as Uttrik had said, beganbetween two rocks upon which watch-stations had been built, and which were calledNilk'arf's Tower (the one on the right being named for Nilk e'Terics, the one on theleft for her brother, Narf), which he could just barely see in the distance. He ran forthem, then, with the intention of passing between them and following the path thusrevealed until, in some fifteen or sixteen hours, he reached Castle Redface,exhausted, dying perhaps, but able at least to warn anyone who would listen that thedemons from the east had crossed the mountains again.
This, we say, was his intention. What actually happened was that, some timebefore he reached the rocks that marked the beginning of the descent into the hiddenvalley between the mountains of Kieron and Bli'aard, he stopped, his mouth hangingso far open that it was just as well for him that bees did not live in these mountains.
What was it he saw that caused this abrupt alteration in his gait and confusion inhis thinking? It was, emerging from between these very rocks which were hisdestination, what could only be an army, and that of foot-soldiers, marching, asnearly as he could tell from the distance, directly toward him. He was unable todetermine their numbers, because of the distance, and moreover, because they werestill appearing, as if the ground was spitting them forth the way Dzur Mountain,according to the mood of The Enchantress, will sometimes spit forth fire.
He stood then, watching this army come forth, and, after his first moment ofshock, he realized that before him was the answer to his prayers. And this was themore remarkable, he realized, in that it had not occurred to him to utter any prayers.He began to reflect upon the nature of the gods, wondering how useful prayer was,since, in spite of all the things he had prayed for at one time or another in his life, theblessings he had received all seemed to come at times when prayer had been thefarthest thing from his mind. These reflections ended abruptly, however, when herealized that the army was still appearing, and that, moreover, now was the time foraction, or at least the consideration of action, rather than for the sort of thoughts thatwere best appreciated during days of travel or hours of leisure.
After a moment, then, during which Mica stood rooted to the ground, he came to
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himself enough to consider what he ought to do. "I could return at once to my lady,and tell her that there is help on the way along the Slipknot from Nilk'arfs Tower,upon which intelligence she would, perhaps, fall back and allow her rescuers time toarrive. But then, she seems determined to die, and might well ignore such a solution.I could, instead, continue on toward the advancing army, and try to convince themto hurry, and thus save my lady, which plan has the advantage that, if, as I suspect,these troops are arrived from Redface, I will have fulfilled my commission, and doneso with such dispatch that no one could have anything to say against me. Well, thatis the plan, I think; now, to action."
This decision having been reached, the clever and devoted servant at once rushedforward, with all the speed of which he was capable, toward the troops, a thousandin number, who seemed to have formed ranks and were marching precisely in hisdirection. In no time at all, it seemed, he had reached the front ranks, who at first puttheir hands to their weapons, then, upon seeing it was only a single Teckla whoapproached them, waited. Their officer evidently perceived that this Teckla hadsomething important to say, for he gave the command to halt, at which time Micasuddenly found himself face to face with Lord Adron.
"Well, my man?" said Adron.
"Your Highness," said Mica, bowing to the very ground.
"You have something to tell me?"
"I do, my lord."
"Well then--but stay," he said suddenly as Mica dared to raise his head at last, "Iknow you; you were the lackey of one of those who did me the honor to staybeneath my roof some few days ago."
"Yes, my lord. I am called Mica, if it please Your Highness."
"Very well. Mica, then--"
The conversation was joined at this time by two gentlemen who did not wear theuniform and insignia of Lord Adron. By their bearing, Mica took them to be highnobles. By their dress, one seemed to be a Tsalmoth, the other a Lyorn.
"Your Highness," said the Lyorn, "I perceive that the column has stopped."
"You are correct, Count," said Adron.
"Well, I am most anxious to learn the reason."
"I am speaking with this Teckla."
"I see that."
"Then you understand."
"Your pardon, my lord," said the other with a curtly bow, "but we wishespecially to learn why the column should stop so that Your Highness may conversewith this Teckla."
"For the simplest possible reason, Lord Garland," said Adron. "It is because he
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is the lackey of one of those we pursue."
"Lackey?" said Garland, laughing slightly. "How quaint."
The other frowned and said, "You are interrogating him, then? Good."
Mica said, "My lord? May I presume to ask Your Highness a question?"
"Very well, ask."
"Excuse me, but I nearly think I heard Your Highness use the word pursue withrespect to my lady."
"Well, and if I did?"
"Your Highness is pursuing my lady?"
"The Horse," said Adron, "what did you think I might be doing out here with athousand men at my back?"
"I had thought, Your Highness--"
"Well, you had thought?"
"That, with the invasion, you had come to--"
"Invasion!" said Adron.
"The Easterners, Your Highness."
"Easterners have invaded the Empire?"
"They are doing so even now, my lord."
"How many of them?"
"Two or three thousands, my lord."
"Where are they?"
"There. Your Highness can nearly see them."
"Blood of the Horse, I do indeed. And your lady and her friends, where arethey?"
"They are in front of the Easterners."
"In front! Leading them?"
"Oh, no, your Highness. They are about to engage them."
"What? The six of them? Against an army? Odds of three against a thousand?"
"I am certain, my lord, that they would have preferred to fight a more even battle,only--"
"Yes?"
"Well, there were no more of them, and no fewer of the Easterners, so the matterwas taken out of their hands."
"Did they not think to fall back?" said the Lyorn.
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Mica frowned. "Fall back, my lord? Before Easterners? My lady and her friendsnever considered it."
"Well," said Adron, "it seems we are called upon to rescue them."
"Not at all," said the one called Garland.
Adron looked coldly at him, and turned to the Lyorn. "Well?" he said.
Shaltre moved a little distance away from the troops so that they might not hearhim, and motioned for Garland and Adron to follow. Mica followed as well,although, because he was a Teckla, none of them paid any attention to him. Whenthey had approached Shaltre, that worthy said, "Your Highness."
"Well?" said Adron once more, in an even more menacing tone of voice, whichdid not appear to upset Shaltre in the least.
"I do myself the honor to remind Your Highness that we are on a mission fromHis Majesty."
"Well, that is true," said Adron. "Detestable as I find this mission, I was forcedto set out upon it. But now, you perceive, the situation has changed."
"Not the least in the world."
"How, not?"
"Well, we will simply bring the Baroness back with us, and allow these Easternersto slaughter the rest, and all is said."
"And the invasion?" said Adron, ironically.
"That is hardly your affair," said Shaltre, "considering that Pepperfield is notnumbered among your estates."
"You would allow these Easterners to invade, merely to--"
"Obey His Majesty's will? Of a certainty, your Highness. I will more than allow it,I will insist upon it."
"And do you think His Majesty would approve of such a course?"
"His Majesty is not here; therefore, I must do as I think best."
"And when I inform His Majesty of your decision?"
Shaltre looked quickly at Garland, and it seemed they exchanged a sort ofcommunication with their eyes, for Shaltre said, "Your Highness is, perhaps, correct;I must confer with my friend to see if we can, together, reach a decision regardingwhat His Majesty would have us do."
"You must live with the results."
"Well, I know; I trust, therefore, you will permit us a moment to make such animportant decision."
"Very well; a moment."
Shaltre took Garland aside, and, after being certain they were out of Adron's
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earshot, they spoke together for some few minutes, after which they returnedtogether.
Shaltre said, "I am afraid, Your Highness, that we have determined that HisMajesty would much prefer these criminals dead--all of them, including Kaluma,who is, as you know, wanted for murder; if this requires us to permit a small forceof Easterners to temporarily inhabit a few hectares of useless fields, then, well, so beit. I therefore call upon you to hold your forces here, where we will remain andwitness the execution of these enemies of the state by the hands of the Easternrabble; it will be amusing. After they are dead, we will then return to make our reportto His Majesty, and if you wish to send your warriors against the Easterners at thattime, well, we will not be here to object."
"You are aware, I think, that by then they will hold the field?"
"Bah," said Shaltre. "It is a field. An army can hold it only by occupying it; it canthen be displaced by another army."
"I beg to differ," said Adron. "By placing a few men along the Ritmoro Levee,where the Slipknot turns and becomes wide, and then again by building and manningfortifications on Splittop Hill, that would only leave the Wood of Twelve Pines to bedefended, and I suspect you will have heard of the latest battle to be fought there."
"That is not our concern," said Shaltre.
"What you suggest is impossible," said Adron.
"Not at all," said Shaltre.
"And, if I tell the Emperor?"
"That's as it must be."
Adron bit his lips until the blood ran, and cast his eyes again and again at theEastern army. There is no question that five hundred years later he would, withouthesitation, have disobeyed the Emperor's orders, as he thought them, in order to dowhat he considered his duty. But at this time, he was still loyal; that is, he stillconsidered that he must obey his Emperor under any conditions. He therefore calledover to him an officer, and gave the command for his troops to relax, but to holdthemselves ready.
He turned back, then, and looked once more at the Easterners, who, though theywere moving slowly, nevertheless had closed the distance between themselves andthe six individuals whom Adron could just barely distinguish in the distance. He said,"Well, what could that be?"
Shaltre said, "I do not understand what Your Highness does me the honor to askme."
"Do you not see someone running from us?"
"You are right."
"It is their lackey," said Garland, "no doubt returning to tell them that we will notsave them. It's all the same."
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In fact, Garland was right; as soon as Mica had heard the decision, he had set offas fast as he could run back toward his lady and her friends, there to give them whatnews he could. It is to his credit that he arrived well before the Easterners.
"What?" said Tazendra, when she saw him. "You are back?"
"I am, my lady," he said, gasping for breath.
"Well, how have you returned without completing your mission?"
"Oh, there is no question of completing my mission," he said.
"How, no question?"
"Well, I have done so, my lady."
"What, you have informed Lord Adron of the invasion?"
"Yes, my lady."
"But, then, he is several leagues away."
"Oh, not at all; scarcely a league."
"What?" cried all of the friends, and they looked around, and, indeed, they wereable to make out in the distance the banner of Lord Adron napping in the vigorousmountain winds.
"We are saved," cried Tazendra.
"You are lost, my lady," said Mica.
"How, lost? What does this mean?"
"They will not come to your aid."
"Impossible," said Aerich.
"Not in the least," said Mica.
"Well," demanded Khaavren, "tell us what has happened; and speak quickly, foryou perceive that the Easterners are nearly upon us."
"This is it, then," said Mica, and he told all that he had heard. When he mentionedthe name, "Count Shaltre," Aerich's brows came together, which for him was what astring of curses would be for another.
At length, when Mica had finished, Khaavren said, "So, they mean to let us die."
"So it seems," said Pel.
"It must grieve Lord Adron," said Kathana.
"The Horse," said Uttrik. "It nearly grieves me."
"Bah," said Tazendra, using Aerich's favorite expression. "It is just as it was afew minutes ago."
"True enough," said Khaavren. "Only now, we have a thousand witnesses."
"For which reason," said Tazendra, "we should fight all the better."
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"Those are exactly my thoughts," said Khaavren.
"Eyes front, my friends," said Kathana. "They are almost upon us. Khaavren, isthe flash-stone ready?"
"It is."
"And you know what to do with it?"
"Nearly."
"Well?"
"I am to kill their leader."
"And will you recognize him?"
"I think I already do."
"How?"
"Do you see a white horse, and upon it a rider who sits straight in the saddle likea human, and seems, moreover, to be in advance of the regiment?"
"Well, you're right, there is such a man."
"I take him for the leader."
"Well, can you hit him from this distance."
"Cha! Without speaking first? Is this battle, Kathana, or assassination?"
"Sometimes the difference is not entirely clear," she said ironically.
"Nevertheless, I do not like to strike from a distance, without warning."
"Yet, with the disparity of numbers--"
"Khaavren is right," said Aerich in a tone that indicated no further argument waspossible.
"Besides," added Pel, "they seem to be slowing down."
"Perhaps they fear us," said Tazendra.
Uttrik laughed. "Well, they wouldn't be far wrong in doing so."
"Shall we speak to them, do you think?" said Pel, addressing Aerich.
"Certainly, if they wish it," said the Lyorn.
"Well, and who shall speak for us? For, as they have one leader, we ought tohave one speaker."
"Oh," said Khaavren. "Allow me. For, now that I no longer face that dismal duel,my tongue is quite loose in my head, and I feel my wits to be well about me."
"Very well," said Kathana. "For my part, you may speak for us."
"And I agree," said Uttrik. "I know, in all events, that it would not be proper forme to do so, since we once held these lands, but do no longer."
"Come," said Tazendra, "it is decided then."
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"And none too soon," said Pel. "For I perceive they are, indeed, stopping beforeus."
In fact, the Easterner whom Khaavren had noticed had stopped the advance ofhis army some twenty paces from where the six humans awaited them. He studiedthem with a bemused expression, or at least what would have been a bemusedexpression had he been human. Khaavren, in turn, studied him, and likewise thebrigade which rode in some twenty-five files, each file being a hundred or moredeep. There seemed to be a great variety in the makeup of this army; some were verytall compared to the others (though quite short compared to humans), while otherswere extremely short, almost the size of Serioli. A few had light-colored hair, andsome had no hair at all, while most had hair that was dark brown or black, and, infact, many had this hair of whatever color spread over their faces, sometimescovering the lower half of the face, other times only here and there, as if cut intocertain ritual patterns.
Their horses looked like many that Khaavren knew (which was no surprise, for heknew that these horses were common in the East, and, in fact, had heard that theMarquis of Pepperfield often organized expeditions into the East to procure breedingstock), except for the one their leader rode, which, in addition to being all white, anda stallion (which, if truth be told, impressed Khaavren very much), was larger andprouder than any horse he had seen before.
The Easterner himself was wide in the shoulders, and had dark hair and darkeyes, so that he looked not unlike Pel, allowing for the difference in species. Hisheight was impossible to determine as he sat on his horse, yet Khaavren suspectedhe was rather short even for an Easterner. For weapons, he bore two swords, oddlyslung on the same side of his belt, as if he fought with only one at a time, but desiredto choose which to use on any occasion.
The unknown Easterner spoke then, to Khaavren's amazement, in passableDragaeran, although with unnaturally trilled r's, g's that sounded like k's, w's thatsounded like v's, and an oddly musical cadence to his sentences. He said, in themanner we have described, which we will not attempt to render here, "I am calledCrionofenarr; whom do I have the honor of addressing?"
"I am called Khaavren of Castle Rock, and these are my friends, Aerich, Pel,Tazendra, Uttrik e'Lanya, and Kathana e'Marish'Chala. And allow me to say, sir, thatyou speak our language very well."
"Thanks, my lord. I lived among you for some time, in these very mountains, asvassal to a certain Viscount of the House of the Iorich."
"That must be where you acquired a name which does not offend my ears as, ifyou will pardon me, most names of Easterners seem to do."
"You are right, my lord; my own name should be very difficult for you topronounce, but I have chosen Crionofenarr because, whenever I hear it, I recall mylife of servitude, and this inspires me in my task."
"Ah. You say it inspires you."
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"Exactly."
"And in your task?"
"Precisely."
"But, if I may inquire, what task is this?"
"The re-taking of these lands which have been taken from us, and so nearly joinmy own, and for which, I assure you, we have more use than you."
"Not at all," said Khaavren.
"Well, and what use have you for these lands?"
"Why, to prevent you from invading us," said Khaavren with a bow.
"And yet," said Crionofenarr, "we have never invaded you; we have merely takenback, from time to time, a few of those fields you have stolen, for which you haveno use, and yet we have great use."
"Ah, but there it is; to one it is an invasion, to another it is merely an effort toreclaim what has been stolen. It's all the same."
"It is, indeed, my lord. But, now that I have told you of my affairs, tell me ofyours."
"That is only just," said Khaavren. "What do you wish to know?"
"I wish to know, my lord, what the six of you are doing here."
"Doing here, my good Crionofenarr? Why, we have given ourselves the honor ofbeing here to welcome you."
"Welcome us?" said the Easterner.
"Welcome them?" murmured Tazendra.
"Hush," said Aerich.
"Naturally, welcome you; you are on Dragaeran soil, hence you must have cometo pay homage to the Empire and to become vassals of whichever lord is in need ofsuch service. It is a wise decision, and, not only do I welcome you, but, moreover, Isalute you." And, true to his word, Khaavren saluted the Easterner, though notwithout a certain amount of irony in the gesture.
"Nevertheless--" said Tazendra.
"You are insupportable," said Pel.
"Hush," repeated Aerich.
"I must assume," said Crionofenarr, "that you are jesting."
"You may observe by my countenance whether I am jesting," said Khaavren.
"Then I must affirm that you are under a misapprehension."
"How? You cannot be here to invade, therefore--"
"But, my lord, why can we not?"
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"Well, because, as you have done us the honor to observe, there are six of us."
"Well, and?"
"Therefore, you perceive, you are outnumbered."
"Oh, well spoken," murmured Aerich.
A grimace, which was probably anger, passed across Crionofenarr's face, and hesaid, "We shall see who is outnumbered, and that in a few minutes."
"Then you intend to attack us?"
"I nearly think so," said the Easterner.
"Well, you will understand, I hope, if I do my utmost to kill you."
"Oh, I would expect nothing less."
"In that case, when you please."
"Now will do very well, my arrogant friend," cried Crionofenarr, and with this hecharged at Khaavren, as if to run him down with his horse.
Khaavren, however, had been waiting for exactly this, and coolly raised hisflash-stone and discharged it at Crionofenarr's head. It may be that the Easterner'shorse had more experience than its master had, or it may have been the merestchance, but the horse reared up, and so the discharge, intended for the rider, struckthe horse instead, which rolled its eyes wildly and collapsed to the ground.Crionofenarr was, for an instant, pinned beneath it, but after a moment its throescaused it to roll over, and the Easterner stood. At that moment, the horse ceased itsmoving, and Crionofenarr knelt down next to it in an attitude of great sorrow.
There was silence, then, for a moment, and at last the Easterner stood, and,looking at Khaavren with an expression impossible to describe, said, "You killed myhorse."
"I assure you," said Khaavren, "that I had no intention of doing so, and,moreover, that I am in despair at having killed such a fine beast. I beg you to believethat I was aiming for you." He shrugged and dropped the now-useless stone at hisfeet.
The Easterner stared at the flash-stone the way a city-dweller would look at astuffed yendi; as if, though dead, it might still have the means of biting once more. "Ido believe you," he said at last. "Nevertheless, you have killed my horse, whom Iloved more than anything or anyone else, therefore, I will kill you."
"That is only right," said Khaavren, with a bow.
"Place yourself on your guard, my lord."
"I will do so, directly, sir, but first, if you please, allow me to say two words tomy friends."
"You will be laconic, I trust."
"You will be satisfied with my brevity, believe me."
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"Very well."
Khaavren turned then, and said, "My friends, I must say that this Easternerpleases me."
"Well," said Uttrik. "And then?"
"You will be doing me a great favor if you will allow us to fight without coming tomy aid."
"Providing," said Pel, "that he receives no help from his army, well, I agree."
Khaavren glanced quickly at the proud Easterner and said, "I think he will not."
"Very well," said Tazendra. "Only--"
"Yes?"
"If he defeats you--"
"Well?"
"I shall kill him."
"That," said Khaavren, "is as it may be. But remember that I do not intend toallow him to kill me."
"And you are right not to," said Pel. "The gods, there are enough of themalready, we have no reason to make it easy for them."
"Well, if we are agreed, then that is all."
The others signified that this plan was acceptable to them, and Khaavren turnedback to Crionofenarr with a bow.
"Be on your guard, then," said the Easterner.
Khaavren, whose sword was out, and who, moreover, hated to be paid this sortof compliment twice, drew his poniard with his left hand and took his favorite guardposition. The Easterner drew what was, for his size, a very large sword and stoodsquarely facing Khaavren, holding the blade in both hands.
The moment Crionofenarr drew, however, Khaavren felt a sensation very muchlike that which some experience when standing on cliffs, or else on the top of verytall buildings; a certain lassitude, combined with disorientation, as well as a fear thatseemed to pass directly to his knees, making them tremble as if from fatigue. He wasbarely able to hold his hands steady, and, looking into his enemy's eyes, as was hiscustom, he saw there a look of hatred and triumph.
Evidently, Khaavren's friends felt it too, for he heard Aerich mutter "Morganti," ina tone of great scorn, and in that instant he understood everything. He was facingone of those hateful weapons which are the shame of a world filled with shamefulthings--a weapon whose merest scratch will kill, not only the body, but the soul ofits victim.
Khaavren drew back in spite of himself, but not quickly enough, for Crionofenarrleapt close and, with a single blow, knocked both weapons from Khaavren's weak,
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trembling hands, after which the Easterner held the point of the sword directly atKhaavren's breast.
Khaavren stared down into the Easterner's eyes, and felt himself the scorn anddisgust that Aerich had expressed in the single hated word, "Morganti." He said,"Sir, no gentleman would use such a weapon."
"Ah," said the other, "but, you perceive, I am no gentleman, I am an Easterner,hence, beneath contempt; is that not what you think?"
"Well, do what you will, then, but I promise you my friends will kill you withoutpity the instant you strike."
And, indeed, Khaavren's five friends had gathered around and were preparing todo so, even as those in the front rank of Crionofenarr's army drew their weapons inpreparation for falling upon the Dragaerans the instant their chieftain fell.
"That's all right," said the Easterner. "They may do so, for I will have killed youalready, and, moreover, your soul."
"Do it, then," said Khaavren, drawing himself up in order to die as bravely as hecould, to thus give the barbarians something to remember, as well as the troops ofLord Adron whom he knew to be watching.
"And yet," said Aerich, who had taken a position behind Crionofenarr, thusexposing his back to his foe's army. "You may wish to consider, who will commandyour brigade when you are dead?"
"What does it matter?" said the Easterner. "We have won the field, and--"
"I beg to differ," said Aerich.
"You think the six of you--"
"There are, if I am not mistaken, a thousand of us."
"A thousand? Where?"
"Cast your eyes where mine are; that is, behind Khaavren's shoulder."
"By the Demon-Goddess!" cried Crionofenarr. "Whence came those troops I seeupon that field, which was empty an hour ago?"
"As to that," said Khaavren, "I promise I have not the least idea in the world."
"Well," said Crionofenarr, "they do not seem to be advancing."
"No, they are waiting," said Khaavren.
"Well, and what are they waiting for?"
"Kieron's Boots!" said Khaavren. "They are waiting to see if they are needed."
Crionofenarr smiled. "By the River, but you are stubborn. I could come to likeyou, friend Khaavren, if I were not forced to kill you, and if, moreover, you had notkilled my horse."
"Well," said Khaavren. "If we are all to die, we may as well be about it, although
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if you will satisfy my curiosity, I will die all the happier for it."
"I see nothing against answering a question or two before I kill you."
"You are generous."
"Not at all."
"Then I will ask."
"I await you."
"Well, I recall in my conversation with you a moment ago, you said that yourreasons for wanting this land were greater than our reasons."
"Well, and if I did?" said Crionofenarr.
"Then," said Khaavren, "I should be most anxious to learn what the reasons are."
"Well, they are easily told," said Crionofenarr. "In the first place, because we nolonger wish this passage through the mountains to be in the hands of those who useit to steal our horses."
"Well, that is a good reason," said Khaavren.
"I am pleased that you think so."
"Next?"
"The other reason is because this is the only place where we may grow theparticular variety of peppers with which we flavor many of our foods, and whichgive our dishes their special character, and which, besides, many of us believe impartwisdom, long life, fertility, virility, and strength, and moreover, cure fever, falltooth,and pox."
"For peppers?" cried Uttrik, in voice of amazement, echoing the thoughts of theothers. "That is why, for thousands of years, you have been invading the Empire?"
"I am forced to admit, my dear Uttrik," said Khaavren, "that it is a better reasonfor war than many I have heard of."
"And I," said Kathana, "am entirely of Khaavren's opinion."
"Well, then," said Khaavren, "I am satisfied."
"That is well. Have you anything else to say before I destroy you?"
"Only this, my dear Easterner--it is all unnecessary."
"How, unnecessary?"
"Well, there is about to be a great slaughter here. First me, then you, then myfriends, and finally, well, there are two armies, after all."
"But," said Crionofenarr, "you perceive that they are too far away to interferewith our intentions of establishing ourselves along the Dike of Orveny and onTorthalom and throughout the woods. And you must say that they are too few todrive us off once we have occupied these positions."
"Oh, as to that, you may be right, but do you think they will fail to attack for all
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of that?"
"Well, if they do?"
"I would beg to point out that your leader, that is, you, will be dead."
"That is certain," said Aerich, who coolly stood behind him, while the otherswatched Aerich's back to see that none of Crionofenarr's warriors took anyprecipitous action.
"Well, I will be dead."
"And many of your men besides."
"Well, and?"
"And, instead, you could have what you want without battle."
"How is that?"
"In faith, my dear Easterner. I can assure you that, if you withdrew once morebeyond the mountains, you will be subject to no more raids."
"You have the authority to tell me this, upon your word of honor?"
"Not in the least," said Khaavren. "But there is a gentleman over there who does,and, if we were to send for him, I will undertake to arrange matters."
"Impossible," said the Easterner.
"Not at all," said the Tiassa.
"What are you thinking?" said Tazendra.
"Hold your tongue," said Pel.
"Do as you think best," said Kathana and Uttrik.
Aerich shrugged.
"What will we be required to give up?"
"Oh, as to that, we can see. But, by the cracks in the Orb, there is no harm indiscussing it, is there?"
Crionofenarr smiled. "Is it your fear speaking?" he said. At this Tazendra made amotion, but Pel held her back with a gesture.
Khaavren said, "Oh, it is well for you, who hold a Morganti sword at my breast,to speak of courage. Cha! Look at me, then, in the face, you who have lived amongus, and tell me if I speak from fear for my life, or from the desire to avoid spillingmore blood on this unhappy soil that has seen so much already."
Crionofenarr looked, and Easterner though he was, he read so much loyalty andfrankness in Khaavren's face, that he was instantly convinced. "Very well," he said,"I believe that you mean what you say, but I still doubt that it can be done."
"Well, are you willing to try?"
"What will you do?"
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"I will send someone to bring back Lord Adron, and the three of us will speaktogether."
"And there will be no deceit or trickery?"
"None, on the word of a gentleman."
The Easterner lowered his sword. "Very well, bring this Lord Adron, and we willsee what we see."
Khaavren breathed once more, now that the Morganti blade was no longer poisedat his breast. "Who shall we send?" he asked.
"Heh," said Kathana. "I will go; for I am the only one we know they will not cutdown at once."
"Very well," said Khaavren. "Go and try to bring back Lord Adron."
"No," said Pel, "we must send Mica once more."
"How," said Kathana. "And why is that?"
"Because, not being a gentleman, he may be permitted to lie."
"Well, and what lie must he tell?"
"I will explain," said Pel.
Since Khaavren was no longer threatened, Aerich removed himself from behindCrionofenarr and the friends spoke together at some length, by the end of which theyhad agreed to Pel's plan, and made certain that Mica understood.
"My lords," said the Teckla, "I assure you that I would rather die than fail in thiscommission."
"Very well," said Tazendra. "Here are ten orbs for you, and, if you return withLord Adron, there are another ten like it."
"Well, I depart at once," said Mica, and true to his words, he was running backalong the Slipknot before the echo of his words had faded from their ears.
While they waited, Khaavren observed, "I am truly sorry to have killed yourhorse, and, in faith, if there is anything I can do--"
"His name was Wisdom," said the Easterner, "and he was my only companionfor many years of wandering. But, if we truly can achieve an end to the fighting overthese fields, well, it will not be too great a price to pay."
"Then I hope we do," said Khaavren.
Mica reached Lord Adron, and bowed to him, while he recovered his breath.Garland and Shaltre looked at him, but before they could speak, Adron said, "Whyis it they have not killed them?"
"That is what I have been sent to inform your Highness, if Your Highness will dome the honor to listen to the message with which I have been entrusted."
"Message?" said Adron. "Well, what is this message?"
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"This is it: the Easterners have negotiated a peace, wherewith they will not harmLord Khaavren or his friends."
"What, that is the message?"
"That is it, your Highness."
"Then, they are safe?"
"As if they were beneath the Orb, my lord."
"But, what peace have they negotiated?"
"Oh, as to that, I was not allowed to listen, my lord."
Shaltre frowned. "Then we must take them ourselves, as we'd planned."
"But this truce," said Adron. "I must know what they have agreed to, and inwhose name."
"Your Highness may find out by returning with me."
"Very well. With my army?"
"That is as you wish; only your safety has been pledged."
"Then, it would be dishonorable to bring them. Sudi," he said, addressing hisofficer, "have them wait here."
"Very well, Your Highness," said the officer.
"Garland and I will accompany you," said Shaltre.
"Very well," said Adron with a shrug, and they set off once more across thefields.
When they arrived, they found Khaavren and Crionofenarr complaisantlyengaging in conversation, which, to be sure, they broke off long enough forKhaavren to perform introductions. Aerich, upon seeing Shaltre, stared directlythrough him as though he weren't there.
"Well, then," said Adron. "You have, you say, concluded a peace?"
Before Crionofenarr could speak, Khaavren said, "How, concluded? Withoutyour Highness? Impossible." He turned to Mica with pretended harshness and said,"Is that what you said, idiot?"
"My lord, I had thought--"
"Quiet, fool." While Khaavren turned back to Lord Adron, Tazendra quietlyslipped ten orbs into the Teckla's pocket, and patted him on the back.
"Well, then?" said Adron.
"Your Highness, we were only awaiting you to begin negotiations."
Shaltre seemed ready to speak, but at that moment, Uttrik, Kathana, Tazendra,and Pel slipped behind him and Garland and whispered in their ears words to thiseffect: "You have claimed we are fugitives, well then, if you do or say anything thatinterferes with these negotiations, we will cut your throats without a second thought."
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
Needless to say, Shaltre and Garland, though neither appeared to be coward, had nowish to put these words to the test, and they held their silence as meekly as norska.
Adron, who had no notion of what was happening behind him, said, "Well, youpretend we can settle matters without fighting, then?"
"I nearly think we can," said Khaavren.
"I hope so," said Crionofenarr.
"And how will we do this?"
"Because," said Khaavren, "the Empire will agree not to make any more raids intothe land of the Easterners."
"Heh," said Adron. "For whom do you pretend to speak?"
"Heh," said Crionofenarr. "Will you no longer need horses?"
"If we need horses," said Khaavren, "we will buy them. Better, we will trade forthem. And I speak for your Highness, who will, unless my powers of prophecy havetailed me, be made Marquis of Pepperfield within a few weeks."
"Well," said Adron, "I don't say you're wrong, but nevertheless--"
"What do you pretend you could trade?" interrupted the Easterner.
"You understand, sir, that we need very few, only to improve our breedingstock."
"Well?"
"We could trade horses of our own, some of which are certain to please you.And, moreover, we could trade--"
"Well?"
"The right to grow peppers," said Khaavren coolly.
Silence stretched over the field, and so great was the Easterner's amazement atthis answer, that for a moment he found nothing to say.
"But that is the same as if you were giving up these lands."
"Nearly," said Khaavren.
"Impossible," said Adron.
"Not at all," said Khaavren.
"But we must have these lands."
"Oh, that, of a certainty we will."
"And yet," said Crionofenarr, "you have just said--"
"Cha," said Khaavren. "A detail only. His Highness will not mind if you remove aportion of your people hither to work these fields."
"How," said Adron. "I will not?"
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"Assuredly not, lord, because your own troops, stationed in places overlookingthese fields, will see that there are no weapons among them, and because they willswear an oath that they will never make war nor raids upon us, nor allow anyone touse this place to do so."
"We will do this?" said Crionofenarr. "It is a great deal, it seems to me."
"Well, but you will then receive this land," said Khaavren, "that is, the right towork it as you would, and to carry off from it what you will, and you will receive apromise that the Empire will make no more sorties into your lands."
"That is too much," said Adron. "Why should we give up these lands, which wenow hold?"
"I do not think you hold them," said Crionofenarr, glancing back at his army.
"Well," said Adron, "I think, at any rate, that you do not."
"That can be mended," said the Easterner.
"Bah," said Khaavren. "Why fight, Your Highness, when this worthy Easterner isgiving us so much?"
"How, so much?"
"Indeed. He will surrender to the Empire certain lands some forty or fifty leaguesto the north, which are held by Easterners, but are of no possible value to him, savefor their location."
"I will do all of this?" said Crionofenarr doubtfully.
"Well, it is that or war, I think."
"To what lands do you refer?" asked the Easterner.
"I wish also to know that," said Adron.
"Oh, a mere nothing," said Khaavren. "A place of shifting sand, where nothinggrows except plants too stringy to eat, and nothing lives save the poisonous yendi.In our tongue, we call it Sandyhome."
Adron's eyes widened as he realized what the Tiassa had just proposed, and hesaid, "Well, if these terms are agreeable to Crionofenarr, and if I am to become theMarquis of Pepperfield, then I accept the terms, with one additional condition."
"And what is that?" said the Easterner.
"Your sword."
"How, you expect me to surrender my sword? And yet I beg to remind yourlordship that you have not beaten me."
"That is true. But, nevertheless, it is not right for an Easterner to bear a Morgantiweapon."
"How," said Crionofenarr with a smile. "It frightens you?"
"It disgusts me," said Adron.
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The Easterner's eyes narrowed, and Khaavren feared that all would be lost just aseverything was nearly agreed to. He stepped forward then, and handed Crionofenarrhis sword. "This is a very good weapon, my dear sir," he said. "And, as you have,in fact, beaten me, why, I surrender it to you."
"Well, and then?"
"As to that, I leave to you, but I beg to point out to you that you now have threeswords, which are two more than you are likely to need."
"Well," said the Easterner, frowning, "I prefer this arrangement to seeing ourwarriors kill one another. Yet if I am not mistaken, you used, in your speech, theword, 'if.'"
"Well," said Adron, "and why not? It is a perfectly good word."
"Oh, as to the word, there is no question. But as to its meaning--"
"Well?"
"It seems to indicate some doubt."
"It does, because how can I know that I will become the Marquis of these lands?And, if I am not, how can I know the truce will be held?"
"I answer for it," said Khaavren.
The Easterner looked at Khaavren with an expression of speculation. "Youanswer for it?" he said doubtfully.
"I more than answer for it, I swear that, if does not come about, well, I will placemyself in your hands for you to do with as you would."
"You swear to this, you say?"
"I swear to it by... by..." Khaavren cast his eyes around for something to swearby, and at last he found it. "I swear to it," he said, "by the blood of your horse."
Evidently, he had, by chance, found the right answer, for Crionofenarr, afterexpressing surprise, nodded and said, "I believe you. Give me your hand."
"Here it is."
"And here is mine."
"That is well."
"And yours, Lord Adron?"
"Here it is."
"That is good. And to you, Sir Khaavren, I give over this sword. And, moreover,here is your own back. By the Goddess, what would I do with it? It is too long andheavy for me in any event."
Khaavren took his own weapon back gratefully, and the Morganti blade withsome hesitation, even though, in its sheath, it seemed no different from any othersword. He quickly handed it to Lord Adron, who said, "Then it is settled."
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"Yes," said Crionofenarr. "Let us retire from this field for an hour, and then, afterwe have rested, we will finish by agreeing upon the exact details."
"To this I agree."
Crionofenarr had a horse brought to him, and, mounted once more, led his armyback away from the place where the battle had nearly been fought. When Adronturned around, he perceived that Shaltre and Garland were being held in a verythreatening manner. "What is this?" he demanded.
Khaavren bowed. "We were merely insuring that the negotiations could be carriedoff evenly."
"Well," said Garland in an ironic tone of voice. "You have proved an ablenegotiator, and the Empire ought to be grateful to you."
"I hope so, my lord," said Khaavren, bowing and ignoring the way in which thiscompliment was delivered.
"Nevertheless," said Shaltre, "we have our orders, and moreover, an army at ourbacks, and you are our prisoners."
"I think not," said a new voice, that being Aerich, who picked that moment tostep forward, his eyes flashing.
"Who are you and what do you want?" said Shaltre, frowning.
Aerich had long since sheathed his sword and now held out his hands, palmsopen. He spoke slowly and clearly, saying, "My friends call me Aerich, but I shouldbe called Temma, Duke of Arylle, Count of Bramoor, which titles I hold by birth andblood, and I challenge you, Count Shaltre."
Shaltre fell back half a step, amazed. "Impossible," he said. "The last Duke ofArylle took his own life."
"Not the last," said Aerich. "I am his son."
"He had no son."
"I was carried away from the destruction of our chateau, and my existence wasconcealed from you, for my father knew you for the coward and traitor that you are,and wished to spare my life. He hoped I might avenge him; that hope is now to berealized."
Shaltre said, "You cannot challenge me, for, by the ancient laws, you, trained as awarrior, cannot--"
"Do you know," interrupted Aerich coldly, "that no one ever seems to noticeTeckla. There may be one practically hiding in your fine silk stockings without yourever being aware of him."
"What do you say?" said Shaltre, frowning still more.
"Back there, you spoke privately with His Highness and with Lord Garland; youdid not notice our friend Mica, lackey to the lady Tazendra, for no one ever seemsto notice a Teckla."
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"Well," said Shaltre, "and if he heard our conversation, what then? You know,then, what we wish for you."
"And, moreover, you then had a conversation without His Highness."
"And, if I did?" Count Shaltre, we should say, appeared a little less sure ofhimself than he had a few moments before; Garland had become pale.
"As I have had the honor to inform you, Count, no one ever notices a Teckla,and yet, some Teckla, such as Mica here, are perfectly capable of overhearing aconversation."
Shaltre looked shaken for a moment, but recovered himself. "You are lying," hesaid coolly.
"I? I have no history of lying. There is no one in the world who can ever say thatI have told a lie. But in your case, that is not true. Would you like to question Micahere? Do you wish him to say, in plain, simple words, all that you and Garland toldeach other?"
Shaltre became quite pale, which showed sharply with his bronzed complexion,but only repeated, "You are lying."
"Teckla can not only hear," continued Aerich impassively, "but they can alsoreport what they have heard. They can discuss matters of court intrigue, matters ofsecret arrangements with certain Athyra, the hiring of Jhereg, conspiracies againstLord Adron--"
"All lies," insisted Shaltre, although he was clearly quite shaken by the charges.
"What is this?" said Adron. "What did they say when I couldn't hear them?"
"He is lying," said Shaltre.
"They said," continued Aerich coolly, "that if all the witnesses of this deed werekilled in battle with the Easterners, including Your Highness, there would be no needto keep Kathana alive, as Pepperfield would naturally fall into the hands of thee'Lanya line, which is what Garland's master, Seodra, wants, and what Shaltre wantsas well, since he has evidently made some sort of pact with Seodra, perhaps in orderto keep the shameful secret of his past."
"You are lying!" cried Shaltre, while Garland gave Mica such a look of hatred thatit was a wonder he didn't fall dead on the spot.
"Assassination is an ugly word," said Adron, looking at Shaltre coldly, "butproofs are required."
"Treason is an uglier word," said Aerich coolly. "It is so ugly, that, by thecustom of my House, I am released, under such circumstances, from the oath thatforbids warriors of our House to challenge those who are not so trained."
"I declare that this Teckla was lying!" said Shaltre. "He is a Teckla, and--"
"I declare," said Aerich, "that you are lying; and, I declare further that I am aboutto kill you; this very moment, in fact."
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"You cannot touch me!" cried Shaltre, panic in his voice, drawing his sword andspringing back.
"On the contrary," said Tazendra, "I think that, if he is willing to dirty his hands,he can touch you quite easily."
"In your pride and ambition," said Aerich, "you dishonored my family, havegiven poor counsel to his Majesty, and you are now prepared to commit treasonoutright, and to cause to be assassinated friends whom I love. You will die, and, ifmy voice is heard, you will be denied Deathgate. What have you to say?"
"No," whispered Shaltre. "I will exile myself. I will leave the Empire for theIslands."
"Where you will use the knowledge you have gained at court as a poniard in theback of His Majesty."
"I will not."
"No, you will not," said Aerich, letting each word fall like a single drop of waterfalling into a rain-pail after a storm. "You will not, because I am going to kill younow."
"No, I swear--" and, at these words, thinking, perhaps, to catch Aerich offguard, he sprung, his sword swinging to cut at Aerich's neck. The first thing hissword did was come near to decapitating Garland, who stood behind him. In pointof fact, the blade sliced through the leather cord that held Garland's pouch, beforecoming around to strike at Aerich.
There was a brief clang as Aerich deflected the cut with one of his vambraces,then, with the same hand, he took Shaltre by the throat. The older Lyorn swungagain, and once more Aerich deflected the blade, this time with his other vambrace,after which he gripped Shaltre's throat with his other hand. Then he squeezed andtwisted. There came a stifled cry, and the sound of breaking bones, and CountShaltre fell unmoving to the ground, his neck at an odd angle.
Adron and Aerich looked at each other, then, as if with a single thought, lookedat Garland, who, brave though he was, stood trembling like a Teckla. Suddenly heturned and bolted away from them back toward the southwestern path down fromthe plateau.
"And him?" said Adron.
Aerich shrugged. "Let him go, Your Highness. His mission has failed, let himsurvive Seodra's wrath as best he may."
"Very well," said Adron. "So be it."
These worthies studied the body of Shaltre as if it would tell them something.Then Aerich's head rose, and he looked as someone will who, without being awareof it, has for years been walking with his back slightly bent; when he suddenlystraightens up. He reached into his pocket, took out his crochet work, and held it up."The Arylle coat of arms," he said. "And it is almost completed."
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When Garland was out of sight, Khaavren turned back to Lord Adron and said,"We must write out the terms of the treaty, and your Highness may endorse them onthe understanding that His Majesty must ratify them, or that they will become officialif you are granted the estate of the Pepperfields. You must have a scribe."
"It will be seen to," said Adron. "To that end, let us rejoin my troops, who are,no doubt, awaiting anxiously to hear what has befallen us."
"Yes," said Aerich. "Let us go."
Aerich seemed to have changed after his encounter with Count Shaltre; his eyeswere alive, his head was high, and all traces of his melancholy disposition seemed tohave vanished. He and Khaavren embraced. Khaavren said, "I am delighted for you,Duke," and sighed.
"Well, I accept your compliments, and do you, in your turn, accept mine, for youhave well served the Empire today."
Khaavren sighed again.
"Khaavren," said Pel, "accept my compliments as well; what you have done hereis nothing short of miraculous."
Khaavren sighed for the third time.
Tazendra said, "Excuse me, Khaavren, but you seem unhappy, and I am at a lossto know why. Are you, like me, annoyed that we were not able to die gloriously?"
"Not that; I am unhappy because we have survived."
"Well, and what is wrong with that?"
"Ah," said Aerich, "he is right."
"I had forgotten," said Pel.
"Oh," said Kathana.
"Ah, now I recall," said Tazendra, and, one at a time, they turned their glancestoward Uttrik.
The Dragonlord shook his head. "No, you have nothing to fear. Perhaps itdishonors me, but, if so, I will live with it, for, after what we have been throughtogether, I declare that I would sooner jump from some of these cliffs than to crossswords with someone whom I love and revere as I do Kathana, and the rest of youas well."
"So," said the baroness, "we need not fight?"
"I have said so, and now I repeat it. For my part, we are no longer enemies."
And, for the first time in many days, Khaavren felt a smile growing on his face,while such pleasure ran through him that he felt like shouting for joy. "And I assureyou I shall not arrest you, either," he said. "So my love will still love me, and, as forthe Empire, well, I think I have done enough to-day that the Emperor cannotcomplain about such a small thing."
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"He will have no need," said Kathana, "for I will surrender myself, and I will askfor pardon. If you, Uttrik, will speak for me, well, he cannot fail to grant it."
"We will all speak for you," said Aerich. "And I believe I can say as much forLord Adron as well."
"But, are we not forgetting the true hero of the day?" said Khaavren.
"Ah," said Uttrik. "You are right; our clever Mica, who overhears conversationsso well."
"Oh," said Mica, blushing, "It was very little. In fact," he added with a sly glanceat Aerich, "it was less than perhaps you think it was."
"Well," said Tazendra, "you heard what Garland and Shaltre said to HisHighness, and were thus able to warn us."
"That is true," said Mica. "I heard all of that, and I told you all that I heard. But Imust confess that I heard nothing beyond that."
"What?" said Kathana, smiling. "You pretend you didn't hear what Count Shaltresaid to Lord Garland, so that you then went and told Aerich?"
"Not at all. I tried to, but I couldn't get close enough; that is what I told him."
Khaavren turned to Aerich, "Do you mean you lied, my friend?"
"I?" said Aerich. "Not at all. I never said that Mica had overheard theconversation, I merely pointed out that no one ever thinks about whether a Tecklamight overhear what he says, which is an entirely different thing, I assure you."
"And yet," Khaavren persisted, "you claimed to know what they said to eachother."
"Oh, as to that, well, I did."
"But if Mica didn't overhear them--"
"It was not necessary that he overhear them," said Aerich. "Because, some timeago, Pel happened to overhear a conversation between Count Shaltre and CaptainG'aereth, and he recently related to me the substance of that conversation."
"Well," said Khaavren, "I remember the occasion; it was the day upon which wejoined the guards, was it not?"
"Your memory is excellent, my dear Khaavren."
"Well, then, what was said?"
"It was simple enough," said Pel. "Shaltre explained to our Captain that it was thedesire of the Emperor that Kathana not be arrested."
"Well," said Khaavren, "then it is just as well he didn't know the real purpose ofour journey."
"That may be," said Pel. "But that is not the end of the matter."
"Well, and?"
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"I discovered, before we left, that Shaltre must have been lying, because itbecame clear that it was the Consort who wanted Kathana to remain free."
"Well, not only the Consort," said Khaavren.
"No, but it was only the Consort who was acting out of friendship. Everyone elsewas acting to advance his own interests by being the one who eventually killed orarrested Kathana, in the hopes that this would put him into the graces of His Majesty,especially if the arrest could be contrived to be both public and spectacular."
"That may be," said Khaavren, thinking uncomfortably of Illista.
"In any case," continued Pel, "it was clear that His Majesty had no such opinion;on the contrary, he desired that the Baroness be arrested as quickly as possible, andwas even vexed with Lanmarea that she was still at large."
"Go on, Pel," said Khaavren, "for I must say this conversation interests meexceedingly."
"You have now heard the whole of it, for my part."
"Well, and you, Duke, will you tell me the rest?"
"Only," said the Lyorn, "on the condition that you continue to call me Aerich."
"Very well, I submit."
"Then I will tell you."
"I am waiting most anxiously."
"Here it is, then: knowing that Shaltre was lying, I was able to form certainconclusions about why he was lying, and I presented these to him, and, as you saw,he confirmed my guesses by his reaction."
"And this is the entire affair?"
"That is all."
"But then, if he had not attacked you?"
"In that case," said Aerich, "I should have been embarrassed."
"Blood of the Horse," said Khaavren.
Chapter the Thirty-first
In Which the Reader Will, No Doubt,
Be As Surprised As Our Heroes
to Learn That All is Not Over
«^»"MY FRIENDS," SAID Lord Adron "it is my great hope that you will return with
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me to my home to allow me to bestow upon you the honors you have earned." Theywere, at this time, alone on the field once more, for Lord Adron's troops had beendirected back home by Sudi, Adron's lieutenant, and the Easterners had withdrawn,taking with them, Khaavren noticed, the corpse of the poor horse, whichCrionofenarr had caused, with much difficulty, to be loaded onto one of the wainsthat had been in the rear of the army.
"On the contrary," said Aerich in response to Adron's proposals. "Allow me tosuggest that Your Highness return with us to the city, where we will intercede withyou before the court."
"He is right," declared Pel. "For, if we have been fortunate enough to have gainedsome notoriety here, well, it is entirely at Your Highness's disposal."
"And, moreover," said Kathana, "I am going back to surrender myself to thecourt, and the company of Your Highness would please me immensely."
"I should also say," added Khaavren, "that we ought to hurry, for I think it wouldbe well if we could arrive before Lord Garland, who might endeavor to poison theears of His Majesty against us."
"All of this is well thought," said Adron. "Only I have been exiled by HisMajesty, and it would be wrong of me to return."
"Ah, I had not understood that," said Aerich, who was well-acquainted withpropriety in all situations. "That is another matter, and I entirely agree with YourHighness."
"In that case," said Khaavren, "we will return and do what we can for YourHighness."
"Well," said Tazendra, who was beginning to recover from her annoyance at notdying gloriously, and was now looking proudly about the field, "I think we shouldhave built up some small degree of credit."
"And yet," said Uttrik, "I am worried that--but stay a moment. Tazendra, what isit that your lackey is holding?"
"Eh? Why, yes. What are holding, Mica?"
"A letter, my lady."
"A letter?"
"So it seems to be."
"And to whom is it addressed?"
"To Lord Adron," said the clever Teckla, who had learned his ciphers sometimeduring his early career, a fact which even Aerich did not hold against him.
"How?" said Adron. "A letter for me?"
"So it seems to be, Your Highness."
"From whom?"
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"As to that, I have no idea, Your Highness."
"But," said Khaavren, "where did you find it?"
"In Lord Garland's pouch, which he left behind him after it was cut from hiswaist by Count Shaltre."
"What is this," said Tazendra sternly. "You have looked through the gentleman'spouch?"
"Yes, exactly, my lady," said Mica complacently. "There is no crime in that, for Iam not a gentleman."
"That is true," said Aerich, after which he murmured, "This notion of Tazendra'slackey, will, in time, get entirely out of hand; I must mention it to her."
"And there was a letter for me in it?" said Adron.
"Yes, and the proof is, here is the letter."
Mica handed the letter to Tazendra to give to His Highness, which she promptlydid, but only after glancing at the seal. "Why, faith," she said, "it is from HisMajesty."
"His Majesty?" said Adron. "Garland had a letter for me from His Majesty whichhe failed to give to me?"
"I think," said Aerich to Pel, "that it will go hard with Garland when this iscommunicated to His Majesty."
"And when it is communicated to Seodra," said Pel.
Adron broke the seal and read the letter, then read it a second time, and even athird time. When he began to read it a fourth time, Khaavren said to Tazendra, "Inearly think His Highness is startled."
Adron, who happened to overhear his remark, said, "Well, I am. Look, HisMajesty not only forgives me, but apologizes to me; it is remarkable."
Pel said, "If this letter was to be given to Your Highness by Garland, and ifGarland is Seodra's creature, well, I am not surprised that he was slow in giving it."
"Well," said Adron with a shrug, "I have it now."
"And will Your Highness," asked Aerich politely, "condescend to accompany usback to the city?"
"I will," said Adron, "for I think that there are events stirring of which I ought tobe a part, and I accompany you the more gladly because of the esteem in which Ihold you."
"Well, then," said Khaavren, "it remains for us to find another horse. The oneMica has been riding will do for me, and I will happily surrender mine to HisHighness, but, unless we wish to leave our servant in the dust, we had best procureanother."
Uttrik said, "There is a post-station a short distance down the mountain which, as
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it is maintained by the Empire rather than by the Marquis, ought to still be manned."
"It will be enough," said Tazendra, "if it is horsed."
There was nothing to say after this profound observation, so they set off acrossthe field, walking their horses, and in this way arrived at the post, where Aerichshowed the Captain's letter to the officer. In this way they procured the additionalhorse, which was, in fact, such a fine animal that Adron took it, after which theycontinued back the way they had come, returning to Mount Bli'aard andBengloarafurd. We should note that certain of the residents seemed surprised to seeHis Highness happily riding knee-to-knee with individuals whom he had proscribedand condemned a week before, but no one said anything, presumably attributing thischange in attitude to the right of princes to be as capricious as they wished.
When they neared The Painted Sign, they stopped their horses, as if by acommon thought, and looked over the site of the battle. Lord Adron took his hat offout of respect, and studied the grounds. "I perceive the marks of a flash-stone," hesaid, pointing to a place above the hill.
"That was mine, I believe," said Pel. "It seems to have scored the rock uponwhich Mica was stationed, and where he delivered the famous blow to the head ofone of our attackers. The Horse, but I think he nearly cracked the scoundrel's skullfor him, which was no more than he deserved."
Mica shivered with pleasure at the honor he had been paid by this reference to hisdeed, while Khaavren looked the other way along the path and said, "There, that isthe tree we used for a rear-guard, Uttrik and Aerich and I. In faith, I had thought itrather larger than that."
"It was large enough," said Aerich.
"I wish I had been with you," sighed Kathana.
"As do I," said Adron.
"Bah," said Tazendra. "It would no longer have been fair. Besides, Aerich wouldhave then required us make a frontal assault, and, in faith, well, some of us mighthave been injured."
"You are not far wrong," said Aerich, and they continued on their way.
They stopped at The Painted Sign to enjoy a repast and for Lord Adron toconsider if he ought to return to Redface for any reason, or whether it was enough towrite to his steward about his plans. They were treated quite royally by the host, whovery rarely had to do with an Heir at his inn, so the wines were all back-of-the-cellarand the meats were prepared with especial care. Lord Adron, in between eating andthinking, which activities he was, in any case, accustomed to perform together, toldthe host and anyone else who would listen of the recent exploits of his travelingcompanions, which caused Aerich to shrug, Pel to smile, Khaavren to blush,Kathana to consider more closely her food, Uttrik to look nervous, Tazendra to lookhaughty, and Mica to positively glow.
Adron had come to the decision to write, and was on the point of calling for pen,
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ink, parchment, and blotter, when he was interrupted by the arrival of a small girl,who did him a courtesy, placed a scrap of paper in his hand, and dashed off withoutwaiting for a reply.
Adron frowned and said, "Well, that is peculiar."
"How peculiar?" said Tazendra, who had been so intent on her meal that she hadnot noticed the arrival of the messenger. "It is merely a duck which has been coveredwith wild plums before being baked like a loaf of bread. For my part, I find itexcellent."
"How?" said Pel, ignoring Tazendra. "Your Highness doesn't know thismessenger?"
"Not the least in the world."
"Then she was merely a messenger," suggested Khaavren.
"But from whom, and for what? For, you perceive, we had not been here so longthat my presence could have become generally known; not, at any rate, at the fort."Such was the way, we should point out, that Adron always referred to his home."Nor, certainly," he added, "to the Empire."
"Well," said Kathana, "perhaps if Your Highness would read the message, itwould explain."
"Perhaps not, too," said Pel.
"I will read it," said Adron.
"We shall await Your Highness," said Pel.
"I shall do more than wait," said Khaavren, "I shall eat this famous duck, and atthe same time, I declare that I shall tear off pieces of this heavy, dark bread andallow these pieces to absorb the sauce, and then eat them along with it."
"And," added Uttrik, "if you will drink from some of these five bottles of Furniawine which we have ordered to accompany our repast, I think the time will go all themore quickly."
"You are wisdom incarnate," said Khaavren. "I tell you so."
As Adron read the letter, his frown deepened, and he said, "What nonsense isthis?"
He held out the note to Aerich, who took it and said, "Does Your Highnessdesire me to read this?"
"Yes, yes," said Adron, impatiently. "Read it aloud, and tell me what you think."
"Very well, Your Highness," said Aerich, and he first studied the almostimpossibly elegant handwriting, then read: "Your Highness ought to return homedirectly if he wishes to have his daughter presented to him."
"Well," said Khaavren, "that is clear enough, I think."
"Not at all," said Adron. "For I have no daughter."
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"Perhaps none you know about," said Tazendra carelessly, then realized what shehad said and blushed deeply, while Aerich gave her a look full of reproach.
Adron, however, did not appear to notice the blunder, so engrossed was he incontemplation. "It is impossible," he said, "for I have not--ah."
At this word, the others, who did not dare to say anything, looked at each othersignificantly. "Well," he amended, "it is not altogether impossible, yet, for such athing to be--" His voice trailed off, and Khaavren would have sworn that he wastrembling as if from some great emotion.
We should say here that certain discoveries in the High Art which providesafeguards that are common today were less common then, although they wereavailable, thus the existence of bastards and even half-breeds was not unknown.However, the stigma which such unfortunates must suffer today was in existenceeven then, though perhaps with less vigor. Still, it should be said that any gentlemanwho was informed, especially publicly, of the existence of a child whose birth hedidn't expect was almost certain to feel embarrassment to a greater or lesser degree;yet, to judge by Adron's countenance, the emotion he was feeling had less ofembarrassment or shame about it and more of excitement or wonder, which reactiondid not escape Khaavren's notice.
"Well, then," said Pel. "What are Your Highness's wishes?"
"My wishes?" said Adron, frowning. "It seems that, in all cases, I must return tothe fort."
"I assure Your Highness," said Aerich, "that we are entirely at your service,should you wish us to accompany you."
"Oh, as to that," said Adron. "I think you had best return to the city with allspeed, and, when you appear before His Majesty, as I have no doubt you will, youmust inform him that I have been delayed by unusual circumstances and will returnas soon as it is possible to do so, and will then present myself before him."
"We will fulfill your commission with the greatest pleasure," said Aerich.
"And at once, too," said Tazendra, "for, in faith, I am taken with the desire to seethe city again."
"And I, also," said Kathana. "For if I am to stand to trial before His Majesty,well, I should like it to be finished sooner rather than later."
"In that case," said Adron, "we will part at once. Yet I think we will see eachother again, and I assure you that I hold you all in the highest esteem."
"Your Highness does us too much honor," said Aerich.
"Not at all," said Adron.
"Then let us be off," said Pel and Uttrik together.
They settled up with the host, which honor Adron insisted upon for himself, evenover the protestations of the host, who wished to have for himself the honor ofproviding the Heir's repast, and afterward they caused their horses to be saddled and
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brought to the yard. Then, with only a few more words, they took their separateways: Adron back to Redface, the others toward the city.
This time they made better speed; for they all felt that they had been gone a longtime and needed to report the results of their mission, as well as to find out what hadbeen happening while they were away, and Khaavren, moreover, was anxious to seethe fair Illista once more, and to explain how it had happened that he had fulfilled hispromise without breaking his oath; therefore, though they were careful not to exhausttheir horses in the blistering summer heat, they made stages of twenty or twenty-fiveleagues across the pushta, sometimes not stopping until full dark had fallen.
The return, notwithstanding that it took place during what was still the height ofsummer, and that, therefore, it was unpleasantly hot, was passed in a happier modethan the journey out had been.
Tazendra, though still annoyed that the chance for a glorious death had passedher by, was in some measure reconciled to it, and ran over and over in her mind thebattles in which she had fought and been triumphant.
Uttrik's mood was that of one who has happily put aside a vengeance, so he rodewith a light heart, and, moreover, he, too, took pleasure in recalling the victorieswhich, in retrospect, had seemed to come so easily and naturally.
Kathana had, if truth be known, been growing increasingly dissatisfied withhiding, and was now happy and content to be "face toward the fire," as the saying is,and was composing speeches which she might have the honor to deliver before HisMajesty.
Pel was ruminating all the events that had taken place, and considering how theymight be turned into lasting advantages, these being more important to him thanglory, which is so fleeting in any event.
Aerich, normally the most moody of companions, was, since he had killedShaltre, always amiable and pleasant; smiling calmly to all and even sometimesengaging in small conversations with Khaavren on the people and sights they rodeby.
Khaavren was constructing daydreams of lllista, and, moreover, of the honorsand promotions he might achieve as a result the events of the last few days, and waseven trying on the name, "Lieutenant Khaavren," to see how it sounded in his ears.
Mica, we may be sure, was awash in pleasure at the dzur which they had hadembroidered upon the breast of his tunic by a tailor they had happened to meet at ahostel at the foot of Bli'aard.
In this way, then, the return journey took its course, and before many days hadpassed they found themselves once more in sight of Beed'n's Inn, which causedMica, first, to tremble, as he remembered the beating he had received, and thensmile, as he recalled what the results of the affair were. Khaavren, who, as we shouldcomprehend by now, noticed everything, observed this reaction and said, "Well, wehave made good time, and are nearly home; let us, then, celebrate in advance bystopping here for jug of Khaav'n, or a bottle of Ailor."
Thank you for evaluating PDF to ePub Converter.
To get full version, you need to purchase the software from: http://www.pdf-epub-converter.com/convert-to-epub-purchase.html
To this they all agreed, and, finding the place nearly empty, they claimed thelargest table, placed, as Khaavren preferred, by a window, so he could amusehimself by watching the passersby. They did, in fact, consume a certain quantity ofKhaav'n, which Khaavren preferred to most other wines, because it came from hisown region, and shared a name with him, and was, besides, neither too sweet nortoo dry; and although in fact it was rather fuller in body than Pel preferred, he madeno complaint and drank in such a way as to keep up with his companions.
They had been at it for some time, when Khaavren said, "Well, it is clear we arenearly home, for I have observed more than one Imperial messenger travel along theroad of which I have such a fine view through this window, as well as such amultitude of bourgeois and clerks that the issue cannot be in doubt."
"Well then," said Aerich, "if you are enjoying the view, it is just as well thelandlord has not repaired the window which good Mica broke with his head.Otherwise, I think I would have preferred that it had been repaired, since the paperwould do well to keep the heat out."
"Bah," said Uttrik. "After passing through the pushta, where we had to find waterfor our horses every three leagues, I declare that this heat doesn't bother me all, butrather, it feels as cool as the mountains by comparison."
"And yet," said Khaavren, "It must still be hot, for here is a troop of Guardsmen,wearing our uniforms but Lanmarea's badges, which must have determined to take arest here, for, though it is not a mealtime, they are nevertheless stopping."
"Well," said Tazendra, "that is good; we shall get news of the city from them."
"Perhaps not," said Khaavren, "for, now that I look, they are merely tetheringtheir horses, as if they don't expect to remain long."
"Indeed, you are right," observed Pel, leaning over and looking out the window."It is as if they have only stopped to ask questions, for, see, the officer alone iscoming in."
"But why," asked Kathana, "are the rest of them moving around to the sides ofthe hostelry, as if to surround it?"
"I confess," said Pel, "that I've no idea, unless they are searching for someoneand suspect he may be here, and don't wish to let him escape."
"Well," said Tazendra, "I've seen no one who looks suspicious."
"There could be someone hiding upstairs," said Khaavren, "and for my part, Ideclare that I will put aside all rivalry that might exist between their service and ourown, and give them all the help I can."
"They don't seem likely to need help," said Aerich.
"Oh, you are doubtless correct," said Khaavren, "but it is only right to offer, and,if they need no help, why, I've no doubt we will be told of it. Hullo, Sergeant," hecalled to the lady who entered at that moment. "We are both servants of HisMajesty, and you seem to be intent upon some business, therefore we will offer you
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our services, and, if these services are not needed, then, by the Shards, you maycome and have a glass with us, and we will drink to the health of His Majesty andCaptains G'aereth and Lanmarea, and the Warlord herself."
"Well," said the Sergeant, bowing to those at the table, "you may, indeed, be ableto do me a service, and, if not, I will accept your kind offer."
"That is all we ask, Sergeant," said Khaavren. "How may we help you?"
"I am called Lebouru," she said, "Sergeant, as you have perceived, of theImperial Guard, and if you would do me honor of telling me your names, I willhappily tell you how you could be of help to me."
"Very well," said the Tiassa. "I am called Khaavren, and these are my friends,Aerich, Tazendra, and Pel, as well as our companion Uttrik, and the Lady Fricorith."He gave Kathana her assumed name because, as she intended to surrender herself,he had no wish to compromise her ahead of time.
"Your name, you say, is Khaavren?" said Lebouru.
"Exactly," said the Tiassa.
"That falls out remarkably well, and you can indeed, do me a great favor."
"Then I am anxious to do so."
"That is most kind of you."
"I wait to hear what this service is."
"Well, I will tell you."
"You will please me by doing so."
"Well, this is it: if you will do me the honor to surrender your sword to me, andto cause your companions to do likewise, and then to accompany me to the city,well, I will ask for nothing further, and, moreover, will consider myself in your debt."
"How," cried Khaavren. "Surrender my sword?"
"Yes, exactly."
"And accompany you?"
"I am pleased to see that I have to do with a gentleman of understanding."
"You pretend, then, that we are arrested?"
"Nearly so."
"On what charge?"
"As to that, I assure you I have no idea in the world. But I was told to take atroop of twenty, and to follow this road, and to question every passerby, and tostop at every inn, and to find a Guardsman, who was called Khaavren of Castlerock,and who was, moreover, a Tiassa, and I was directed to arrest him and whatevercompanions happened to be with him. You see that I am about performing myduty."
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Uttrik, who had just begun to recover from the shock that Lebouru's words hadgiven him, said, "This is insupportable."
Tazendra said, "Indeed. Bah! A troop of twenty? It is an insult."
The Sergeant shrugged and said, "My troop is deployed around this house, sothat, you perceive, escape is impossible. Furthermore, in addition to our swords, wehave each a flash-stone of two charges, so that, if you resist, you will doubtless bekilled. Now, I was told to return you alive if possible, but dead if necessary, so, inorder to complete my task in the best way, I would prefer if you made noresistance."
"Will you," said Khaavren, "allow us a few moments to confer, so we can reachagreement on whether we wish to do ourselves the honor of resisting you?"
"Certainly," said Lebouru. "There is nothing against that. Only I am under strictorders not to allow you to communicate with anyone outside of this inn. So, if youwill give me your word not to do so, and will, moreover, allow me to call to my menand inform them of the state of things, well, you may take whatever time you need."
"We give you our word," said Khaavren, "which ought to convince you the morereadily as there is no one here to communicate to."
"Very well," said the Sergeant, and she stepped to the doorway and called,"Hullo, we have found them. Stand ready to battle, if it should prove necessary, buttake no action until you receive my order, or hear the discharge of my flash-stone."
While she was doing this, Khaavren said, "Well, this is a turn of events that I didnot, I confess, anticipate."
"For my part," said Tazendra, "I think we should fight. The Horse! There areonly twenty of them."
"And," said Pel, "to be arrested, well, it is humiliating."
"This," said Kathana, "will console me for the rights I have missed."
Uttrik said, "To die here, to die another place, well, it's all the same to me.Besides, we might win, and think of how it would be to defeat twenty of hisMajesty's Phoenix Guards, armed with flash-stones?"
Aerich said, "And you, Khaavren, what is your idea?"
Khaavren sighed. "It is, my dear friend, the same as yours, I think. If we fight,win or lose, we shall be rebels."
"That is my thought exactly," said Aerich.
"Rebels!" said Pel. "The word is hard."
"But none the less accurate for that," said Aerich. "Do you agree?"
"But to allow ourselves to be arrested," said Tazendra.
"Yes," said Uttrik. "To be arrested, well, it is not a thing I like the sound of."
"Well, what would you?" said Aerich, addressing Uttrik. "Are you not of the line
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of Lanya?"
"Well, yes."
"And was not Lanya herself, then called Lanya e'Kieron, arrested in the thirdCycle by the Athyra Emperor, Soori-Laino-Kri, for refusing to assault the fortress ofthe Issola, Muranda?"
"Well, that is true."
"So, you perceive, there is no shame in being arrested."
Uttrik sighed, "If Lanya could do it, well, I can submit as well."
Kathana said, "For my part, I should have preferred to give myself willingly intothe hands of the Guard, but since they have come, well, it will have to do."
Aerich stood and bowed to Lebouru, "My lady, here is my sword."
"Well, I accept it with pleasure."
"And here is mine," said Khaavren. "Cha! What you will do with so many swordsis your affair, but for all of that, here they are."
And, one by one, the others surrendered their swords to the Sergeant, whohanded them to her men and said, "If you will do me the honor to accompany me,we may return to the city, whither, I think, you were bound in any case, only nowyou shall have more company than you had thought to."
"That is right," said Pel, "only allow us first to settle matters with our host."
"I cannot permit that," said Lebouru, "when I have been given six hundred orbsto see that my men are fed and their horses watered, and I have had no need to usethe tenth part of it." She called the host over to her, determined the score to besettled, and paid it to the last penny. "Now, I think, we are ready."
"We are at your service, Sergeant," said Khaavren.
The troop had formed by this time, except for seven who stood by, six of themto hold the horses for the prisoners and assist them to mount, the seventh to performthis service for the sergeant. In this way they left the inn, with ten Guardsmen ridingahead of the prisoners and ten behind. It should be added that, as Khaavren and hisfriends still wore their uniform cloaks and Uttrik and Kathana were deep in themiddle of the troop, no one who saw them would perceive that these Guardsmenwere escorting prisoners.
In this way, then, they traveled until they had arrived at a place in the road whereUttrik observed to Khaavren, "It is remarkable to consider that, in this spot, Iattempted to take your life."
"Well," said Khaavren. "I am glad that you didn't, and equally glad that I didn'ttake yours."
"Oh, indeed yes," said Uttrik. "Either would have been too droll compared towhat actually happened."
"Cha! And what is continuing to happen even now, for I, at least, am unable to
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foresee where this will end."
"Nowhere good, I'm afraid," said Mica, who had been as crushed by recentevents as the others were rigorously cheerful; as if he was assuming to himself all themelancholy that was the rightful property of the entire band. This can be morereadily understood when we consider that, a few hours before, he had been about totake his place as a lackey for a valiant Dzurlord, and he was now only the servant ofa prisoner; a position which, so far as we know, has never been actively sought byanyone.
As for the others, they were, as we mentioned above, doing their best to maintaintheir spirits. Tazendra was involved in a discussion with a Guardsman on her right,explaining to him how, if they had chosen to fight, it would have been a simplematter after all to have scattered and defeated a mere twenty of the enemy.
"And our flash-stones?" inquired the gentleman politely. "What of them?"
"Oh, bah," said Tazendra, using an expression she enjoyed from Pel and admiredfrom Aerich. "What are flash-stones? They would have failed to discharge. And ifby chance they went off, well, Blood of the Horse, it isn't for nothing that I am asorcerer. I should have rendered them useless in an instant."
"Well, that may be true of the flash-stones, but we had still our swords."
"Mere nothings," said Tazendra. "Sticks. I'd have brushed away three of them atthe first, inflicting, I should add, good wounds on their holders."
"Well, that is three," said the other. "But it leaves seventeen of us, not to mentionthe sergeant, who is a skilled player, as I happen to know."
"But you forget our servant, Mica, who is handy with a bar-stool, but delightsespecially in striking officers, for, as a child, he was ill used by soldiers, andconsequently he bears a grudge."
"And, as for the other seventeen of us?"
"Well, had I not companions?"
"You had indeed; five of them. That means three for each of you, if I am notmistaken."
"And yet, there were but three windows, each only big enough for one, and thedoor, where we could have stationed two, leaving one of us free to dance around aschance offered."
And so the discussion continued, accomplishing nothing, it is true, but providingTazendra with great amusement.
As for Pel, he took the opportunity to question one of his captors and thus learnwhat he could of what had transpired at court during his absence.
Uttrik and Kathana happily and loudly discussed the history of Lanya e'Kieron,which Aerich had brought to their minds. She had been considered a rebel for heropposition to the Athyra emperor, and then again for engineering the Coup of theBureaucrats against the Phoenix Jessier the Fearful, when, first backed by and then
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opposing a conspiracy led by a Tsalmoth noble called Seawall, she, that is, Lanya,took the Palace, the Throne, and the Orb with an army composed of fifty soldiersand two thousand privately trained functionaries, an action which gave her apermanent place in history and started the War of the Streets. The War lasted sometwo hundred years, off and on, during which time Lanya caused the Inner Palace tobe designed and built: the only part of the Palace which could be held againstattackers.
Aerich seemed content with his own thoughts, whatever they might be, andKhaavren constructed dreams in which lllista figured prominently, only this time, inhis dreams, she rescued him from prison and contrived to bring him before HisMajesty, where together they pleaded their case and, not only won the release of allthe companions, but were awarded promotions and medals enough to satisfy aDzurlord.
Of the companions, only Mica, as we have said, was downcast. And so it was acomplacent group which, surrounded by Guards, passed through the Gate of theFlags in the early afternoon, and turned up the Old Miller's Road toward the Palacedistrict.
About this time, Khaavren became curious about their destination, accordingly heasked the sergeant.
"The Dragon Wing, first," she said. "After that, I am entirely ignorant."
"Well, it must either be a prison or the Emperor."
"That seems likely, Sir Khaavren."
"For my part, I must confess that I don't much care. If it is His Majesty, well, wewill have the chance to find out why we have been arrested, and I think we canconvince him to change his mind with respect to ourselves. And if it is prison, well,in faith, I can use the rest."
"Well, I am happy that you are so complaisant, for I should hate to resort toextreme measures with a gentleman like yourself."
"Oh, there will be no call for that, I promise."
"Good."
"But you ought to tell me if there are any special instructions, so that we may becertain not to unintentionally cause you any difficulty."
"Oh, be easy on that score. The only special orders were in the case ofresistance."
"And, had we done so?"
"Well, then I was ordered to have all of you killed."
"What, killed? All of us?"
"Exactly."
"Impossible."
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"No, my word of honor on it. And, as such a slaughter would have beendistasteful to me, well, I am only glad that you did not resist."
"Well, in faith, so am I. And that was the only special order you were given?"
"Yes, only that, except that I am also to prevent you from escaping, and to becertain you communicate with no one."
"How, we are forbidden to speak with anyone along the way?"
"Exactly."
"Well," said Khaavren, to whom this request presented all sorts of meat uponwhich the teeth of his thoughts could masticate, "then, if you will excuse me, I mustinform my companions of this, lest, upon seeing a familiar face, someoneunintentionally causes you some difficulty."
"Well, I will be most grateful if you do."
"I will do so at once."
"I assure you, I am entirely your servant."
"Excuse me, then." Khaavren allowed his horse to drop back until he rode next toPel, whom he judged to have the best sort of mind for problems of this nature. Heinterrupted the Yendi's discourse, saying, "I beg you pardon, Cavalier, but I wish tohave a moment's conversation with you."
"As you wish," said Pel, excusing himself from the Guardsman he had beenquestioning. Then speaking in a low voice so as not to be overheard, he said, "Well,what is it?"
"Do you know that our captors have orders to prevent us from making any sortof communication with anyone along our route?"
"Blood! Do they?"
"I have it from the Sergeant herself."
"But, what can this mean?"
"It can only mean that our arrest is to be kept secret, and moreover--"
"Yes?"
"That we are not to be given a chance to defend ourselves."
"But then, you think--?"
"That we will put in some dungeon somewhere, and no one will know what hasbecome of us, and, presently, well, we will disappear."
"Bah. Impossible. And what of our escort?"
"They will be put under orders not to mention our names nor the circumstancesof our capture."
"But, who would have given such an order, and moreover, why?"
"Who? Who else but Seodra. Why? Because they have despaired of
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assassinating us, and, since we failed to resist them, the Sergeant could not have uskilled as she had been ordered to in such a case--"
"What? Killed?"
"Those were her orders, if we had resisted."
"Cracks in the Orb!"
"Well?"
"I think you are right, Khaavren; they wish us to vanish with no chance to defendourselves."
"That is my opinion. It is why I have spoken to you, for you are sufficientlyclever, I thought you might have a plan."
"Well, I nearly think you are right."
"What, you have one already?"
"Almost."
"What is it?"
Pel shook his head. "Leave me for a few minutes; I must gather my thoughts."
"Very well, but I beg you to observe that we are passing the ruins of the Towersof Sorcery, and are very nearly at Watchers Hill, which means we will soon bearriving at the Dragon Wing."
"I understand. Leave everything to me."
"I will do so."
"Very well."
Pel returned then to the side of the Guardsman with whom he had been speaking."Your pardon, my dear sir," he said. "I had to speak a few words of comfort to myfriend who is in some despair over our predicament."
"Well, that is only natural," said the Guardsman, whose name, it turned out, wasThack. "But, come, we ought not to talk about that."
"Oh, I am in complete agreement. Besides, it is hardly so amusing whencompared to the escapades of the Consort. But come, do you think that she is veryclose with Threewalls?"
"How," said Thack with a smile. "What do you mean by close?"
"Oh, you know very well what I mean."
"I assure you, I have no idea in the world, Cavalier."
"But to be close, well, that is clear enough. We are close now, you and I."
"Not so very close, Cavalier; we are not touching."
"Yes we could, if one or the other of us was to reach out a hand, my goodThack."
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"And yet, you perceive, neither of us has done so."
"But if either of us could, then--"
"Yes, then?"
"Well, that is being close."
"Not in the least. My opinion is that, to be close, one must touch."
"Very well, then," said Pel. "By your terms then, is the Consort close toThreewalls?"
"Well," said the Guardsman with a wink. "Close, at least, by your terms."
"Bah," said Pel. "That isn't so much."
"Yet," laughed the other, "for my part, I think it a great deal."
"To be close by your terms, Thack, well, that would be better."
"Oh, with that I should make no argument, good Pel."
"I imagine you know well enough, Thack."
"I? Not the least in the world, and I am ashamed to admit it."
"Bah! Your mistress, at least, would have a different story."
"Oh, if I had a mistress, that might be true."
"How, if? You mean you don't have a mistress? And yet, you are handsomeenough; and you have an excellent air about you; I should have thought the ladieswould faint for you by the score."
"Oh, all you say is true, yet I am too shy to take advantage of it."
"Oh, then you require a woman who knows in what way to treat a shygentleman."
"Well, that would certainly please me, only--"
"Only?"
"Well, she would have to be well-born, in addition."
"That need not be said; I know with whom I am speaking after all."
"And, in addition, it is necessary that she be beautiful."
"That is only just."
"You perceive, then, that I am extraordinarily particular, and that is why I amalone."
"Well, let us recapitulate."
"Very well."
"First of all, she must be beautiful."
"Yes, that is right."
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"Then, she must be of birth suitable to an excellent gentleman such as yourself."
"Continue, Cavalier, for you are correct on all counts."
"Third, she must be willing to become close, as we mean the word."
"Yes, by my meaning in particular."
"That is understood."
"Very well."
"And, finally, she must be able to overcome your shyness."
"That is, she must not object to my natural reticence and timidity, for, as youperceive, I am extremely modest."
"Yes," said Pel, biting his cheeks to keep from laughing. "I had noticed this aboutyou."
"Well, so you see the problem, Cavalier."
"Your pardon, Thack, but I do not."
"How, you do not?"
"Not at all."
"Shall I explain it to you?"
"If you wish me to understand it, yes."
"Very well, then, in two words: where am I to find such a woman?"
"That is your problem?"
"That is it exactly."
"Well, but I know the answer."
"How, you know it?"
"Certainly."
"And you will tell me?"
"If you would like me to."
"Like you to? I have been asking for an hour."
"Well, then, the answer is called Jenicor e'Terics."
"How, Jenicor?"
"Yes, exactly."
"You know her yourself, Cavalier?"
"I?" said Pel. "Not at all. Do you?"
"Well, that is, I know of her, and I have seen her."
"Well, then," said Pel, "she is of high enough birth, I hope."
"I nearly think so; she is almost the Heir."
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"And she is beautiful."
"Of that, there is no question."
"Well, what else?"
"What else? Why she must be willing to become close, and, moreover, close witha gentleman of my retiring disposition."
"Well, that is the special mark of her character."
"Bah! It is unlikely."
"Not at all, for I heard exactly this, and in no uncertain terms. In fact, it is knownthat, upon meeting a gentleman who is both handsome and shy, well, she losescontrol of herself entirely, and cannot refrain from taking the sorts of longcouch-rides where intimacies are whispered into the ear, and the sort of walks wherepauses are frequent and of long duration."
"You know this?"
"As much as if I had been following her about the city."
"Well, and from whom?"
"Why, from Captain G'aereth, none other."
"How, he told you this was her character?"
"Exactly, and in terms that left no room for doubt He is also a shy gentleman,you perceive."
"Well, I had not remarked that, but no doubt you are correct."
"Oh, I am, of that there can be no question."
"Well, I shall consider this."
"Not too long, I hope; for you know about such women, one turns around, andthey have been taken away. The Captain himself would have married her, only he is,as you know, a Dzurlord, which prevents him from marrying a Dragon, and,moreover, he is already married."
"Well, those are two good reasons."
"But they do not apply to you, good Thack."
"Oh, as to that, I have no thought of marriage."
"Well, no, but you know about women, I hope. Once they are married, well, it issometimes a hundred years before they are willing to become close friends withanyone else."
"Do you know, I had remarked that very thing."
"Well, then, you perceive, you ought not to lose a day."
"I think you are right, Cavalier, and I assure you I am deeply in your debt."
"Bah. When I am released, well, you may buy me dinner and a few bottles of
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Ailor and tell me of the entire affair, and I promise I will be satisfied."
"You think you will be released then?"
"As I have committed no crime, I am certain of it."
"How, you have committed no crime?"
"None at all."
"But then, why are you arrested?"
"I assure you, I have not the least idea in the world."
"But then, you are right, they will doubtless release you soon."
"That is my opinion."
"And when they do, well, perhaps I will have something to tell you."
"I would be most pleased to hear it."
"Ah, Cavalier, I wish we could continue our conversation, but it seems we havearrived at the Dragon Wing, and the sergeant has already gone within, and is just nowreturning, so we are doubtless to escort you somewhere, which means ourconversation must end."
"Until later then, my dear captor."
"Until later, Cavalier."
Pel went up, then, and rejoined Khaavren, saying, "It is all arranged."
"What is arranged, my dear Pel?"
"You shall see."
"Well, I hope so, for we seem bound for the Iorich Wing, where the justicerslive."
"Are we, then, afraid of the justicers?"
"Not at all, but also in the Iorich Wing is the Imperial Prison, where prisoners ofstate are kept, as are those who are to be executed. And, while I hope we do not fallinto the latter category, at least we fall into the former." In this Khaavren was notmistaken, and all he expected, in fact, occurred. But as it would be too painful towitness the process of locking the prisoners, for such all of our friends were, intothe dungeons below the Iorich Wing, we will, instead, skip this matter entirely andproceed on to other things, wherefore we will, without further ado, end this chapterof our history.
Chapter the Thirty-second
In Which Having Already Seen
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a Bloodless Battle, The Reader
is Shown a Bloodless Duel
«^»WE WILL NOW turn our attention to a gentleman who has been neglected since theearly portions of our history; that is, Captain G'aereth, he who sent our friends onthe mission that had ended by bearing such unusual fruit. We should say that theCaptain was by no means Pel's dupe; he understood that the Cavalier's reason forwanting to take this journey had not been stated in exactly truthful terms, but heunderstood as well that he would be likely to get useful information from the affair,and he was, moreover, always willing to go out of his way to help his Guardsmen,whom he thought of as the patriarch of a large family might think of hisgrandchildren.
His thoughts, therefore, turned more than once toward those he had sent, orrather, had permitted to go, east, and he wondered what events might be transpiringthere. But he also waited with confidence that he would, by and by, learn manyinteresting things; for just as one cannot throw a bag of gold into the Almshouse ofChatier without expecting a certain amount of commotion, one cannot throw aYendi, a Dzur, a Lyorn, and a Tiassa into the place where all of the politicalmaneuvering of the court is centered without being certain that something or otherwill come of it.
To the left, however, we must consider that the Captain was still the Captain, andtherefore, always busy, and that the court had not stood by patiently awaiting theresults of events happening hundreds of leagues away. The Captain had continuedwith his duties, of which the primary one, although he was not aware of it, was toslowly transform the Imperial Guard from an elite fighting unit to a police force. Asfor the court, from what G'aereth had seen (and, while not an intriguer, he wasnevertheless well informed) it had been concerning itself more and more with thescandals of the Consort, to which the Emperor appeared to have turned a blind eye.Lord Adron e'Kieron had been summoned, Lord Garland had vanished, and theAthyra, Seodra, seemed to be functioning as His Majesty's chief advisor, while thecourtiers watched anxiously to see in what direction she might impel the Emperorwith regard to an invasion of Sandyhome, the disposition of the Pepperfields, and ascore of matters of less importance except to those with interest direct.
In addition to all of this, he had found that his time was taken by a series ofincidents and complaints against his Guardsmen, all coming from unlikely quarters,and, upon being investigated, all of which proved false, in that the individuals whohad purportedly made the claims vigorously denied them, so that the Captain cameto the conclusion, at first, that Lanmarea was attempting to slander his command,and, after, that someone unknown was merely working to keep him busy. While thispuzzled him, there was little he could do about it.
Word had reached the Captain's ears that certain arrests had been made of someunknown gentlemen on certain charges involving a conspiracy of some sort, but asno names were attached to these rumors, nor the fact they were Guardsmen at all (in
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fact, the Guards who had arrested our friends were not even given their names, andnone of our friends, except the clever Yendi, had thought to insure that his or hername was known), G'aereth spent no time considering the matter, which seemed tobe none of his affair, and for which he had no time to spare in any event.
Therefore, we find him, some two days after the close of the previous chapter, inthe apartments where he was accustomed to conduct his business; that is, the samecloset in which he had the famous interviews with our friends. At about an hour afterthe ringing of the noon-bells from the Spiked Tower of the Issola Wing, whichcould, despite the intervention of walls and distance, still be discerned in the interiorof the Dragon Wing, a certain Dragonlord who was on duty begged the Captain toreceive the Marquis of Bothways, called Diesep e'Lanya, who asked to speak to theCaptain on a personal matter.
"Very well," said the Captain. "I know the gentleman; you may show him in."
The Marquis was admitted, and bowed courteously to G'aereth, who invited himto sit. The Marquis politely refused the courtesy, at which refusal the Captaingrunted, as if to say, "Well, then, so this call has some element to it that is notentirely friendly."
The Marquis said, "My lord Captain G'aereth, I am here as a friend of the ladyJenicor e'Terics."
"Why, yes, I know the lady."
"Of that, there is no doubt."
"Well, and what does she wish of me?"
"What, you do not know?"
The Captain grunted, as if to say, "How should I know?"
"Well then," persisted Diesep, "can you not guess?"
This time the Captain was so moved that he spoke, saying, "I assure you that Icannot."
"Well, but that is strange, my lord Captain."
The Captain grunted, and spoke in addition, saying, "You speak in enigmas."
"Well, would you have me speak plainer?"
"I desire nothing better."
"And you wish me to state my mission?"
"I assure you I have been waiting for nothing else for an hour."
"And it signifies nothing that I am here on behalf of Jenicor e'Terics? I repeat,Jenicor e'Terics?"
"Well, that tells me on whose behalf you have come, but nothing else. And yet,from the manner in which you speak, it seems that you are here for a particularpurpose."
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"You are perspicacious, my lord."
"And should I find a friend with whom you can arrange matters?"
"You have understood everything."
"Well, although I have no knowledge of any quarrel she might have with me, still,she does me great honor to make this request, and I assure you she will no havecause to complain of my response."
"I am surprised that you pretend to no knowledge of the complaint, my lord, yet Iam delighted that you understand so well our desire in this matter."
"Shall we arrange things quickly, sir?"
"I am convinced that would be best."
"Very well, then--but excuse me, I am called for." Indeed, at that moment, theGuardsman who had the honor that day to be the Captain's doorman, requested anaudience on behalf of the Duke of Threewalls. The Captain solicited and receivedpermission of Diesep to attend to the Duke first, whereupon Lord Allistar wasadmitted, and introductions were made, although unnecessarily since the Duke andthe Marquis had had occasion to encounter one another before.
"You have requested to see me?" said the Captain.
"Indeed yes; I come on behalf of my sister, the lady Illista."
The Captain frowned. "How is this? Another affair of honor? Can I have beenoffending every lady in the Empire without being aware of it?"
Lord Diesep at first smiled at this, then frowned and said, "I must insist, Duke,that, as I was first, my affair must be concluded first."
"You misunderstand," said Threewalls, bowing. "I am here on behalf of mysister, but only to ask you a simple question."
"Ah, that is all? Well, that is much more easily managed."
"Then you will entertain my question?"
"I will more than entertain it, my dear Duke, I will, if it is in my power, answer it."
"So much the better."
"Ask, then."
"My sister is interested, for reasons we need not discuss, in a certain Guardsmanwho is in your brigade."
"Well, and?"
"She has not heard from him in some time, and is desirous of knowing his stateand his whereabouts."
"Perhaps," said G'aereth, "he has been busy."
"It is possible, but, under the circumstances, not likely."
"Well then, who is he?"
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"He is a Tiassa named Khaavren."
"Ah, yes. Well, the gentleman is on a mission, I am not at liberty to say where,and he has not yet returned."
"And you have heard nothing from him?"
"He is, as you have observed, a Tiassa. I am unlikely to hear from him until he isable to make a complete report."
"Well," said Allistar, bowing, "that is all then. And if I can in any way be ofservice to you, you need only ask."
"In that case," said G'aereth, with a glint of humor in his eyes, "I will ask now."
"Now? Then am I to be granted the happiness of serving you in some manner?"
"If it will not trouble you."
"Well, tell me what you wish, and, even if it does trouble me, you may keep onasking."
"This gentleman," G'aereth nodded toward Diesep, "conveys a challenge fromJenicor e'Terics, and, to arrange matters, I stand in need of a second."
"And you are asking me to stand for you?"
"Yes, that is it exactly."
"Well, if you will allow me to dispatch a messenger to my sister, in order toinform her of the results of the interrogatories to which you have done me the honorof replying, I will stand for you with pleasure, my lord Captain."
"Very well, then, let us arrange things."
"For my part," said Diesep with a bow to Threewalls, "I ask nothing better."
The matter was quickly settled; they agreed to fight with longswords, until one orthe other was unable to continue. The seconds, it was agreed, would merelyobserve. They dispatched a messenger to Lytra e'Tenith to inquire if she wouldhonor them by judging, and Diesep agreed to accept a pair of Guardsmen aswitnesses. While they awaited Lytra's response, they sat amiably as two old friendsspeaking only on inconsequential matters.
Presently the messenger returned bringing not only Lytra's reply, but Lytraherself, who embraced G'aereth as an old friend and greeted Diesep cordiallyenough, after which the same messenger was dispatched, this time to bring Jenicorto the Sycamore Pavilion, which place had been agreed upon as the site of theengagement.
In order for our readers to have an understanding of the scene, it is necessary tosay that the Pavilion of the Sycamores was not, as one might think, a covered terracesurrounded by those trees for which it was named; rather, it was an uncovered areawith a flooring of grass and surrounded by a low stone wall, with a small fountain inthe middle and a few marble tables at odd distances about it. It had been named forthe twentieth Baron of Sycamore, Warlord to the sixteenth Issola Emperor. This
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Baron had caused it to be built in order to please a certain lady of whom he wasenamored, and who complained that the Dragon Wing was lacking in elegance. Itwas rather long in form, looking not unlike a shotball court save for the lack of goalsand nets, and the existence of doors on either end. The fountain, we should say, hadnot seen use for five hundred years and was in poor condition.
G'aereth, Lytra, Allistar, and Diesep arrived with the witnesses, and had to waitonly a short time before Jenicor arrived. She was dressed in the manner of the highDragonlord she was, that is, in black with silver trim, wearing clothes cut for fighting.After a brief discussion, in which it was agreed that the entire length and width of thePavilion would serve as the circle, saving only one side, which was set aside for thewitnesses, the combatants took their positions.
Lytra said, "Jenicor e'Terics, will you be reconciled to Captain my lordG'aereth?"
She cast a haughty look upon her opponent and said, "Only if he will consent toapologize before the entire court, and to retract his words and admit that he lied."
Lytra then turned to G'aereth and said, "Well, and will you consent to make thisapology and these statements?"
G'aereth shrugged. "That is unlikely, as I am entirely ignorant of the statementsthe lady pretends I have made."
"Impossible," said Jenicor, glaring at the Dzurlord.
"How," said G'aereth, drawing himself up to his full height. "You give me thelie?"
"Well, I nearly think I do," she said coolly.
"Then, if we had not had cause enough before, well, on my honor, we do now."
"Oh, I assure you, my lord, we had cause before."
"That may be, my lady, yet I am entirely ignorant of it."
"Then you deny--"
"No matter," said G'aereth. "You say there is cause on your part, and I declarethere is cause on mine. On your guard, then, and we will settle the matter pleasantlyenough."
Jenicor, rather than advancing, as one would expect her to do after having beenpaid such a compliment, lowered her sword and frowned. "Could it be," she said,"that you are telling the truth?"
"Eh? I declare it, I affirm it, and I will even fight on that basis."
"You have no knowledge of how you have offended me?"
"I know how you have offended me, and that is quite sufficient, I assure you."
"Not at all."
"How, not?"
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"Because, as it is my intention to kill you, I wish you to be entirely clear on whyyou are about to die."
"Well," said G'aereth, lowering his own sword, "that is only right, and if you wishto tell me, well, I will listen."
"Very well. I refer to certain words you have spoken about me of an extremelypersonal, I should even say, intimate nature."
G'aereth grunted, as if to say, "I remain entirely ignorant."
"Then," said Jenicor, "you deny having made any such remarks?"
"I do."
"It is odd," said she, "for of all that I have ever heard of you, no one, even yourenemies (for you must be aware, my lord, that you have some), has spoken of youas anything but a loyal and honest gentleman."
"That is my hope, my lady."
"But consider," she said, "is there nothing you might have said, even to anintimate?"
"Your name has never come up in my presence except in the highest terms."
"But, perhaps you were drunk."
"I do not drink."
Jenicor lowered her sword the rest of the way and her frown deepened. "My lord,I mislike mystery when it is a matter of someone's life."
"Well, as do I. How should we make things right?"
Jenicor said, "Allow me to approach you."
"Very well. For what reason?"
"To whisper in your ear the slanders I have been informed of, and which I do notwish to spread."
"I await you then."
"Well, I am approaching."
"I will listen."
"Here it is, then."
Jenicor whispered to G'aereth, whose eyes grew wide, while a flush spread overhis countenance. "My lady," he cried at last, "such words never came from me, Iswear it by the Orb."
"Well, but then--"
"From whose mouth did you get such things?"
"Why, from a Guardsman named Thack, who thought to take advantage of thesesupposed characteristics."
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"Well, and where is he now?"
"Oh, he is recovering. I stopped short of slaying him that I might question himand learn where his ideas of me came from."
"And he said?"
"They came from you."
"But I have never even met him."
"How, not met him? A Dragonlord with light hair and thin brows, who carries arose in his collar and has a baldrick with gold trim, and walks as if there were stonesin the toes of his boots?"
"I have never even seen this man."
"Well, but then, even wounded and near death, he lied to me?"
"He must have, or else he was deceived."
"Well, I will speak with him again, I think."
"If you will do me the honor to allow me to accompany you, well, I think itappropriate that I be there, as it concerns me closely."
"I am in complete agreement," said Jenicor. "And while I don't think our secondswill be needed any longer, still if the lady Lytra will do us the honor to accompanyus, it may be that some good will come of it, for, as Warlord, she can hardly beuninterested in any matters concerning her command."
"I am in full agreement," said Lytra, "and, to help resolve this issue, would followyou beneath the sea."
"So much the better, then," said Jenicor, "that you need only follow us forleagues."
Allistar indicated an interest the proceedings, and no one made any objections.As for Diesep, he indicated that he had no need to see the matter played out, and so,with courteous words on both sides, he walked out of the pavilion and out of ourhistory.
Without wasting time, then, these worthies left the Dragon Wing and followed theStreet of the Dragon to the Street of the Six Towers, and so came to a small housein the Coronet district where, after gaining admittance, they were brought to thesickbed of the Guardsman called Thack.
Now, he was in a bad way, for if the offended Jenicor had stopped short ofkilling him, she had done so by only the narrowest of margins. He had, then, beengiven a cut in the forehead, one on either leg, and had received a good thrust throughthe body, as a result of which almost all of his blood had been lost. He had beenattended by doctors both medical and sorcerous, which is why he was still alive, andwas even, scarcely a day after being wounded, pronounced out of danger by thesorcerer; but he still slept most of the time.
The coalescence of aristocracy clustered around the sickbed and, by tapping
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earnestly on Thack's forehead, in order to bring about the circulation of blood to hisbrain, succeeded in waking him, upon which he evidently thought he was dreaming,for he smiled at most of the faces around him, grimaced upon seeing Jenicor, andsettled himself once more among his pillows.
Lytra said, "Cavalier Thack, I bid you wake and have speech wish us."
Upon hearing this voice, Thack opened his eyes once more, startled, then seemedto shake his head and blink his eyes several times, as if he expected the visionsbefore him to dissolve into the dream fabric from which he evidently thought theyhad emerged. When the phantasmata failed to behave as expected, he opened hismouth, gagged, swallowed, and said, "Is Your Excellency really here?"
"We are all here," said Lytra.
"Well, that is, forgive me if I do not rise, but, you perceive, I am confined to thiscursed bed."
"Yes, we know you have been wounded," said Lytra.
"But then, may I ask the reason for this visit?"
"No," said G'aereth sternly, "it is for us to put the questions to you, young man."
From this answer, Thack perceived that the matter was serious, and there was noquestion of joking; and in his weakened state it was almost more than he couldendure, but he rallied and said, "Well, I will do my best to answer; the more honestlysince the doctor says my life is still at stake, and I have no wish to pass overDeathgate Falls, if such is my fate, with a lie fresh upon my lips."
"That is wise," said Lytra, "and we ask nothing better. Indeed, it may be that,should you live, only the truth will now save you from disgrace."
Thack swallowed heavily and said, "Then ask your questions, for I am ready, andI will attempt to satisfy you before I faint again. Ah, curse this weakness! My lady,"he added to Jenicor, "when you give wounds, well, you don't stop at half measures.I declare that I have never been more effectually pierced."
Jenicor, though somewhat moved to pity by the condition of the wounded man,was still angry from the insult she had received, and so she bowed to acknowledgethe compliment, but said nothing.
"To begin, then," said G'aereth, "you had certain information concerning thecharacter of this lady, Jenicor e'Terics."
"Well, but it seems the information was wrong."
"So that?"
"So that I no longer hold the opinion I used to hold concerning her disposition."
"That is well," said G'aereth. "But, we are anxious to learn how you came to bemisinformed?"
Thack, insofar as he could, frowned. "Will your lordship permit me to speakfreely?"
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"We will more than permit it," said G'aereth. "I even think we require it."
"Then I will tell you."
"Well?"
"It was from your lordship, Captain."
Jenicor turned her gaze fiercely on the astounded Captain, who said, "How, fromme?"
"Yes, exactly."
"From my own lips?"
"Well, I did not hear it myself, but it was told to me as coming from yourlordship."
"Well, that is an entirely different matter."
"Not at all," said Thack. "I was given to understand it in the most definite terms."
"And yet," said the Captain, looking at Jenicor. "We have never met, have we?"
"No, I have never had that honor until now."
"So, someone told you that I had said these things?"
"Yes, indeed."
"Well, and who was that person?"
"Oh, as to that, I cannot say."
"How, cannot say?"
"I truly regret it, your lordship, because I see plainly that you want to know."
"I more than want to, I demand to," cried G'aereth.
"And yet, orders--"
"Orders? And by whom were these famous orders issued?"
"By my Captain, Lanmarea."
"She told you not to tell me the name of the individual who had slandered theLady Jenicor?"
"Yes. Well, we were ordered not to reveal the names of the prisoners."
"Prisoners!" said G'aereth and Lytra together.
"Well, yes, those we had arrested."
"What is this?" said Lytra. "You have made an arrest?"
"Well, I am a Guardsman," said Thack. "It is my duty, when ordered, to makearrests."
"And you were further ordered not to reveal the names of those you arrested?"
"You have understood exactly. I--ah," he stopped for a moment, overcome with
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pain or fatigue, then said, "I beg forgiveness of your lordships. Yes, yes, that was it;we were to perform these arrests, and make sure none of the arrested had anycommunication with anyone, and we were not to reveal the names or identities, oreven the Houses of those we arrested."
"Well, the numbers, then?" said Lytra.
"Oh, as to that, nothing was said, so I may tell your Excellency that there werefour gentleman, two ladies, and a lackey."
"How, a lackey?" said Lytra, frowning.
"So he seemed to be, Excellency," said Thack.
Somehow, as is sometimes the case when someone presents a surprising detail,this served to increase rather than to diminish the credibility of his tale.
"But," said G'aereth, "you may not reveal their names?"
"I regret it to your lordship. And, moreover, with the exception of the one whogave me this advice, which now appears to me not so good as it did two days ago, Ido not even know who they were."
"Two days ago?" said G'aereth. "That is when you made these arrests?"
"Exactly."
"But then," said Lytra, "who gave this infamous order?"
"Why, Lanmarea, none other."
"So, then, if she were to order you to tell me this name, you would do so?"
"Gladly, Excellency."
"Well, you perceive, do you not, that I am her commander?"
"Oh, that is clear enough."
"So, then, if I were to give her an order, she would obey, would she not?"
"Well, I nearly think so, Excellency."
"Then, if I were to give you an order, that would have as much force as if shehad given it, would it not?"
"Even more, I think, Excellency."
"Very well. Tell me the name, and do so at once."
Thack stared. "How, Your Excellency commands me to do so?"
"Exactly, and at once."
"This is, then, an order?"
"It is, and one that I do not care to do myself the honor of repeating."
Thack considered this, then said, "Well, it seems I must capitulate."
"That's best," said G'aereth. "Believe me."
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"I will tell you then."
"Do so," said Lytra in tone that allowed for no discussion.
"This is it, then: I do not know his House, but his name is Pel."
There came a gasp from Jenicor, while G'aereth started. "Pel?" he said.
"So he called himself."
"And was he a Guardsman?"
"Well, he seemed to be, although his cloak, while it had the color and insignia,was not of regulation cut."
"And," said G'aereth, "was he of rather small build, although well proportioned?"
"And," said Jenicor, "with fine, delicate hands?"
"A firm gait upon his horse?"
"Deep black eyes?"
"Wearing a light sword of the Neobi style, with a dueler's grip and a ruby set intothe hilt?"
"And a nervous smile?"
"A complexion as dark as a Jhegaala's?"
"Manners that are at once gentle and sensuous?"
"Well," said Thack to both of them, "you have described him exactly,although--"
"Yes?" said Jenicor.
"I had not remarked his smile."
"What?" cried G'aereth. "Pel has been arrested?"
"You know him, then?" said Lytra.
"I think so; he is one of my regiment, and not the least able."
"And," said Lytra to Thack, "you do not know on what charge he was arrested?"
"I assure you, my lady, I have no idea at all."
"Well," said G'aereth, "my way is clear, and that is to see His Majesty."
"For my part," said Lytra, "I will accompany you."
Allistar, who had been listening to the conversation carefully, shifteduncomfortably and seemed about to speak, but then evidently thought better of it.
Suddenly Jenicor, who had been deep in thought, burst out laughing.
"Well?" said Lytra.
"Ah, Excellency, it is too droll. I understand everything now."
"You do?"
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"Yes, indeed. Come, my friends, we have no more business here. And as foryou, my lord," she said, addressing Thack, "I assure you that you have my completepardon."
"How, you pardon me?"
"I do, and more, I wish you a quick and complete recovery."
"You are too kind, my lady."
"Not at all, my friend, not at all."
While she spoke, Allistar, who had said nothing the entire time, took Lytra asideand spoke to her for some few minutes in a quiet tone, during which time theWarlord's countenance turned dark. At the conclusion of the conversation, sheshrugged, as if to say, "It is now out of my hands," after which they rejoinedG'aereth and proceeded from the house.
As for Jenicor, she remarked, looking into the distance as if speaking to someonewho wasn't present, "Ah, Cavalier, you are truly a Yendi."
Chapter the Thirty-third
In Which our Friends
Spend some time in Prison
«^»AT THIS TIME, as Lytra, Jenicor, and G'aereth leave the ailing Guardsman, we willturn our attention once more to those personages whom we have so patientlyfollowed across the continent and back.
Aerich and Khaavren had been given the same cell, and Khaavren, who wasconvinced that Pel's idea, whatever it was, would bear fruit, was attempting to remainas calm as Aerich, who was placidly crocheting. We would be less than honest if weallowed our readers to infer that Khaavren was to any degree successful at this. First,he walked the length of his cell in that activity which has been the prerogative ofprisoners as long as the class has existed. Then he studied the cell, which had twosmall windows high on the wall.
"Aerich," he said.
"Well?"
"Could either of us fit through those windows?"
The Lyorn glanced at them. "No, and, moreover, they are barred."
"Well, I'm just as glad we have been given a room with windows anyway."
"It is because we are gentleman."
"Suppose we were princes?"
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"Then we'd be a floor higher."
"Well, and?"
"And we would not only have windows, but they would be placed so we couldsee out of them."
"Well, I understand. But what of poor Mica?"
"He doubtless has no window at all."
"Cha! This is intolerable."
"Well, didn't you tell me yourself that our friend Pel had a plan?"
"Yes, or so he pretended to me."
"Then we need only wait."
"Wait, by the Orb! Wait! How I loathe waiting!"
Aerich shrugged.
Khaavren continued to pace and wonder, but, as Aerich is truly as calm as heseems, and Khaavren is imbibing hope of release with every breath, let us pass on.
Tazendra was in the same cell as Kathana, because it was the custom of the timeto separate prisoners, first by class, and afterwards according to sex, and finally bythe type of crime. Since the governor of the prison had not been informed of whatcrime these gentlesouls were accused, he at least knew enough to put them together.
Tazendra had at once sat down on one of the straw pallets, crossed her legs, andfrowned mightily. Kathana's first action was to request a visit from the jailer, a smallIorich named Guinn. "Did your ladyship do me the honor to summon me?" he askedwith a bow.
"Oh, summon," said Kathana. "That is too strong a word. I merely asked thatyou might attend me for a moment."
"Well, it's all the same," said Guinn, who seemed, nevertheless, pleased with thecourtesy. "If there is something that I, in my capacity as host, can do to make yourstay here more pleasant, why, insofar as it lies within my ability and does not conflictwith my duties, I will do it."
"Well," said Kathana, "since you make such a frank and generous offer, I will beequally frank in accepting it."
"I ask nothing better," said the jailer, who was, moreover, becoming curious. Weshould say that Tazendra was as well, for she stared in amazement at this powerfulDragonlord who was speaking in such friendly terms to the Iorich.
"Well then, I have called you over that I might find out the terms ofimprisonment."
"That is only right," said the jailer. "They are: no communication with anyoneoutside, or even anyone inside, with the exception of your host"; here he bowed toindicate himself.
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"Very well, pass on."
"With that understanding, no paper or writing utensils are to be permitted."
"I understand. And next?"
"You are to be given four meals every day, which meals are to be served at theeighth hour past midnight, again at the thirteenth, then at the third hour past noon,and at the eighth hour past noon, and which meals will consist of roasted meats,fresh bread, any fruits which are in season, along with suitable wine; and you are inaddition to be allowed two hours each day in which to exercise in the yard, with saidexercise to begin at exactly noon."
"That is sufficient for me, I think, the more so as the cell is large enough forcalisthenics, if these are not forbidden."
"Not in the least."
"Well, and next?"
"You must not speak, even to me, of whatever crime brought you here; these areparticular orders for you and your friends, and do not apply to other prisoners."
"Very well, then, I understand. What else?"
"Those are the only restrictions, madam."
"Very well, but may I say something?"
"Of course, as your host, you may tell me anything at all, so long as it relates toyour accommodations."
"Well, I must tell you that this cell displeases me."
"How, it displeases you? In what way?"
"Oh, several ways."
"Well, perhaps we can see about another, my lady."
"Oh, that isn't necessary, this one can be put in good order, I think."
"Well, let us see, then, what needs to be done."
"First, we need a little wood for the fire."
"In the summer?"
"Yes. My companion suffers from the chill."
"How?" said Tazendra. "The chill? I suffer from no chill."
Kathana shot Tazendra a looking imploring her to keep silent, and said, "Yes,yes, the chill. She doesn't realize it herself, my good Guinn, but she has beenshivering in a most alarming manner."
"In fact," said Tazendra, "I do feel slightly cold."
"There, you see how it is? For her health, a fire is indispensable."
"Well, as you are a lady, you are allowed nine fagots of wood each day, and bark
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and twigs as needed. This is generally only granted when the weather is cold, butthere is no rule that says you may not have it now."
"Then you will see to it?"
"I will do so at once."
"We shall be in your debt."
"So, that is the fire seen to. What else?"
"Well, next, the walls are not clean to my standards."
"Ah, ah, you are fastidious?"
"It is a failing, but after all, we cannot change what we are."
"Well, that is true. But the servants, you perceive, are all busy."
"Well, then, don't trouble yourself about the servants; if you supply me with abucket of water and a scrub-brush, I will clean them myself."
"Well," said Guinn, "there is no difficulty in that. What next?"
"That is all, my dear jailer. If you could supply these things, well, I will be in yourdebt, I promise you."
"I will attend to them at once."
When the jailer had gone, Tazendra said, "I assure you, Kathana, I have no notionat all of what you are about."
"Oh, it is not such a great thing, but, as we may be here for some time, I mustfind amusement where I can."
"How, it amuses you to send our jailer for a pail of water and a few fagots?"
"No, but it will amuse me to get them."
"Why is that?"
"You will see by and by."
The jailer returned with the water, brush, and the wood. Kathana, after thankinghim, lost no time in starting a small fire, which, because of its size, did not make thecell intolerably hot. When the fire was well going, she at once applied the brush andthe water to the walls, with a thoroughness that indicated she may indeed have been acharwoman in some previous lifetime. Tazendra soon became bored with watchingher, and so, for no other reason, called for a second brush, with which, upon beinggiven it, she began to work with the Dragonlord in making the walls fairly shine.
When this had been done, the jailer returned to collect the bucket and brushes.Kathana begged to be allowed to keep the bucket, which she pretended made a morecomfortable chair than the pallet. Guinn allowed her to do so, and, when he hadgone, she gave a satisfied smile.
"Well?" said Tazendra. "And now?"
"Now, observe. Do you see these?"
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"They seem to be a few bristles from the brushes."
"Exactly. And this?"
"A piece of straw from your pallet."
"Well, observe what I am doing."
"You are pouring a small quantity of our drinking water into the bucket."
"And now?"
"You are adding ash from the fire, thus rendering the water unfit to drink."
"Exactly. And now?"
"Now you are dipping the straw into the water, and--the Orb! You are drawingon the walls!"
"Exactly. It will make the time pass quickly, don't you think?"
"You are as clever as, as Khaavren! And that is no small thing, for I know of noone more clever than he is."
Kathana bowed, and offered straw and bristles to Tazendra, who said, "But I donot paint."
"Well, but this is, as you yourself have remarked, more akin to drawing, and, bythe gods, everyone draws a little."
"Well, you are right, and I shall be honored to draw with you. Only--"
"Yes?"
"What shall we draw?"
"Why, scenes depicting our experience in the last few weeks."
"Well, yes, we could do that."
"We more than could, we ought to."
"And the reason, good Kathana?"
"The reason is that someone may ask about these drawings, and we will then tellhim, and in this way, word might get out of our predicament."
"It does not seem likely."
"With this I agree. But then, have you a better plan?"
"I admit that I do not."
"Well, and then?"
"Then, my dear Baroness, let us draw."
Accordingly, the two women at once set to work to make the cell, if not morebeautiful, at least more interesting, and to amuse themselves in the meantime.
Neither Uttrik nor Pel had the least interest in the cell they occupied. Pel took theopportunity to question his jailer, first, about the conditions under which they were
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incarcerated, next, upon the goings-on in the city, such as the jailer might know. AsPel was both clever and charming, he accordingly found out much more than thejailer realized. As for Uttrik, he was a campaigner, and, as such, knew how to makethe time pass under circumstances when he could do nothing else; accordingly, heslept.
And let us not forget Mica, who, not being a gentleman, was imprisoned in aroom with a score of Teckla, many of them ruffians of one sort or another, as wellas a good number of drunkards, tax-evaders, and debtors. One might suppose that,of the entire group, he would have been the most miserable, but nothing could befurther from the truth. The fact that he wore livery made him of interest to all, andthat he wore the livery of a Dzurlord was even more interesting. When we alsoconsider that this clever Teckla was a gifted speaker, and was both willing and ableto relate to his fellow-prisoners the details of the adventures he had been a part of,we may see that his status soon rose directly to the top of prison hierarchy. Heenjoyed this status with the honest pleasure a Teckla always takes in simpleenjoyments, and thus, though he would have preferred to be free, he was, in fact, thehappiest of the seven souls who had been incarcerated at the same time.
Yet, what a difference sixty hours can make, when those hours are spent inprison or in jail. To better understand this, we must make clear that there is adifference. Prison is where those who have been sentenced await execution of thatsentence, or take up residency if the judges have condemned them to confinementfor a greater or lesser period. Jail, on the other hand, is where those who are arrestedbut not yet convicted wait for the judges to determine their fate. There is nodifference in treatment, nor is there a difference even in location, but the difference inthe psychology of the prisoner is everything. While in jail, it is difficult to becomeresigned; while in prison, it is difficult to hope. For those, like our friends, who didnot know in which situation they were, the hours become burdens in increments thatwould require a mathematician to explain.
By the time they had been in for two days and two nights, Khaavren had given upeven trying to remain calm, and Aerich, the coolest of the Guardsmen, was stillengaged in crocheting, but his fingers trembled slightly as he worked.
Kathana and Tazendra had quite filled the walls of their cell with studies of eachother and reminiscences of their recent adventures, and had fallen into the unhappystage of criticizing their own work, after which it would only be a matter of a shorttime before they took to criticizing each other's, with unpleasant results sure tofollow.
Pel had become gloomy and silent, and sat brooding upon all the ways his planmight miscarry; he had even taking to chewing his lip. Uttrik, still trying to sleep butno longer able to, turned and moaned and twenty times adjusted the straw in hispallet.
Mica, though still not entirely unhappy, and still enjoying the glory of his statusamong the other prisoners, had begun to reflect that he didn't know how long hewould be imprisoned, if indeed, he was ever to be released at all, and these thoughts
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had taken much of the pleasure out of the enthusiasms with which his stories weregreeted; stories, moreover, that had nearly run out, for, as our readers ought to beaware by now, such deeds are much briefer in the telling than in the doing.
It was at just this point that Khaavren was disturbed--if such a word may beused in the case of a gentleman to whom any break in the dreary itinerary was arelief--by the arrival of Guinn, who informed Khaavren that he ought to accompanyhim to a chamber of questions, where a certain lady wished to speak with him.
It came to his mind that perhaps the lady was Illista; he therefore accompaniedGuinn with such alacrity that the Iorich was forced to hurry to keep up with him, andthere is no doubt that Khaavren would have left him behind if the Tiassa had knownwhere to go. Guinn, therefore, pointed out the room to him, indicated that he shouldenter at once, and explained that he would wait outside until the interview was at anend.
In this instance, Khaavren was not mistaken; upon being admitted to thequestioning room, he saw Illista herself, who was looking at him with an expressionof indescribable tenderness. Her toilette, it must be said, ill became her surroundings,for she had put on a blue ballgown, with a lace collar and high shoulders that set offher graceful neck and wide eyes, while on her feet were the sort of dainty slippersthat would belong rather to a parlor than a prison, yet all of this, as far as Khaavrenwas concerned, only increased her charm, and in an instant all of the emotions whichshe had first inspired in him, and which had, perhaps, faded slightly from absence,came roaring back like the waves of the Sundering Beach.
He rushed forward, and threw himself at her feet and covered her hands with ahundred kisses, while murmuring a thousand endearments. After allowing theseprotestations of his devotion to continue for some few moments, Illista bid Khaavrenrise, and said, "Well, I had hoped you might be here."
"How, you had I hoped I might be here? In prison?"
"That is, I meant that I had hoped to be able to find you, and, since you werenowhere else, I had hoped that I might have the chance to speak with you."
"Well, and you have that chance, and I, I have the chance to see you."
"Well, and so you do. But we haven't much time, and there are matters I wish tocommunicate to you."
Khaavren frowned. "Then you didn't come here to see me?"
"Well, yes, that first, and other things after."
"Other things? Such as, I hope, my release?"
"Yes, yes, that is what I intend, and, if you do what I say, I hope it will have thathappy result."
"How, do what you say?"
"Well, haven't you said you would help me?"
"I did, and, moreover, I have done so, or nearly. Kathana, had we not been
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arrested for reasons of which I am entirely ignorant, was about to surrender herselfto His Majesty. You understand, then, that the commission with which you entrustedme was, if not entirely successful--"
"Oh, that is of no consequence now."
"What? Of no consequence?"
"Exactly."
"You no longer care about whether your friend has been arrested?"
"Oh, I care, it is merely that things have changed."
"How, changed?"
"We now have other matters to consider."
"What other matters, then?"
Illista frowned, as if she feared to say too much, or didn't wish to say more thanshe had to in order to accomplish her objective. "Tell me first about your mission.You say Kaluma returned with you?"
"Indeed, yes, and she is in this very prison; no doubt, if you have managed togain entry to see me, you could arrange to see her as well."
"Yes, yes, I will certainly do so. But, you were saying?"
"I? What was I saying?"
"That is what I am asking you."
"Well, it must have been about the mission with which you entrusted me."
"Yes, that was it."
"Well, we have returned with Kathana, who is a charming lady--"
"Is she?"
"What, you don't know? I thought she was your friend."
"Well, yes, I know that she is charming. But what else?"
"What else? Well, she is also brave, and tolerably quick-thinking, and--"
"No, that is not what I meant to ask."
"Well?"
"What else about your mission?"
"Oh, well, we have secured peace with the Easterners, and--"
"What, peace?"
"Exactly; we have concluded a treaty with them."
"Upon what terms?"
"Well, in part they must surrender Sandyhome to the Empire--"
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"What?" cried Illista, in great distress. "They agreed to that?"
"They insisted upon it as a condition."
"But then--" she interrupted herself in order to bite her lip, either to keep herselffrom speaking or in response to some great emotion.
"Well?" said Khaavren, becoming more and more curious. "But then--"
"Oh, it is nothing."
"My dear Illista, you have now said that several times, and, if you will permit meto speak--"
"Oh, yes, speak freely."
"Well, it seems from the expression on your countenance that all of thesenothings, when taken together, amount to a great deal."
"Perhaps you are right."
"It also seems as if you are in some distress."
"What, I?"
"Well, perhaps I am in error. But, if you are--"
"Well, if I am?"
"Then I hope you will tell me what I can do, for, if I am to be released from heresoon, I will once more have the freedom to throw myself into the fire in order toserve you."
Illista smiled at this and said, "Then, do you love me a little?"
"Oh, you know that I do!"
"You will do what I ask of you, then?"
"Anything!"
"Then perhaps you can help me."
"I can imagine no greater happiness than that. Only--"
"Yes?"
"You must tell me what I am to do."
"Oh, you may rest assured, I will tell you."
"Then I am ready to obey."
"Without question?"
"Without question."
"No matter what you must do?"
"Anything!"
"So much the better."
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"Well, but tell me, for I am dying to know."
"This is it, then: you must kill a man."
"What, that is all? Cha! Once I am free, the thing is easily done."
"You will do so, then?"
"For you, with the greatest pleasure."
"Ah, that's all right then."
"Has he insulted you?"
"Yes," she said quickly. "That is it. He has insulted me, in a most cowardlymanner."
"Well, you have then only to name him, and I will find him and I will say, 'Youhave offended the Lady Illista, you will die now,' and then, by the light, I will strikehim through the heart," and, as he spoke, he made a pantomime of executing exactlythe thrust of which he spoke.
"Well," said Illista, "but suppose he is far from here?"
"Cha! That is of no consequence; I have just returned from the EasternMountains, I could go back, if necessary."
"So much the better," said Illista.
"And his name?"
"What if it is someone who is known to you?"
"Well then he will be that much easier to find."
"And you will find him, and kill him?"
"I have said so, I say it again. What is his name?"
"Adron e'Kieron."
"How, him?" said Khaavren, staring in amazement. "The protector of your friend,Kathana."
"Oh, he is a base coward, I assure you."
Khaavren frowned, endeavoring to clear up the confusion of his mind. "Well, but,are you sure?"
"Sure? I think I should know when I have been insulted."
"But, how did he insult you?"
"You said you would ask no questions."
"Well, that is true."
"And so?"
Khaavren frowned, and, for the first time, certain questions came into his mind.That Adron could have insulted Illista did not startle him, for anyone can feel
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insulted by anything; but he had seen Adron, and the thought that he was a cowardwas difficult for Khaavren to entertain. And yet, to think ill of Illista was beyond him.For a moment he was completely befuddled, but this is a condition which can neverexist for long within a mind like Khaavren's, a mind which acts like a fallow field, inwhich it is only necessary for a seed to touch it before this seed will sprout, althoughwith what fruit is not always apparent.
Khaavren's idea, in this instance, was to play his hand closer to his body, that is,to pretend to cooperate, and, as he did so, to ask a few more questions, for he wascertain that if he but gave Illista the chance, she would at once put his suspicions torest. Therefore, he answered her last question by saying, "I do not ask. Arrange formy freedom, and the freedom of my friends, and His Highness will die."
"Oh, your friends?"
"Well, that is only a small thing, and I am better with them, and in addition, I amcertain that you wish to free your friend, Kathana e'Marish'Chala."
"Oh, yes, of a certainty, but that can be attended to later."
Khaavren frowned once more. "Very well, at all events, once I am free I willsolicit an audience with His Majesty and inform him of the treaty, and he cannot fail,then, to release--"
"Oh, no," said Illista. "You must not mention the treaty."
"How, not mention it?"
"No, you must forget it entirely."
"But it will surely be known."
"How?"
"Why, Lord Adron--"
"You will kill him."
"Oh, that is true, I had forgotten. And yet, he will have the treaty upon hisperson."
"Well, after killing him, you will search him, and you will find this famous treaty,and you will bring it to me, or else destroy it."
"But, for what reason?"
"Have you forgotten again that you had promised to ask no questions?"
"Well, but what you ask is extraordinary."
"Extraordinary?"
"Think, Illista--peace with the Easterners for the first time, and diamonds for HisMajesty without useless bloodshed--"
"That is unimportant."
"How, unimportant?"
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"Yes, we are what matters, you and I. If we are to be together--"
"Yes?"
"You must do what I ask."
"And yet, in order to insure my friends' release from this prison--"
"Well, what does that matter, if you are free, and we are together?"
Now, ordinarily the thought that Illista had as much as promised herself to him ifhe completed his mission would have filled Khaavren's heart to bursting, but hisideas had been thrown into such confusion by her last statements that he scarcelynoticed this remark. It seemed to him that, if he did not possess this woman, hewould die, and yet, if he did, he must consent to leaving his friends in prison. Theseed had sprouted into that most wonderful and horrible of fruits: doubt, which, likethe strawberry, has a succulent taste, but has also a tendency to spread and spread,until it dominates whatever garden it has taken root in.
Illista's words served rather to fertilize these doubts than to inhibit them, andKhaavren bit his lips, while wondering how he ought to proceed.
The changes that flitted across his countenance were not entirely lost on Illista,who said, "Listen, my friend, if we are to be lovers, for that is what you want, is itnot? Well, I assure you that you are the sole keeper of my passion, and if we are tofulfill this mutual longing, well, certain sacrifices must be made. You understand, doyou not?"
She put forth all of her charms of voice and face, and they were considerable,and we would not be truthful if we did not admit that Khaavren was moved; yet hecould not forget how Uttrik had given up his vengeance out of love for Kathana, andthe most unselfish sort of love at that; and how Kathana, for the same reason, haddetermined to surrender herself to the Emperor, at the risk, perhaps of her life. Hethought of deserting his friends, and, with these examples before him, it seemedrepugnant to do so.
In fact, the Tiassa was thinking furiously, recalling this latest conversation froman entirely different view. It was as if Pel were softly urging him to questioneverything, while Tazendra touched his shoulder, reminding him of the duties offriendship, and Aerich looked at him somberly, as if asking if he ought, at thebidding of this woman, to murder a man who had shown him kindness. And yet--
And yet, there is no question that she was lovely beyond his dreams, and she hadthe sort of coquettish smile in her eyes that drives men mad. The thought that shewas within his reach burned, so that he still hesitated for a moment, filled with thatstrange emotion that lies midway between true love and the desire to possess, yetbalancing this with the memories of all that he had shared with his friends.
At last he sighed. "I cannot," he said.
"How, you cannot?"
"I cannot leave my friends. We must all leave here together. Surely you can
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arrange that--"
"But, they will speak, and no word of this agreement with the Easterners must beallowed to escape, or--"
"Well, or?"
"Or all my plans will be undone."
"What plans are these?"
"Ah, you persist with the questions."
"Well, and if I do?"
"Yet, you said--"
"Bah. You had said nothing about asking me to leave my friends to rot in prison."
"Well, you will not do that for me?"
"Not in a thousand years."
"Then you will allow my enemies to triumph over me? You, who claim you loveme, who claim you will do anything for me, who--"
"Friends who have saved my life a hundred times over? With whom I havefought, have killed, have bled, have eaten and drank? And you, who wish for mylove, desire to consign them to prison? Impossible!"
She drew herself up and stared at him coldly. "Prison? No, the Executioner'sStar."
Khaavren felt himself trembling as this awful name was pronounced. "What doyou say?"
"They will not languish long before they are brought to Justicer's Square, and youwith them. I might have saved you from that, but now it is too late."
"All of this for an insult?"
She looked at him with such an expression of mingled hate and contempt that anylesser man might have crumbled merely from the blow to self-love, coming, as thelook did, from one to whom he had poured out all the sincere devotion of his heart.And, moreover, to accompany this look, she said, "You are a fool. There was noinsult; it is policy. This treaty must never be consummated; therefore, all who knowof it must die. Do you think you have saved that fool, Adron? No, only now I mustcall in Seodra, who knows Jhereg who will perform for money the task you wouldnot perform for love. And with him will die the last, for your heads will already besealed beneath the marble slabs of the Square."
By now, Khaavren was filled with so many emotions, and those all locked inbattle with each other, that the fear of the ignominious death with which he wasthreatened meant nothing to him. His love for Illista was as strong as ever, yet nowwas combined with hatred and contempt in that oddest of appositions to which weare sometimes subjected. He adored her, yet he despised her, as if, looking upon hervisage, she was at once a goddess whom he ought to worship, and a reptile he ought
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to strike down.
He said, "Cha, you venomous yendi, I will denounce you."
"You? Denounce me? Ha. You will remain here, unable to communicate withanyone, until you are brought to the Square, and that will not be long, I assure you;two words to Seodra, a message to the Warlord, his Majesty's seal on a scrap ofpaper, and all is done."
"Perhaps," said Khaavren. "But I will denounce you from the Star as I amstrapped down."
"No," she said, smiling the way the chreotha might smile at the norska which hadblundered into its net. "For you will be gagged; it can be managed, and it will be.You could have had several days of pleasure with me before I cast you aside;instead you will have nothing except the axe. I hope you are happy with yourchoice." As she finished, she pulled a cord that was hanging near her head, at thesame time crying out, "Guinn! Come, escort me out of here, for I have nothing moreto say to this wretch." She rose, turned her back on Khaavren, and walked to thedoor. When it was opened, she turned back and gave one last glance of witheringcontempt, and left the room in flurry of skirts and hair.
Khaavren, unable to speak, was escorted back to his cell. Aerich, who could seethat something was amiss with his friend, was unable to find out what it was, forKhaavren was too stunned to speak, and, moreover, could find no reason forsharing the hopelessness of the situation with his friend. In fact, more than a fewtears fell from Khaavren's eyes as he lay on the straw pallet in his cell, nursing a griefrendered ten times worse by his unwillingness to share it. And we should add thatAerich, puzzled by Khaavren's misery, nevertheless partook of it to such a degreethat his recent joy at having avenged himself on Shaltre was all but wiped away.
It would not be unfair, then, to say that our friends were unanimous in beingmiserable, if to different degrees and in different ways. Happily, it was not long afterKhaavren's interview with Illista that they were called by Guinn to make themselvesas presentable as circumstances permitted, for they were to appear before an augustpersonage.
When Khaavren and Aerich were so informed, Khaavren's eyes flashed, and hesaid, "The executioner is an august personage?"
"How," said Guinn. "The executioner?"
"Well, is that not the individual to whom you have just done us the honor torefer?"
"I assure you I know nothing about it."
"Then you have no reason to think I'm wrong."
"Well, but I hope you are."
"That's kind of you."
"It is more likely," said Aerich, "to be the Emperor himself."
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Khaavren shook his head, but would not explain the reasons for his convictionthat Aerich was deceived. He made up his mind, however, to face the Star bravely,beginning with that very moment, so no one would be able to say he had shown fear.Accordingly, after they had made the best toilette possible in a cell without soaps orperfumes, Khaavren drew himself up and made a sign to Guinn and the other guardsthat they could proceed.
They were first brought into the light of day on what were called the Dark Stairs,which was an extremely wide, straight stairway that was one of three entrances intothe Wing; the others being the Justicer's Door and the Winged Stairs. The DarkStairs lead down into the dungeons of the Wing, or, more precisely in this case, upfrom the dungeons to the Pavilion of the Iorich. It was always watched by six pair ofguards, each consisting of one Phoenix Guard in the gold cloak, and the other anIorich Guard wearing a black hood and carrying a halberd. We should say thatKhaavren, Aerich, Pel, and Tazendra had each, at one time or another, had this duty,and it was one of the least favored, as the Iorich Guards were silent and grim, offduty as well as on. But, tedious as it was, it had never occurred to them that wouldsoon be passing by on their way to captivity, nor returning past them in the hope offreedom or expectation of immediate death, according to the thoughts of theindividual.
Fortunately, this week was the turn of Lanmarea's battalion to stand this duty, soneither in arriving nor departing had they seen anyone they recognized, which wouldhave embarrassed all concerned.
From the Dark Stairs they were invited into two carriages with the Iorich arms.Pel, Uttrik, Aerich, and Khaavren were bidden to enter the first, while the secondwas for Tazendra and Kathana. Mica was required to walk the distance, with twosilent Iorich Guardsmen flanking him, though it is only fair to say that seeing thedaylight again more than made up for the walk, which was not of a greater distancethan he had been accustomed to in any case.
Once in the coaches, they were informed that all speech was forbidden them,which Khaavren took as the final slab of marble over his head, though he saidnothing of the matter to his friends. There were six Iorich Guards, four in the coachand two on top, to see that this rule was obeyed, and that, furthermore, no attemptwas made by the prisoners at communication with the outside or at escape. Theycontented themselves, therefore, with such greetings and communications as couldbe given by smiles and grimaces. It should also be said that the windows of thecarriages were not only barred, but also enclosed in slatted iron coverings, so thatthey were not only stuffy, but almost completely dark, and, moreover, our friendscould not see where they were going, from which Khaavren assumed the worst.
At the end of the ride they were commanded to quit the carriage and, still flankedby Guards, they discovered that they were outside the Imperial Wing.
"What is this?" cried Khaavren, almost afraid to hope.
"Why," said Uttrik, "it is the Imperial Wing. Where had you thought--"
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"Silence," commanded the guard.
Aerich shrugged. They were brought into the Wing, where, after a wait of somefew minutes, during which time Mica was reunited with them, and also during whichtime Khaavren began to feel hope returning to him in all its effusion, they werebrought into the presence of His Majesty, the Emperor.
Chapter the Thirty-fourth
In Which His Majesty Attempts to Pick a Strand
Of Justice from a Nest Of Accusation,
And is Fortunate to Receive Help
«^»OUR FRIENDS, WITH the exception of Mica, were admitted to His imperialMajesty's presence in the Balcony Room, which was a narrow sitting room whichoverlooked the Embassy Hall. The Embassy Hall was one of the principal residencesof the courtiers, being a place where His Majesty was accustomed to greet officialvisitors on matters of State. Any time His Majesty deigned to appear there, the affairwas a serious, or at least, a formal one; therefore to be seen near His Majesty in thatroom bequeathed a certain status. Hence, a good number of those anxious toachieve this status, that is, to be considered someone upon whom it was worthwhileto bestow favors, would often spend their time wearying themselves against the hopethat the Emperor would appear.
The Balcony Room was a long, narrow place painted in light colors, dimly lit,and sparsely furnished. It looked down upon the scene we have described, and,though little used by many Emperors, had become a favorite place for Tortaalik tohave face-to-face meetings, because the fire was small, the furniture comfortable,and the general atmosphere more confined than spacious, which allowed him to feela certain intimacy from which he pretended he could better judge the true thoughtsand feelings of those whom he questioned.
Khaavren, along with his friends, was brought into this room, and directed tostand before His Majesty. Also present, we should add, were Lytra e'Tenith andCaptain G'aereth, at the left and right hand of the Emperor. The Captain's face waswithout expression, whereas the Warlord stared at Kathana with a look of coolcalculation.
Now, although Khaavren didn't know the thoughts of the Warlord, it is worthwhile to say two words about her state of mind. We have witnessed the quietconversation between Lytra and Allistar, during which he had informed her, that,whatever happened, it was vital that nothing of the truth come out; that is, althoughneither of them knew what had happened in the east, Allistar had become convincedthat Khaavren and his friends knew enough to compromise their plans, and had
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informed the Warlord of this circumstance. Lytra had, by this time, gone too far withG'aereth to permit her to back out of her agreement to press for an audience with HisMajesty, and, to her credit, had sufficient interest in justice to wish to see thisinterview take place, but now that it came to the point, as it were, her agile mine wasfilled with thoughts on how to prevent these troublesome individuals from ruiningeverything.
The prisoners filed in, and, as one person, bowed to His Majesty. Khaavren, withgreat difficulty, managed to conceal perhaps half of the agitation he felt at being forthe first time in the presence of the Emperor. Uttrik, if he felt any disease at all, wasable to conceal the whole of it. Tazendra was too concerned with the sort ofimpression she was making to allow room for anything as pedestrian as intimidation.Pel was deep in thought, and all of the wheels, if we may be permitted such anexpression, were turning rapidly as he made the various calculations his quick mindsuggested to him. Kathana had been in the presence of the Emperor several timesbefore his ascension to the throne, on the occasion of His Majesty doing her thehonor to view certain of her works, as he fancied himself a connoisseur of painting.Aerich, knowing exactly the position his rank entitled him to with respect to hisMajesty, had that confidence which comes from secure knowledge of one's placeand the duties attendant upon it Mica, as we have said, was not present
The reader ought to understand that, at the time of which we have the honor towrite, matters were often handled in a manner that today we would consider"highhanded," that is, the question of what degree of formality was appropriate tocertain cases was left to the Emperor's own sense of propriety. He could, if hechose, convene a full court of justicers and peers to hear the confession ortestimony of a prisoner, or he could, protected as he was by the Orb, simply listenand decide himself. The magnanimous and equal justice such as flows from our ownEmpress, whom the gods preserve, was then, if not entirely unknown, at least notexpected as a matter of course.
In this case, the Warlord and the Captain had come before His Majesty and madeclaims of injustice, and begged him humbly to hear the matter himself. Now, asTortaalik as well acquainted with history, and as "injustice" has been the mostcommon pretext which the House of the Dragon has used to make war upon thethrone. His Majesty felt inclined to give the Warlord complete satisfaction. Yet notso much, as we may have implied, from fear of the consequences--it was as yet fartoo early in the Phoenix reign for any such considerations to be appropriate--asfrom the certain knowledge that he would find himself explaining his conduct to HisDiscretion the Duke of Wellborn, and he knew very well how unpleasant suchdiscussions could be if he had not acted in a manner that he, himself, wouldconsider correct and honorable.
His Majesty, therefore, after bringing together those who had brought thecomplaint with those to whom the complaint referred, was disposed to listen with asmuch impartiality as he could bring to bear. The Orb, slowly circling his head,reflected this impartiality by emitting a pale yellow color.
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"Well, then, my lords and ladies," he said. "I know some of you. You are theBaroness Kaluma, who stand accused of the murder of the Marquis of Pepperfield.And you are the Marquis's son, are you not? I believe you are called Uttrik, and, untilrecently, dwelt in the North Pinewood Hold, on the estates of the Pepperfields, andare Baronet of Kurakai."
These two bowed to acknowledge His Majesty's perspicacity, but said nothing.
"As to the rest of you, I perceive that you are Guardsmen, and, from certaininsignia, that you are of the Red Boot Battalion, commanded by our own CaptainG'aereth. But I do not know your names, and I wish to, for I am greatly interested inwhat you have to tell me."
Aerich spoke first, giving his name and protesting his devotion to His Majesty.
"How, Aerich? That is not the name of a Lyorn."
"I beg Your Majesty's pardon. It is the name under which I have taken service inthe Guards. Otherwise, if it please Your Majesty, I am Temma, Duke Arylle, Countof Bramoor, and before Your Majesty I also lay claim, at this moment, to the countyof Shaltre, which is mine according to the customs of my House."
At this his Majesty started, and narrowed his eyes. The Orb darkened for amoment, becoming faintly red, then returned to its neutral yellow. Tortaalik said,"We will see about that by and by. And you?"
"I am Tazendra," said the Dzurlord. This time, it was Lytra e'Tenith who started,and then an expression of anger crossed her features, as this name was not onlyknown to her, but had unpleasant associations.
Tortaalik frowned. "What, another assumed name?"
"I have renounced my titles, Sire."
"Renounced them? Well, but tell me the titles you have renounced."
Tazendra looked unhappy and said, "Does Your Majesty truly command this?"
"And if I do?"
"Then, I will tell you, although I am not proud of my name, Sire, wherefore I haverenounced it for all time."
His Majesty shrugged and said, "We will call you Tazendra, then. And next?"
"I am Pel," said the Yendi, bowing gracefully.
"Ah," said the Emperor, with a small smile. "Well, I will not question your namefurther, for that is the name that has come to my ears, and it has sounded inconnection with actions that were, if perhaps not entirely noble, at least not lackingfinesse."
Pel bowed.
Tortaalik said, "And you, my good Tiassa?"
"I am Khaavren of Castlerock."
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"What is this?" said His Majesty, laughing. "A Guardsman who gives his truename?"
"It is the only one I have, Sire," said Khaavren.
"Well, well, and no titles to go with it?"
"Our lands were sold ten hundreds of years ago, Sire," said Khaavren.
"Ah, well, there is no shame in that," said His Majesty. "But now, it seems to meyou have stories to tell?"
"If it please Your Majesty," said Pel, "we hope to make them good ones."
"I ask nothing better. Who is to begin?"
Kathana stepped forward and said, "I am willing, for I came to the city with theintention of surrendering myself to Your Majesty, and, for me, to be arrested is nomore than I expected."
"Very well, what have you to say? For you are, you know, charged with nothingshort of murder."
"I can only say, Sire, that I am guilty, that I repent of my action, and am entirelywilling to submit to whatever justice Your Majesty may require."
"That is clear enough. What does the son of the murdered man say to this?"
"Sire," said Uttrik. "For my part, since she repents, I absolve her."
"You absolve her?" said Tortaalik.
"If it please Your Majesty, I even forgive her, for she is honestly repentant, and,moreover, we have fought side by side, so that I know something of her character,and I believe, though I do not say it without pain, that she was provoked."
"Well, well," said His Majesty. "We will consider this later. Let us pass on to therest of you. Who will speak next in answer to the charges?"
Khaavren bowed and said, "Sire, we cannot speak, for we are entirely ignorant ofwhat these charges consist."
"How, you don't know of what crimes you stand accused?"
"Not the least in the world," said Khaavren.
"But," said Pel, bowing, "we are anxious to find out."
"Well, it is easily stated. You are accused of the murders of Count Shaltre andLord Garland."
"How, murder?" said Tazendra. "Impossible."
"I think, my lady," said the Emperor, the Orb turning a cold blue, "that you aredisputing with me."
"We humbly beg Your Majesty's pardon," said Pel coolly. "It was amazement atthese charges that caused my companion's outburst. We assure you that nodisrespect was intended."
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While he spoke, Lytra was whispering in the Emperor's ears, and the Orb's colorturned into a blue that was like ice. His Majesty said, "Well, and what, also, of themurder of the Cavalier Kurich, the younger brother of the Warlord, which took placein the seclusion of the archery range attached to the sub-wing of the Imperial Guardshortly before these gentlemen left the city?"
"How, murder?" said Tazendra.
Aerich said, "Sire, the word is hard."
"Well, what then of the deed?"
"Oh," said Tazendra carelessly. "The deed was easy enough."
Lytra turned pale, and shot a glance full of anger, first, at Tazendra, then atG'aereth, who withstood the shot with the cool silence he had maintained since theinterview began.
Khaavren said, "If Your Majesty will permit me?"
Tortaalik scowled, but nodded.
"It seems to me that there are, at issue, four murders, which are: Pepperfield,Kurich, Shaltre, and Garland."
"Yes, yes," said the Emperor impatiently. "What then?"
"May I have permission to speak of them individually?"
"Very well."
"As to the first, then, the Baroness has, as you have heard, confessed her guilt,but I hope to show Your Majesty that she has more than made up for her error."
"We will see. Go on."
"As to Kurich, well, Sire, I saw the entire affair, and if it had not all the trimmingsof a duel, well, Kurich asked for the meeting, and agreed to the terms, and he foughttolerably well, and died bravely. I do not think he would have wished to see aprosecution against the Lady Tazendra. Moreover, if Your Majesty will condescendto question his seconds, the Cavaliers Uilliv and Rekov, we believe so firmly thatthey are honorable gentlemen, that we will stand by whatever they might say on thematter."
Lytra bit her lip and looked at his Majesty, who said, "We will come back to this,too. What of Shaltre?"
"I beg you to believe that this was in no sense a murder, Sire. Aerich challengedhim before witnesses, those being ourselves, as well as Lord Garland and LordAdron e'Kieron, all of whom can testify that, in response to this challenge, Shaltreinitiated a cowardly attack on Aerich, who merely defended himself."
"As for Adron," said his Majesty grimly, "we will have our own dealings withhim. Garland cannot so testify, for he has also been murdered. What have you to sayto that?"
"That we are entirely unaware of it. He was alive when we saw him last, and
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running on foot through the mountains. It may be that some mischance happened tohim, but I assure you we are unaware of it, and had no part in it."
Tortaalik frowned and said, "In fact, it may be that he still lives, we have nocertain knowledge beyond the fact that he has neither returned, nor has there beenany message from him. But it could be that he will appear."
"We ask nothing better, Sire," said Khaavren.
"Well, and, concerning the accusations with respect to Kurich, Garland, andShaltre, will all of you be willing to testify under the Orb?"
Aerich looked at the Orb coldly, then bowed to His Majesty. "If the word of agentleman is not deemed sufficient, Sire, well, I will submit."
"As will we all," said the others.
Lytra leaned over and whispered to the Emperor, who nodded. "Only one will benecessary, I think," said His Majesty. Lytra whispered once more, after which HisMajesty said, "It is our pleasure that this gentleman, Khaavren, answer ourquestions."
"Well," said Khaavren, "I will be happy to stand below the Orb and answer anyquestions Your Majesty may wish to put to me."
"I will not ask the questions, I will allow Her Excellency the Warlord that honor."
Khaavren bowed to Lytra, and as Khaavren studied the expression on her face,her realized that she would be directing all of her resources to attempting to trap him,or to prevent him from telling what he knew. He glanced at G'aereth, who stoodmutely, but, by his expression, warned Khaavren to be careful.
"Well, and is this acceptable to the rest of you?"
"It is. Sire," they said.
"That's well, then. Apropos, you may await without, and you will be informedwhen I have made a decision." There was nothing to say to this, so Khaavren'sfriends left. On the way out, Pel whispered, "Have a care; this Dragon is tricky."
"Well, I will be careful."
"That is right," said Pel.
Khaavren bowed to signify that he was ready, noting with pleasure that G'aerethhad been retained as witness. The Orb moved away from the Emperor and begancircling Khaavren's head. He did not even glance at it, but rather looked at Lytra witha patient and frank expression.
"I await Your Excellency," he said.
"Well, then, I will begin."
"I am anxious for you to do so."
"This, then, is my first question, when you last saw Lord Garland, what was hiscondition?"
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"His condition, Excellency?" said Khaavren. "Well, he was healthy. I do not thinkhealth would excuse his failure to deliver--"
"You will confine yourself to answering the questions, young Sir," said Lytra.
"And yet--" began Khaavren.
"Stop," said Tortaalik sternly. "The Warlord is conducting this investigation. Youmust only answer the questions Her Excellency does you the honor to ask."
"Yes, Sire," said Khaavren, who began to tremble with frustration.
Lytra, who either did not notice or did not care about Khaavren's condition, said,"You say he was healthy?"
Khaavren took a deep breath in an effort to recover his composure. "It seemedlikely," he said.
"How could you tell?"
"Well, he was not wounded, and he was running."
"How, running? Where was he running to?"
"The mountains, Excellency."
"Well, and what was he running from?"
Khaavren winced; the bolt had struck its mark. "From us, Excellency."
"Running from you?"
"It is as I have the honor to tell Your Excellency."
"But then, he was frightened?"
"It seemed likely, Excellency."
"As if his life was in danger?"
"That was exactly it, Excellency; he ran as if he feared for his life."
"From you?"
"And my friends, yes, Excellency."
"Well, then, let us pass on."
"How, pass on? But it seems to me--"
"You must merely answer the questions you are asked," said the Warlord.
Khaavren looked at His Majesty, who was frowning as he considered the matter,and at G'aereth, who was biting his lips so hard the blood ran, and he saw the sort ofgame this Dragonlord was playing. "Ah, you fool," he said to himself. "You shouldnever have let them trap you into answering this way. This is Pel's sort of match, hewould have talked this asker-of-pointed-questions into circles. Aerich would haveastounded them with his dignity, and made her ask the necessary questions, andTazendra would have burst out with the truth before they could stop her."
"As to Count Shaltre," said the Warlord, smiling as if she had her prey trapped.
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"You say he attacked the Duke of Arylle."
"Oh, yes, Excellency; he drew his blade and swung at Aerich's head as if hewould send it over the cliff, some two leagues distant."
"But then," said Lytra, "did he seem frightened?"
"Well, in fact, Excellency, he did appear to me to be terrified."
"And what reason could you give for his terror?"
"Well, Aerich had challenged him, and--"
"In what terms was the challenge issued?"
"Well, Aerich said he would kill him."
"But then, Arylle is a Lyorn warrior, and did Shaltre not insist that, by thecustoms of his House, his Lordship could not attack Shaltre."
"Yes, but Aerich explained--"
The Emperor said, "Only answer the question, young man."
"Yes, Sire," said Khaavren, trembling.
"Well," said Lytra, "and was Arylle, that is, your accomplice Aerich, prepared toattack him anyway?"
"That is, he--"
"Yes or no, Sir Khaavren."
"Well, yes." G'aereth had turned completely white, and was trembling from headto foot.
"So that," continued Lytra, "in fact, Shaltre only made his attack fromdesperation, as he thought he was about to die, struck down by one who he knewwas handily able to kill him, is that not the case?"
"It is," said Khaavren, grimacing.
Lytra turned to the Emperor. "Your Majesty can plainly see that Shaltre, thoughhe struck the first blow, was murdered in effect, and Garland driven off in fear forhis life, no doubt to die in the mountains."
Khaavren started to speak, but the Emperor cut him off with a gesture andaddressed the Captain. "Lord G'aereth, have you anything to say before I pronouncethe sentence?"
The Captain's face had become very pale. It was clear that he knew what Lytrawas doing, but as he did not know what had actually occurred, he was unable toformulate a question that would allow Khaavren to make the necessary explanations.The others in the room, at that moment, also looked at the Captain, with curiosity ortriumph, according to their interest and nature.
The Emperor opened his mouth, and the Tiassa, for a moment, could almost readthe future: His Majesty would call for the Guards to take him away, and he and his
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friends would be imprisoned for a short time, and then they would be executed, theirstory untold, the treaty unfulfilled, and their enemies laughing as the headman's axefell.
It is undeniable that, in this imperfect world, examples of injustice abound, and, inthis regard, perhaps Khaavren ought not to have been astonished at what was takingplace, yet he had never, himself, been in the presence of such monstrousundertakings; much less had he been the victim. And, in the agony of his mind, notknowing what he was doing, he fastened his last, imploring look on the Captain, hislast remaining hope, and silently mouthed the name, "Kurich."
The Captain had, in fact, been looking at him, but, to Khaavren's dismay,G'aereth did not seem to have noticed; even if he had, it is no simple matter to read aname from silent lips, and the sending of thought from mind to mind requires bothtraining and a closer connection between people than they had had time to build up,in spite of Khaavren's hope that desperation would serve to make up for the lack ofthese requirements.
The captain grunted, as if he were surrendering to fate, and Khaavren's last hopedied as G'aereth said, "Well, Sire, I must confess I think them guilty one and all."
"I agree," said Tortaalik, "and I am happy to see that you don't defend murderersmerely because they wear your uniform."
"Well, so far am I from wishing to defend them, that I will go further than yourMajesty has, and say they must be guilty as well of killing poor Kurich."
Khaavren's heart began beating once more, as the feint breath of hope came oncemore to his veins.
"Oh," said Lytra, hastily, looking at G'aereth suspiciously. "For my part, I believethem on that score."
"How?" said G'aereth, with an incredulous expression on his face. "You wouldlet them escape justice for that crime?"
"If they are to be hanged at the Corner of Tears or beheaded in JusticersSquare," said Lytra, shrugging, "then it matters little how many crimes we hang orbehead them for."
Khaavren held his breath, trembling, hardly daring to listen as his fate hung in thebalance, not knowing if this final card he had played was high enough to win thestake.
"Well, I don't agree," said G'aereth. "And, when they are brought to the gallows,or the Star, I wish to hear the charges read in their entirety."
"Oh, I have no quarrel with that," said Lytra. "Let us include, then, the matter ofKurich."
"You can not mean that," said G'aereth.
"How, not?"
"We cannot charge them thus without proving the crime as we have so effectually
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proved the others."
"But then--"
"No, my lady, I insist, with His Majesty's permission, that you interrogate him onthe subject of Kurich's death."
"Yes, yes," said Tortaalik, who had not at all understood the significance of thisinterplay. "Let us be complete by all means."
Lytra said, "Well, then, I will do so."
"It will be for the best," said G'aereth.
"Sir Khaavren," said Lytra.
"I am ready, Excellency," said Khaavren, who had understood the Captain'sgambit, and was racking his brains to find a way to make use of it.
"Was Kurich killed in a fair and just fight?"
"Yes, my lady," said Khaavren.
"Well," said Lytra, breathing a sigh of relief, "there it is done, and it seems wewere wrong."
"Bah," said the Captain. "Impossible."
"But you have heard what he said, and the Orb showed no falsehood."
"Well, but perhaps your Excellency didn't question him as thoroughly as shecould have. Perhaps they sought a quarrel with Kurich for just the purpose to findingan excuse to kill him."
"Nevertheless, it is true that, if it was a fair fight, my poor brother would have notwished the lady to be held accountable as if it were murder."
"Bah," said G'aereth once more. "Come, Excellency, ask about the cause of thequarrel, then we will know everything, and there will be no more doubts on anysubject."
Lytra bit her lip, but at last she said, "Well, then, Cavalier Khaavren, what didTazendra and Kurich quarrel about?"
"Excellency, Tazendra happened to disturb Kurich while he was on duty guardinga private conversation between yourself and--"
"That will do."
"How," said G'aereth, "you do not wish him to complete his thought?"
"We have our answer."
"And yet, I am curious."
"Oh, but it has no bearing--"
"Well," said Tortaalik, "if it comes to it, I am curious, too. Finish what you weresaying, young man."
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Khaavren bowed, took a deep breath, and said, "a private conversation betweenthe lady Lytra and Garland's master."
The Emperor frowned. "Garland's master? That is to say, me?"
"No, Sire."
"How, Garland had another master than me?"
"Yes, Sire."
"Who?"
"The lady Seodra."
"How, Seodra? My chief advisor?"
"Yes, Sire."
"What do you tell me?"
"That Garland obeyed the orders of Seodra."
"What orders?"
Lytra said, "Sire--"
"Hold your tongue, Lytra," said the Emperor. "Sir Khaavren, I say again, whatorders?"
"Why, the same orders she gave Count Shaltre."
"She gave orders to Count Shaltre?"
"Orders, or requests for help in her intrigues. Sire; I am not always aware of thedifferences."
Tortaalik stared at the Orb, but it was emitting a pure red glow of truth.
"What sort of order, then?"
"Such as the order to allow my friends and myself to be killed by the Easterners,Sire."
"What Easterners?"
"The ones who invaded Pepperfield."
"How, Easterners invaded Pepperfield?"
"Yes, Sire, it is as I have had the honor to tell your Majesty."
"Impossible," said Lytra, who was, this time, truly astounded.
G'aereth shrugged. "The Orb cannot be fooled," he said complacently.
"But then," said Tortaalik, "was there no one to stop the invasion?"
"There was Lord Adron, Sire, who had brought with him an army with which tocapture us, and then wished to fight the Easterners."
"Well, and it was well thought. Did he then, engage them?"
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"He was prevented, Sire."
"How, prevented? By whom?"
"Lord Garland and Count Shaltre, who had been given power over him, and usedit to keep him from engaging the Easterners."
"What power?"
"I believe it was a piece of paper with Your Majesty's seal."
"Ah, the Horse, that is true. They ordered him not to fight the Easterners?"
"As I have had the honor to inform Your Majesty."
"But then, why?"
"Because they wished to allow the Easterners to kill us."
"To kill you? For what reason?"
"Because we were bringing Kathana e'Marish'Chala back with us, and thisdisrupted their plans."
"What plans?"
"To see to it that the e'Kieron line was not given the estate of Pepperfields."
"Why should they care which line of Dragons is given the estate?"
"Because they, that is, Seodra, had made bargains with certain Dragonlords."
"What sort of bargains?"
"Ones that would allow her to remain in power as Your Majesty's advisor, andwould, moreover, embroil the Empire in a war over the diamond mines."
Tortaalik shook his head as if to clear it, and studied the Orb once more, but itcontinued to argue the truth of Khaavren's words. At last he said, "So, then, LordAdron did not attack the Easterners?"
"He wished to, but, once he saw the orders from Your Majesty's hands, he couldnot disobey."
Tortaalik wiped sweat off his forehead with the cuff of his golden robe. "So,then, Lord Adron withdrew?"
"No, Sire."
"He did not? But, why?"
"Because then, Sire, Aerich accused Shaltre of treason, which gave him groundsto challenge him, and he further accused Garland of the same."
"And that is when Shaltre attacked him?"
"And when Garland ran off, yes, Sire."
"Well, and then Adron attacked the Easterners?"
"Oh, by then it was unnecessary."
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"How, unnecessary?"
"We had concluded a peace agreement, saving only Your Majesty's willingness topartake in it."
Tortaalik stared at this complacent young Tiassa who was announcing theseamazing things as if he spoke of matters of no importance. "A peace agreement?"
"Yes, Sire. With the Empire."
"Of what sort?"
"That we would no longer raid their country for horses, that they would no longerinvade, that we would allow them to grow peppers, and--"
"Yes, and--?"
"That they would deliver to us the country of Sandyhome."
"What? And they agreed to this?"
"As I have the honor to inform your Majesty."
"But, who concluded this agreement?"
"I had that honor, Sire."
"What? You negotiated this peace?"
Khaavren bowed.
"And for this, you were arrested?"
"No, Sire, we were arrested to make sure we didn't tell Your Majesty of what wehad done, because that would have compromised Seodra to Your Majesty. Shetherefore caused Lanmarea to have us arrested and, moreover, to keep us silent."
"Which was why," put in G'aereth, "the orders were that the prisoners couldspeak to no one, and why, had it not been for our good fortune, Pel's cleverness andYour Majesty's willingness to hear the case, these brave souls would have diedwithout ever being able to tell you of the peace they had concluded."
Tortaalik was, by this time, shaking. He said, "Well, is that all?"
"Nearly," said Khaavren.
"What, there is more?"
"Only this: Lord Garland never delivered the letter to Lord Adron from yourMajesty, which is why he did not return with us. We found the letter in Garland'spouch, which he left behind when he ran."
"Then, Lord Adron is coming?"
"He asked us to beg his excuses for a short time, Sire, for he was just setting outfor the city, as Your Majesty commanded, when he was informed of the birth of hisfirst child."
"Ah, ah," said the Emperor. "Well, that is worth a little delay."
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Khaavren bowed. "I am glad Your Majesty thinks so."
The Emperor then turned to Lytra. "And you," he said. "What have you to say toall of this?"
Lytra had, during Khaavren's speech, been growing more and more pale, until, bythe end, she looked the way G'aereth had a few minutes before. But she said, "Sire,it is true that I have been involved with Seodra in attempting to win the Pepperfieldestates for my line, but I assure your Majesty that I had no notion that she had goneso far. I will happily testify under the Orb, if you wish."
"That is exactly my desire," said Tortaalik coldly. Lytra bowed.
G'aereth said, "I beg leave to point out to Your Majesty that Her Excellency wasinstrumental in bringing these prisoners before Your Majesty, rather than allowingthem to be killed unheard."
"Hmmm. That is true. Very well, Lytra, we will, for now, accept that you areinnocent of treason."
"Thank you, Sire," she said, giving G'aereth a look full of gratitude.
"Well, then," said the Emperor, "call in your friends."
Aerich, Tazendra, Pel, Uttrik, and Kathana were brought in, and Tortaalik said,"Well, my friends, you have been busy, haven't you?"
They bowed, not knowing what to say.
"I caution you, however, concerning the matter of history."
"History, Sire?" said Pel.
"Yes, indeed. I wish to be remembered as a great Emperor. Well, if you continuedoing the sorts of things you've been doing, The Horse, no one will remember me atall." He laughed. "Come now, here are your swords back; I had taken the precautionof having them brought in case they would be needed, and, in faith, I'm glad I did.Put them on, you look naked without them."
"Thank you, Sire," they said, and hastened to do as he had asked. "In faith," saidTazendra, strapping her greatsword over her back, "I felt naked without it."
"Sire," said Kathana, "even me?"
"Ah, yes. Well, in your case, Baroness, I have had to consider."
"I will be honored to hear the results of your Majesty's considerations."
"This is it, then: you are pardoned, on the condition that you serve fifty-sevenyears in the Phoenix Guards; which should not be much of a hardship, as you seemto have some friends there."
"Your Majesty is wise as well as merciful," said Kathana, bowing her face bothfrom respect and because his Majesty's decision had filled her with emotion.
"Well, and the rest of you, as you have gathered, you are held innocent of allcharges, and are free from this moment."
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"Thank you, Sire," they said with one voice.
"And, as it is my wish that you should drink to my health, here," dug around hispockets and found a purse, which he handed to Khaavren. "I give you these tenImperials in the hopes that you will drink my health many times in they days to come,for I shall be drinking yours before the entire court."
He silenced their protestations of thanks with a gesture, and said, "That is all.But, apropos, keep your ears to the sky, and your eyes to the ground, as the Hawkssay, for you will be hearing from me."
Once outside the chamber, Khaavren was at once asked to detail all that hadtranspired with his Majesty. "There is time for that later," he said.
"You mean," said Tazendra, "when we have returned home?"
"Yes, but I don't mean to return home directly."
"Well, and why not?" said Uttrik.
"Because, my friends, we are not yet finished."
"How, there is more to be done?" said Tazendra.
"Indeed there is."
Uttrik laughed. "Let us be about it then; in faith, at this moment I should bewilling to battle the Enchantress of Dzur Mountain."
"Well," said Khaavren, "you may not be far from doing so. Come with me; I willexplain as we walk."
"But," said Tazendra, "to where are we walking?"
"Why, through these doors, and up this stairway."
"Which leads?"
"To another stairway."
"Well, and then?"
"And then, down a pretty little hallway."
Tazendra shrugged, as if realizing that she was not to get an answer to herquestion, and should resign herself to waiting for it. When they arrived, Khaavrensaid, "Remember, all of you, that the countersign will be, 'Crionofenarr.'"
"Countersign?" said Tazendra.
"Hush," said Khaavren. "You will understand all soon enough."
Khaavren came to a door, and, desiring his friends to remain hidden for themoment, he clapped. The door was opened by a rather young chambermaid, whoinquired what he could want.
"To see your mistress."
"Well, and whom should I announce?"
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"A messenger."
"From?"
"From a certain Jhereg, whose name I am unwilling to give, but with whom I amcertain she is acquainted."
"Very well, I will deliver this message."
In less time than it takes to tell of it, the Athyra came to the door, and, judging byher countenance, her ire had been roused. Upon seeing Khaavren, who had placedhis cloak out of sight beside the door, she said, "What sort of game is Fayaavikplaying, to send a messenger to me, here?"
At which Khaavren bowed, saying, "Fayaavik? Thanks, madam, that is all Iwished to know."
He bowed again and made as if to leave, but Seodra called him back, saying,"Who are you?"
"How, you don't know me?"
"Not the least in the world."
"You have had me threatened, beaten, nearly assassinated, and brought me withinan inch of the Executioner's Star, and yet you do not know my countenance?"
Her eyes grew wide. "You are--"
"Khaavren, madam."
Her eyes narrowed, and she looked like some sort of loathsome beast as sheraised her hands as if she would cast a spell on the Tiassa, but at that moment,Aerich appeared next to him, while Tazendra, Pel, Uttrik, and Kathana took positionsbehind him.
"Gently, madam," said Khaavren, drawing his blade. "I should hate to have totaint my sword with your blood."
Seodra looked at the numbers ranged against her, and the grim expressions ontheir faces, and realized that her position was hopeless. Khaavren forced her back,and the companions entered her apartments. "Well," he said. "We had thought toleave after having learned what we wished to learn, but it is clear that you cannot betrusted. No matter. This gentleman, the Cavalier Pel, is going to visit your friendFayaavik with me, while these others will wait for you. When I have repeated to youthe countersign, which these gentlemen already know, you will tell them, and they willcourteously depart. Do you understand?"
Seodra glared at him, but only said, "How will you give me the countersign if youare not here?"
Khaavren pulled a small disk from his pocket. "Why, madam, I will use thischarming device, which I took from Lord Garland's pouch, and which, no doubt heused to ask you how to go about killing me. I am entirely certain that, if I try myutmost, it will direct my thoughts in your direction such that you will hear them. Cha!
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If it worked across half the continent, it will work across half the city, don't youthink?"
Seodra gritted her teeth but said nothing. Accordingly, Khaavren took Pel andtwo of them left the Palace together. Pel said, "Khaavren, you are a great man, I tellyou so. But tell me, how are you going to find Fayaavik? Do you know him?"
Khaavren smiled ingeniously. "I will find him in the easiest possible manner; I willask you."
"How, you pretend I know him?"
"Perhaps. In any case, you know Jhereg who know him."
"You think so?"
"Well, it is not for nothing that you have spent your turns of duty making friendswith every Jhereg in town; you must know something."
Pel smiled, "Well, I think you are nearly correct."
In fact, it took Pel only a couple of tries before he found someone who waswilling to direct them to Fayaavik, who lived, or, at any rate, worked out of a smallroom above a cabaret on Blind Street. Gold cloaks flashing, they had no troublegaining admission to him.
Fayaavik, on seeing the two Guardsmen, was courtesy personified, asking if therewere any service he could perform for them.
"Nothing, I hope," said Khaavren pleasantly. "But we can perform one for you."
"For me? What have I done to deserve this honor?"
"I hope nothing," said Khaavren. "And, moreover, I hope you will continue to donothing."
The Jhereg, who was no one's dupe, said, "With respect to what?"
"With respect to Seodra's request that you cause to be assassinated his HighnessAdron e'Kieron."
"What?" cried Fayaavik. "Do you pretend--"
"Do not trouble yourself to deny it, Sir Jhereg," said Khaavren. "For we have nointerest in hearing your protestations. We have only this to say: If anything happensto his Highness, we will come for you; and if you escape the Justicers, I promise thatyou will not escape us."
This being said, they turned and left, stopping only long enough for Khaavren tomake use of the disk in order to reach Seodra and to say to her the word,"Crionofenarr." After she had repeated it to be certain she had it right, Khaavren andPel turned toward home.
Meanwhile, Aerich, Tazendra, Kathana, and Uttrik took their leave of Seodra, andfound Mica patiently and confidently awaiting them. They took him back to theirhouse on the Street of the Glass Cutters, where they met up with Khaavren and Pel,who were just arriving.
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Srahi had, to their surprise, kept the house in some semblance of order. Theyintroduced the two Teckla, who looked at other with suspicion, whereupon they leftthem to work out whatever differences or similarities they might find in each other'scharacter, after arranging for a pallet for Mica and couches for Uttrik and Kathana,who they insisted be their guests.
Early the next morning, our friends, that is, those four with whom we began ourstudy, were awakened by a messenger who required their presence at the DragonWing, in the closet of Captain G'aereth. They arrived with a promptness that gavecredit to their youthful powers of recuperation, and made their reports. The Captain,after admitting them, made no mention whatsoever of their journey, except to saythat, now that they were back, they ought to resume their duties at once.
"Well," said Aerich mildly. "You have, then, a duty for us?"
"I do, and I expect it to be carried out at once, with dispatch and precision."
"We only await your orders, Captain," said Pel.
"Then I shall you give you the first of the orders I have received from hisMajesty. Here it is." And he put into Tazendra's hand, for she happened to beclosest, a written order. The Dzur read it, then read it a second time, and yet a third.
Pel said, "Read it aloud, if you please."
"Well then," said Tazendra. "Here it is: 'Order to arrest the Lady Seodra wherevershe may be found, and to convey her to the prisons in the Iorich Wing. (Signed)Tortaalik.'"
"Well," said Khaavren. "And the second?"
"Here it is."
This time Tazendra read, "'Order to hold the Lady Seodra in my prisons in theIssola Wing. (Signed) Tortaalik'"
"Well?" said the Captain.
"It will be a pleasure," said Khaavren, and--it is to their credit we say it--in lessthan an hour Seodra had been arrested in her apartments and conveyed to the prisonwhich, thirty hours before, had contained our friends.
The arrest being complete, the companions, as they had promised, repaired totheir favorite hostel, where, being joined by Kathana and Uttrik, with Mica serving atthe table, Khaavren related the entire conversation with Tortaalik, after which theydrank the health of his Majesty until well into night.
Conclusion
«^»
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SOME MONTHS AFTER the events we have had the honor to relate, we can findour friends, Khaavren, Aerich, Tazendra, Pel, and Mica, once more riding on thelong road across the pushta, back toward Dragaera City from the EasternMountains. In their pockets are leaves of absence which are due to expire soon.
Pel, who happened to be riding next to Aerich, said, "I think the journey has beena good one; our young friend seems to have recovered from the blow."
Aerich shrugged, as if to say, "One never fully recovers from the first betrayal oflove."
Tazendra, who rode next to Khaavren, said, "Well, my lord Ensign, I hope youwere delighted with the ceremony."
"Indeed yes," said Khaavren with a bit of a start, for he had not quite gotten usedto his new rank. "Lord Adron carried it off in fine style; it was kind of him, after allthat has happened, to allow Uttrik to be his child's name-giver."
"And to allow Kathana to stand for the mother."
Pel, who had heard this remark said, "That is true, but it gives one to wonderwho the child's mother really is. I cannot help remembering the look on LordAdron's face when he thought he knew. Do you recall, Aerich?"
"As if I were still seeing it," said the Lyorn.
"Well, what then?" said Tazendra. "We'll never know, I think."
Mica said, "The gossip in the kitchens is that the child's mother was a goddess."
"No doubt Lord Adron thought so at the time," said Khaavren with a trace ofbitterness. "And yet, where was she?"
"If she was a goddess," said Pel, "then no doubt she had her own reasons for herabsence. And if she was not, well, then no doubt she had reasons as well." Tazendrashook her head. "For my part, it gives me great cause to think, however: theoffspring of Adron e'Kieron and a goddess, with the Reign of the Dragon perhapsonly a few hundred years away. I think we shall hear more of--stay, what is thechild's name?"
"Aliera," said Pel.
"That is it Well, I think we shall hear more from her."
"Cha!" said Khaavren. "More than we would have heard, I think, if we hadallowed her father to be assassinated as that Seodra had planned."
"Oh, there is no question of that," said Pel.
"It is a shame," said Khaavren, "that Uttrik did not choose to join our battalion."
"For us, yes," said Pel. "But it is better for him. He has the stewardship of thePepperfields, which he loves, and serves under Lord Adron, whom he nearlyworships."
"Apropos the Pepperfields," said Tazendra. "Did you not hear Uttrik remark thatthe negotiations were nearly complete?"
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"It seems likely," said Pel.
"Imagine," said Tazendra. "Peace with the Easterners. That such a thing shouldhappen in our lifetimes, and to consider that we, ourselves, were responsible."
"It is," said Khaavren, "certainly something with which one may console one'sself on lonely nights."
Something in the way he said this caused Pel and Aerich to look at each other, asif both had the thought that Khaavren had been experiencing many of these lonelynights of late. Aerich sighed.
In an effort to turn the conversation, Aerich said, "His Majesty seems determinedto have done with intriguers at court."
Pel said, "For my part, I think it a doomed cause; intrigues are as much a part ofthe court as blood is a part of battle."
Tazendra laughed. "And you love the one as much as the other, do you not, mygood Yendi?"
"In faith," said Pel, smiling. "I don't deny it."
"And you," said Tazendra, looking at Aerich. "What now? You have your nameback; there is no reason to remain in the service any longer."
Aerich said, "Well, to be truthful, I have been thinking of leaving the service andreturning to my estates. A career as a soldier is worthy for a gentleman, but, and I'msorry to say it, I think that in a few years the Phoenix Guards will be nothing morethan police, and I confess that I am too proud to be a police-officer."
Khaavren, to whom these words brought a pang that was not the less painfulbecause it was expected, said, "I will be sorry to see you go."
"And I will be sorry to leave; in faith, it is only love for you, my friends, that hasheld me here so long."
"Nevertheless," said Tazendra, "it must be a pleasure to have the burden ofshame lifted. And, I must say, you lifted it in a most elegant manner. Ah, I can stillsee your hands upon that wretch Shaltre! If only--"
She stopped, and turned her face away. Khaavren reached over and pressed herhand.
"Well, come," said Khaavren, who was nearly able to read her thoughts as onereads the pages of a book. "In a few years we will have accumulated some leave,and we will go looking for these famous estates of yours, and at least settle matterswith them. No doubt Aerich, wherever he is, will join us in this quest."
"Gladly," said Aerich. "We will search together for, what was the name of yourduchy?"
"It was a barony," said Tazendra. "I know not where, only that it is calledDaavya, and--"
"Daavya!" said Aerich. "Well, but that lies within the duchy of Arylle."
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"How, Arylle?" said Tazendra. She laughed. "But then, if I were to take my title, Ishould be your vassal."
"Bah," said Aerich. "It means nothing."
"On the contrary," said Tazendra. "I should be honored to have you asoverlord."
"And yet," said Aerich. "There is a circumstance that I wish to remember."
"Well," said Tazendra, "I hope you do."
"I was told of it by my nurse at a time when I was very young."
"So then?"
"I remember everything that was important to me then, but, what would you? Noteverything that is important when one is young is the same as what is important whenone is older."
"I know that well, dear Aerich, yet tell us what you can."
"It seems that, upon learning of his disgrace, my father anticipated what wouldfollow, and made certain preparations."
"That was well thought," said Tazendra. "But what were the preparationsagainst?"
"Against an attack on my life."
"It is good that you were protected."
"Do you think so?"
"I do indeed."
"Well, I am glad of that."
"Only, what were the preparations?"
"That is what I am trying to recall. Ah, yes; I remember now."
"Well, and I hope you will tell me."
"I will, the more readily because it concerns you."
"How, concerns me?"
"Yes, and very much so."
"Then I will listen closely."
"I am glad that you will."
"Speak, then, for I am hanging upon your words."
"Here it is, then: upon determining that my life was at risk--"
"Yes, yes, I understand that."
"And learning that the Count of Shaltre--"
"He whom you killed."
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"Yes."
"Well, go on."
"Upon learning that he had received permission from her Majesty Cherova, thelast Empress, to hire a mercenary army of Dragonlords--"
"Well, yes?"
"He made arrangements with certain vassals for my protection."
"That was well done."
"You think so?"
"I have said it already, and I repeat it, dear Aerich."
"He knew these vassals were the best for this task, because they were discreet,and understood duty, and were without fear."
"A good choice, it seems."
"They were, in fact, Dzurlords."
"Well, but go on."
"How, you don't see?"
"No, not at all."
"But they were the Baron and Baroness of Daavya."
"How, my mother and father?"
"Exactly."
"But then, they were killed."
"Yes, only not running from battle; rather, they had already placed me beyondShaltre's reach, after which they allowed themselves to be killed to that the secretwould be safe."
"So, you mean--?"
"Yes, that is why they ran when their holdings were attacked; they knew theattack meant that my father was about to be set upon, and they had made a vow tosee to my safety."
"Then, they were not cowards!"
"Far from it, good Tazendra, they were heroes, and I will so testify before yourHouse. They did not run from battle, but toward duty and honor."
Tazendra's eyes were glowing like the fire from Dzur Mountain. "There is noshame in that."
"Not in the least, Tazendra."
"Bah. Call me Daavya."
"As you wish, my lady Baroness."
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"At your service, my lord Duke."
Khaavren said, "I am delighted for you, Baroness."
"Thank you, Ensign."
Khaavren sighed.
Pel said, "What is it, Khaavren? You seem unhappy."
"Well, I am pleased for Tazendra, pardon me, for the Baroness, and I am pleasedfor Aerich, and yet--"
"Well, and yet?" said Tazendra (for so we, at least, will continue to call her, lestour readers become confused).
"There is no doubt that both of our friends will be leaving the service, and I, forone, will miss them. Will you not miss them also, Pel? Speak truly."
"In faith I will, Khaavren. And yet--"
"Well, and yet?"
"I am afraid that I, too, will not be staying in the service much longer."
"How," said Khaavren, both surprised and hurt. "You, too?"
"I have petitioned his Majesty, who has expressed some interest in me, to requestof His Discretion the Duke of Wellborn that I be granted an apprenticeship in hisart."
Khaavren sighed, "Well, you will be a great Discreet, my friend, and yet--"
"Well?"
"I cannot see what else there is for me. You, Aerich, can say that the Guards willbecome mere police, and no doubt you are right, but what choice have I? And,without you, my friends, it will be a melancholy sort of life."
"Bah," said Pel. "You are young; friendship turns up everywhere. Besides,though I will be busy, I will still be at court, and we will no doubt meet each otherfrom time to time."
Khaavren made no answer to this, and for some leagues no one spoke. Then, atlast, Khaavren said, "Well, so be it You will all leave me to pursue your fortunes, andI wish you well. But now I have the income of an ensign, and that is good for onething at least."
"What is that," said Tazendra.
"I can afford to maintain our house, and I declare that I will continue to live there,and to hold your rooms ready in case you should ever wish for them."
"That is well done," said the others.
"And, who knows," said Khaavren, looking at the road before them as if he werepeering into the future. "Fate might well bring us together for reasons we have noinkling of."
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Aerich said, "Khaavren, I have heard you say that you have sometimes the gift ofprophecy, and in this case, well, I think I am convinced of it And, moreover--"
"Yes, moreover?"
"As Pel told the Captain so long ago--"
"Well?"
"We ask nothing better."
Epilogue
«^AS IT TURNED out, Seodra retained too much influence at court for her executionto be practical, but she remained in prison until she died some four hundred yearslater. Lytra was able to hold her position as Warlord until, some ninety years afterthe events we have had the honor to relate, she was caught up in the matter of theWhite Goblets, which cost her both her position and her head.
Illista and her brother were exiled, and they were believed to have lived out theremainder of their lives on an island kingdom to the west.
Lanmarea was dismissed from the service, and G'aereth was promoted toBrigadier of the Phoenix Guards, and took command of both troops. He turned theWhite Sash Battalion into what was effectively a police force, which allowed him tokeep the Red Boots, with Khaavren as ensign, as the elite palace guard and fightingcorps which Khaavren had thought he had joined. While this did not diminish therivalry between the two brigades, it did take them out of contact with each other, anda potentially problematical situation was thus resolved before it could becomeserious. Whether this was good or bad is left to the judgement of the reader; thehistorian makes no choice, seeing his task, as Master Hunter has so aptly put it, asmerely the shedding of light into the dark spaces of the past.
Aerich, true to his word, left the Phoenix Guards before the end of the year,taking Tazendra with him, who, in turn, took Mica. Pel remained a little longer, but,eventually his petition was granted and he began his apprenticeship in the art ofDiscretion, whereupon he took quarters within the Athyra Wing of the Palace.Despite his words to Khaavren, they rarely saw each other after that, and, when theydid, it was only to exchange greetings and a few words as Pel would pass by whereKhaavren was on duty in the Palace.
In the fourth year of Tortaalik's reign, in the month of the Orca, the entire courttraveled to the Pepperfields to conclude the treaty with Crionofenarr; the matterhaving been arranged with extreme haste out of consideration to the short-livedEasterners. Khaavren was present in his role as ensign of the Red Boot Battalion.
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Kathana e'Marish'Chala, to Khaavren's delight, remained in his brigade forthirty-eight years of the fifty-seven she had agreed to, after which, upon presentingher painting, "The Consort by the Fireside" to his Majesty, he granted herpermission to return to her vocation.
Khaavren, true to his word, continued in the house he had rented upon the Streetof the Glass Cutters and retained the worthy Srahi to keep the house in order, and,as he had promised, he maintained all of the rooms his friends had once occupied,hoping that, someday, they would be of use once more.
In this, we should add as a last note, he was not deceived, but as the detailswould be beyond the scope of this history, with which we hope our readers are nottoo dissatisfied, we shall, with regret mingled with some sense of satisfaction in thecompletion of a task, leave it to another time.
About the Author
Paarfi of Roundwood is the creation of a writer who, at first, wished the style of theFrench Romantics (Dumas, Sabatini, etc.) was still popular, then decided he didn'tcare, and he'd bloody well write like that anyway. Paarfi is not really intended to looklike one of those individuals; merely to sound something like them. For those with aninterest in Dragaeran "history," or rather, continuity, he can be placed at roughly thesame period as the books of the Vlad Taltos series, or about a thousand years afterthe events he is supposed to be writing about.
If I've set him up as a bit pompous, that shouldn't be construed as a slam at thewriters I'm imitating. It's just that, as I spent a whole novel with his voice runningthrough my fingers, he developed his own personality, for which I can take no moreor less responsibility than I can for any of my other characters. Take that how youwill.
He keeps trying to refer to himself as an historian, which is okay, but it seems tome that he is making up more than he is willing to let on, his protests in the Prefacenotwithstanding. His true love is, I think, history, and he isn't really bad at it, but theera in which he is writing, only a few hundred years after the Interregnum, is not onewhere there is much call for historians; everyone is too preoccupied with rebuildingthe Empire to have the leisure to look backward. In other words, everyone is toobusy repeating past mistakes to take the time to look at those mistakes, much toPaarfi's frustration. Therefore, to support himself, he had to find a patron, the LadyParachai, who enjoyed reading the sort of books that passed on Dragaera forhistorical romances.
Think of Paarfi, then, as a bit like Arthur Conan Doyle; he isn't making his livingdoing what he really wants to do, but rather doing what he is good at: telling stories.In Paarfi's case, his manner of telling stories may be a bit overblown and
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pretentious--and it is certainly wordy--but it's his own. If Dumas developed hisstyle, at least in part, because he was paid by the word (rather like Dickens, onlyDumas had more fun), then Paarfi's style is just as understandable: on Dragaera, allthe scholars write like that.
As for my own reasons, well, the fact is, I was having too much fun to stop. Ienjoyed working with him a great deal, both for his own sake, and as homage tosome great writers of the past. I hope you like him, as well.
Steven Brust, P.J.F.
April, 1990
Minneapolis, Minnesota
About the Author
Mr. Steven Brust (while we are not familiar with the title, "Mister," it is thus we findhim called, and we will not take it upon ourselves to change it) lives in a place calledMinneapolis, which name, we are given to understand, means either, "Place ofBlowing and Drifting Snow," or, "Land of Almost Constant Road Repair." He wasborn one thousand, nine hundred, and fifty-five years after the founding of thetemple of one of the more popular local deities, on the twenty-third day of a monthcalled "November," which name, we are given to understand, means either, 'Time ofthe Start of Blowing and Drifting Snow," or, "Time of Short-lived Hiatus in RoadRepair."
He has supplied us with a rather lengthy list of activities in which he has engagedin order to support himself, but as we are unable to make any sort of sense out ofany of them, we will omit the list entirely, confident that the reader is missing nothingof any importance by the omission.
While his personal life is, in some measure, beyond the scope of our studies, wemay say that he is the author of four children and ten novels; the book which youhave the honor of holding in your hands being the tenth. We consider our task to beone of recording what has been, rather than predicting what will be, yet we feelconfident in asserting that the number of children is not likely to increase, whereasthe number of novels might well have grown even before this present volume goesforth into the public, where it is destined, according to Mr. Brust, to perform somearcane service called, "Leveling Washing Machines."
When Mr. Brust is not writing, he is likely to be found striking, either with hishands or with sticks, imitation hides stretched across shells of various sizes, whichact he engages in in hopes of bringing forth musically pleasing sounds. While we areat a loss to understand how one might imitate hide or why one would wish to--weare unwilling to judge without having witnessed the attempt, which, considering the
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circumstances, seems unlikely.
It should be noted, however, that he does this in conjunction with several otherpersons, most notably including a certain Lady Emma of the House of the Bull, andthat this coincidence of musical personalities refers to itself as "Cats Laughing," forreasons upon which we will not speculate. Should the reader wish to continue hisresearches into this federation of performers, he ought to write his address on anenvelope, along with whatever seals are required for delivery by the post, place thisenvelope into a second, or rather, a first envelope, also with appropriate postal seals,and send this package to:
Cats Laughing
P.O. Box 7253
Minneapolis, Minnesota, 55407
Let us add, on our own behalf, that we have been accused of having had more ofa creative than an historical role with regard to the persons of whom we have had thehonor to write; there are even those have suggested that these individuals have neverexisted except in our imaginings. While we do not, in general, consider such chargesworth responding to, we may assure the reader that, if he were to follow the aboveinstructions, he will receive proof that Mr. Brust, at least, has nothing fictitious abouthim; and, if we may be permitted a last opinion, it seems that, of all the characterswho have done us the honor of appearing before us in this work, Mr. Brust is by farthe most improbable.
Paarfi of Roundwood
2/1/2/3
Adrilankha, Whitecrest
Steven Brust is the author of the bestselling "Vlad Taltos" series, the most recentbooks of which are Dragon and Issola. Set in the same world, his "KhaavrenRomances" comprise The Phoenix Guards, Five Hundred Years After, and TheViscount of Adrilankha, which is published in three volumes under the titles ThePaths of the Dead, The Lord of Castle Black, and Sethra Lavode. With MeganLindholm, he wrote The Gypsy; and with Emma Bull, Freedom and Necessity.Among his other novels are To Reign in Hell, The Sun, The Moon, and the Stars,and Cowboy Feng's Space Bar and Grille.
A native of the Twin Cities, Brust lives in Las Vegas, Nevada.
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