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Chapter 1

Staying in the deepest shadows,
Scarface crept to the wall and along its outer base until he stood
midway between two of the guard towers he’d observed earlier. The
stone wall, with its ill-fitting blocks, gave purchase to gloved
hands and booted feet. He considered using a spell of concealment
but not being able to see his own hands and feet would make the
climb more difficult. And if he fell from that imposing wall, being
seen would be the least of his difficulties. Pausing, he made sure
the scabbard across his back was well secured so the sword wouldn’t
snarl his legs or clatter against the rock.

He gripped the stone wall nearly as
high as he could reach, and his toes found crevices. The wall was
more treacherous than he’d expected. The stone was soft, its edges
rounded by weathering. Alert to any sounds, he began to
climb.

Looking neither up nor down, he could
only guess at how high he’d climbed by the ache in his shoulders,
arms, and calves. Time became measured by breaths. The sound of his
climbing seemed loud in his ears but he heard nothing to warn him
he’d been detected. As he reached for the next handhold, rock
crumbled under his foot. An icy hand clutched at his heart and guts
and he clung to the wall in a panic.

Trembling with exertion and fear, he
forced himself to breathe slowly.

When he could trust his body, he
reached upward and resumed his climb. To Scarface, the sound of his
clothing rubbing against the stone was as loud as a crowded tavern
and he stopped once more to listen. He could, at the edge of
hearing, distinguish a guard muttering but the voice came no nearer
or louder.

He reached the top, his right hand
finding a solid grip, then drew up his right leg. Staying low on
the top of the wall to avoid being silhouetted against the night
sky, he slithered across it like a lizard and lowered himself to
the wooden walkway between the guards’ posts.

Once on the walkway, he crawled across
it to keep the wood from creaking, found a support, and lowered
himself down the sloping timber. The worst moment came when he hung
over the edge of the walkway, his feet dangling at least ten long
strides above the courtyard. Finally he managed to wrap his legs
around a support and let himself down until he reached the stone
wall.

The inner wall was even more difficult
than the outer because his feet had to grope for footholds and his
arms and legs again trembled with fatigue, and because there was
always the risk that a servant might look outside the residence and
see him on the wall.

At last he sank gratefully into the
grass and scanned the courtyard. With all the blazing torches,
there were still pools of shadow. When he was ready to move he
slunk between the deeper patches of darkness till he was only a few
paces from the gravel trail that described a circle in front of the
large doors of the residence.

He moved into position and daubed more
clay onto his cheeks and forehead to hide his scars then unslung
the scabbard from across his back and thrust it into his belt,
where it was readier to hand but would still be clear of his legs
when he had to run.

Carefully, he examined the courtyard
and the walls, trying to anticipate sources of danger. His only
escape route was also the greatest trap, the open gate beyond which
a single halberdier paced, his weapon over his shoulder.

After removing his gloves and making
sure they were tightly secured in his belt he wiped his hands on
his sleeves and glanced up at the moon, trying to guess the hour
from its position. Every delay now was an added danger. The Ghiblin
princeling he’d left in the alley might waken or be found. Even
worse, the Abransans might let their dogs into the courtyard,
forcing him to flee, his task unfinished, his carefully laid plan a
disaster. Again he wiped the sweat from his palms and licked his
lips with a tongue as dry as a stick.

He thought he heard the clatter of
hooves and the rattle of wheels on paving stones and he waited,
almost holding his breath, until he was certain of the sound. It
came nearer and he coiled into a crouch, drew his knife, and
gathered his muscles for the rush. The carriage slowed as it
entered the gate and turned onto the circular track of gravel.
Ignoring the guard on the rear platform, Scarface sprang at the
door, tore it open, and lunged inside, then cursed in
Sinn.

He’d expected only the Abransan noble
but another man sat beside him. The man shouted in Abarsa and his
right hand reached for his dagger while he flung up his left hand
to block Scarface’s thrust.

As the man raised his hand into the
light Scarface caught a glimpse of a heavy green ring on his hand
but didn’t hesitate to strike the hand aside and plunge his poniard
into the man’s chest, feeling resistance as the narrow blade spread
the links of a mail shirt. He twisted the blade and wrenched it
free then drove deeper into the coach toward the Abaransan noble,
who cowered in the dark corner, almost paralyzed with
fear.

“Die, you damned Abransan
land-bandit!” Scarface roared in Ghiblin, and drove the point of
the poniard under the man’s chin and back into the base of the
brain.

The brake shoe squealed against the
wheel and Scarface seized the doorframe to keep from falling.
Hearing the guard drop to the gravel, Scarface sprang outside,
tossed the dagger to his left hand, whipped out his sword, and
parried a slash at his head. Steel rang then rasped as Scarface
slid his blade up to slash the guard over the eyes.

The man screamed and fell back and
Scarface leapt at him like a tiger, his sword tearing through the
man’s collet and sinking deeply into his neck.

A crossbow quarrel slammed into the
side of the carriage and Scarface raced for the gate, hearing
another bolt hiss past. His dark blue cloak made him all but
invisible in the shadows. Just inside the gate he confronted the
halberdier, who thrust at him. Scarface dodged and was almost
pulled off his feet as the halberd snagged his cloak, stumbled,
then lashed out desperately. His blade caught the guard across the
forearm, biting through the light mail and driving the shorn links
into the wound.

The guard howled and dropped his
weapon.

Scarface recovered his balance,
snarled a curse in Ghiblin, and slashed at the man’s knee. He felt
the steel bite, heard the man howl again.

Another bolt whined past Scarface, who
whipped his cloak free and dashed through the gate into the street.
While the crossbowmen reloaded their weapons he darted into an
alley. The guards raised the hue and cry and, within moments,
Scarface heard shutters flung open above him and the alarm taken up
all around him. He raced down the alley, shot across another
street, and followed another alley to the place he’d left the
Ghiblin prince.

As he neared the place he fumbled into
the pouch at his belt and scattered a handful of herbs which, when
crushed by footsteps, released a sharp, pungent odor that deadened
the ability of hounds to follow a trail.

The man he’d left hidden in rubbish
and shadows still lay unconscious. Scarface tossed the sword he
carried beside the man’s outflung left hand, reclaimed the plain
sword he’d left in the prince’s scabbard and the dagger in its
sheath, then wrapped the Ghiblin’s right hand around the grip of
the poniard and drove the point into the man’s throat. Then, before
slipping back into deeper shadows, Scarface used his sword to tear
the man’s cloak; if the halberdier lived he might remember his
weapon had caught the assassin’s cloak. It was better to leave no
annoying loose ends on which to hang a supposition.

The spell of concealment required
moisture applied to the forehead and Scarface felt a stab of panic
when he found his mouth dry from fear and the run. He picked up a
pebble from the dirt, slipped it into his mouth and sucked at it
until he could wet his fingertip enough to trace the sigil on his
forehead, and muttered the incantation.

He lurched as power drained from him,
running from his scars. Then he pressed his back against the
wall.

Running men approached the alley, the
sound of their footsteps growing louder, and he pressed still
further back, as though trying to force himself through the wall.
Carrying torches, three men in Abransan livery pounded into the end
of the alley, swords in their hands. They saw the body and warily
advanced on it.

Scarface sidestepped slowly toward
them, carefully putting his feet down only where he was sure of his
footing. A Ghiblin, wearing only his nightshirt and grasping a
club, appeared at the other end of the alley and shouted a
challenge in his guttural language.

One of the Abransans shouted back in
his own rolling tongue and gestured with his sword. More Ghiblins,
some armed with knives or short swords, joined the crowd, which
grew rapidly, and curses were shouted in two languages.

Scarface permitted himself a grim
smile. If no one stumbled over him in the press of the crowd, the
confusion would ensure the success of his mission.

The Ghiblins and Abransans were at the
point of trading blows when a Ghiblin night patrol arrived and,
laying about them with clubs and staves, forced their way into the
alley.

The crush of the crowd grew dangerous
as Scarface crept past the mob. He heard one of the Ghiblins shout,
“This smells of the power. We need a magus for this.”

Feeling new urgency, Scarface made his
way carefully past the throng. He’d planned his route with care
and, within an hour, reached the old tree behind the inn.
Springing, he caught a lower limb and drew himself up then crawled
along the branch that ran over the kitchen at the back of the
building to the slanting roof. He cautiously lowered himself from
the branch, crouched on hands and feet, and climbed the steep pitch
of the roof to where his open window gaped.

In the relative safety of his room he
stripped, then wiped the disguise from his face and the blood from
his hands with a dampened cloth. The clothing he bundled into the
torn cloak and stuffed into a saddle pouch. He snapped the blade of
the knife he’d worn then dropped the pieces and the sheath into the
bag. He’d wait until morning with its usual street noises to break
up the plain sword and add its pieces to the contents of the pouch.
He’d again be wearing his own, more distinctive weapons, and he
preferred not to be asked why he carried another sword.

There were still a few risks to be run
and the return to High Rage to survive but his mission had been all
but accomplished. The Abransan envoy was dead and a Ghiblin lord
would be blamed for the killing. He wondered about the man with the
green ring, a double to the one in his pouch. How deeply was the
Union involved in the fragile peace between Ghiblein and Abaransa?
And why hadn’t the clan been notified of that involvement? The
questions might bear deeper thought but that was something to be
dealt with later.

He sank to the pallet with a grateful
sigh and in little more time than it had taken him to kill the two
men in the carriage, he was asleep.

~ * ~

He brushed the dust of many leagues
off his clothing and adjusted the set of his sword and knife before
he stepped inside the door of the inn. His eyes adjusted quickly to
the dimness—lighter than the darkness outside. A small fire blazed
in the central fireplace and over it turned a lamb or kid,
glistening with butter like sweat in the glow. The surge of saliva
and the rumble in his stomach reminded him his last few meals had
been cold, meager rations.

Hunger never overruled his caution.
His eyes had, by habit, continued their study of the room. Kegs and
casks and shelves lined the far wall and dried roots and vegetables
hung from the rafters. Between the door and the fireplace stood two
large tables with a double handful of travelers sprinkled along
them. A middle-aged woman and a man, slightly older, carried cups,
flagons, and platters to the tables from the back. To both sides of
him sets of stairs led up to the lofts. He guessed no one was in
the lofts.

The man serving the travelers left his
tray at the table and approached Scarface. “Greetings, traveler,”
His pale blue eyes flicked as his assessment took in Scarface’s
clothing, weapons, and jewelry, then paused at the black ritual
scars on his forehead, temples, and cheekbones. “How may I serve
you?”

“Wine, meals, and a pallet
in the loft. What’s the price?”

Again the evaluation of the worth of
what he wore. “A mark of silver.”

“Fifteen
copper.”

“But, sir—” The gaze was
fixed again on the scars and on the cold, pale green eyes they
bracketed. “Fifteen marks of copper.”

Scarface hid his satisfaction at the
double usefulness of his scars as he fished in the front pocket of
the pouch at his belt and handed three large copper coins to the
innkeeper.

The man looked at the coins
then glanced up at his face, “These are Gascalan
sanciams. Did you come
from there? Through the mountains?”

“I’m returning.”

“Most of the travelers at
that table,” he gestured with his thumb, “are going that way. It
might be to everyone’s benefit to have more protection.”

Scarface nodded. He strode to the foot
of the indicated table, drew up a stool, and sat down. Most of the
travelers were a nondescript lot but two stood out. His attention
was immediately drawn to the woman, tall and attractive.

Her dark brown, almost black, hair was
long but drawn back rather severely from her pale, oval face. Her
high forehead curved at the top, her nose looked as though it’d
once been broken, her wide lips seemed both determined and sensual,
and she had a strong chin. He noticed her fingers, long and
tapering, with closely trimmed nails. She carried on an animated
conversation with the man at her right and Scarface observed that
she spoke and laughed freely, as though the conversation was the
border of her world.

The man to whom she spoke was more
than half a head shorter than she, with a thin face and a full
black beard. He had the olive complexion of a westerner and the
frequent grin of a man who sold carriages he didn’t own.

As the innkeeper moved past, Scarface
glanced up and said, “Red wine.”

The man brought a flagon and cup then
rounded the table, leaned over the woman, and whispered to her. She
seemed annoyed the interruption but looked down the table toward
Scarface as though he were a long-lost friend.

Her voice was deep, for a woman. “I’m
Mendarian, and these are Stego,” she indicated the short
man,”Timos, and Arv lat Paldisan.” The last two names apparently
belonged to the men sitting across the table from her. Timos had
the look of a veteran, a thug, or, probably, both. Lat Paldisan was
short, with a paunch and a drooping moustache and seemed to have a
perpetually hangdog air in spite of the nobility implied by his
name. Two or three others at the table also gave their
names.

“Honored. I’m called
Scarface.” He accepted the food placed before him as a welcome
distraction. The wine had made an almost complete transformation to
vinegar, the meat was unseasoned, the green and orange bits had
been dried so long boiling had only made them mushy rather than
aiding the favor, and the bread was coarse. His hunger made it all
taste like delicacies.

Stego leaned forward and turned his
head to look past the people between Scarface and himself. White
teeth flashed in his black beard as he produced another grin. “I
can see how you gained the appellation. Those are really
fascinating disfigurements. I’m sure the story of how you acquired
them would be equally interesting.”

“I doubt it.” Scarface
forced himself to eat slowly, savoring the meal. He had to keep his
back straight to hide the scepter thrust into his belt at the small
of his back.

Mendarian sipped at her wine and
looked at him. “The innkeeper says you’re also going to Gascolin.
Would you like to ride with us? Since the latest declaration of war
between Ghiblein and Abaransa, the bandits around here have become
bolder and more numerous.”

A half-smile flickered under
Scarface’s moustache. “I’ll be pleased to offer you my
protection.”

Mendarian’s smile seemed genuine. “And
I’ll be pleased to accept.”

Scarface poured himself another cup of
the sour wine and finished his meal.

“If you’ll excuse me,” he
said, and walked outside. The bright stars and the full moon shed
enough light to let him survey the rugged countryside, and he heard
enough animal noises to feel secure. Apparently the brigands
weren’t yet bold enough to attack the inn itself. He strode along
the front of the building to the door of the stable and entered.
The stableman looked up from his bread, cheese, and
beer.

“I just wanted to see to my
horse.” Scarface moved to the third stall and ran his hand down the
animal’s nose. It’d been rubbed down and given a blanket and a meal
and was already dozing. Scarface patted its neck then returned to
the inn. Mendarian and Stego passed him on their way out, as he
reached the door. He nodded to them and paced into the inn, feeling
a twinge of envy.

Most of the travelers, muttering in
flat, tired voices, still sat at the tables. Scarface had, on
hearing of the declaration of war, learned all he needed to know
and had nothing he wished to share with trail companions. He nodded
absently at them and climbed the stairs to the loft.

In the loft, he sat down on the pallet
that looked cleanest and pulled off his thigh-length boots. He
slipped the scepter into the right boot and pushed it all the way
to the toe. After he unbuckled his belt and removed the pouch he
shoved the purse into the top of the boot. He laid his sword beside
the mattress, placed his other belt with its knife by his head,
then lay back on the pallet. He added his cloak to the thin blanket
provided by the inn and drifted into slumber.

~ * ~

He slept undisturbed and rose early
the next morning, dressed, and made his way down the stairs. The
innkeeper, still sleepy, tended a steaming stewpot, and Mendarian
sat at the same table she’d dominated the night before. She’d heard
the creaking of the stairs and looked up from her stew. “Good
morning.”

He nodded at her greeting and sat down
across the table from. Strangely uncomfortable with the leaden
silence, he finally said, “I hope you slept well.”

“Very well, thank you.” She
stared frankly at him for a few seconds. “You seem high-born. Why
are you traveling through dangerous country alone?”

He threatened to smile. “Because I
can. But you’re far too attractive to be traveling with such a
small escort.”

Mendarian grinned. “Then adding you
will double my protection.”

The innkeeper set a bowl of stew
before Scarface, who stirred it to cool it. “Where are you going?
Shatilla?” Stego’s accent had marked him a Shatillan.

“No, I’m bound for
Forgren’s holding to discuss a treaty between he and Cerco. I
understand he has considerable power.”

“That’s what I’ve heard.”
Scarface sampled some of the stew, tore a piece of bread from the
loaf on the table. “You might also want to visit High
Rage.”

Mendarian looked up from her stew.
“Oh? And who’s lord there?”

“Hadrian Darkmoor rules
there in the name of the Winged Dagger Clan.”

“You don’t like him.” It
was almost a question.

“I didn’t say
that.”

“You don’t need to. Your
eyes and the tone of your voice said it for you.”

“We’ve disagreed in the
past.” Scarface leaned back in his chair and considered the
question for a moment. “I respect him. I respect anyone who could
kill me with very little effort.”

“You’re afraid of him but
you want me to see him?” Her voice rose.

“I didn’t say I was afraid
of him, only that he could kill me, something very different. He’s
only dangerous to those who threaten, and you don’t seem the sort
to threaten others. His word is good, but only so far as he gives
it. I don’t believe anyone knows what he thinks.”

Mendarian finished her stew and sopped
up the last traces with a piece of bread. “Hadrian Darkmoor, I seem
to remember that name.”

Stego chose that moment to come down
the stairs. “Who are we discussing?”

Mendarian turned to him. “Good
morning. I was just wondering where I’d heard the name Hadrian
Darkmoor.”

Stego dropped into the chair beside
Mendarian’s. “There was a Hadrian Darkmoor who was a count of Doss.
He fell out of favor with the new godhead and was exiled. Correct?”
His stare at Scarface was almost a challenge.

“Near enough.” Scarface
turned to Mendarian. “Which horse is yours? If we want to leave
soon, it’d be better to have the mounts ready.”

“Thank you. The roan in the
stall nearest the door.”

Scarface strode to the stable and
saddled his black and Mendarian’s roan then bought two large bags
of oats. He paid the stableman for the grain and the services and
led the horses into the wan sunlight.

Mendarian emerged from the inn with
the rest of the party. Stego, Timos, and lat Paldisan walked to the
stable to ready their own animals while Mendarian swung into her
saddle. She wore all black, including soft leather
boots.

The rest of the travelers in the group
were apparently afoot. One of them had drawn on the gray cloak with
the white handprint of a pilgrim. Scarface led his horse toward the
man. “Palmer, are you sure you want to travel with us? Alone, your
cloak may afford you better protection than a handful of swords
and, if there’s trouble, the brigands might not take the time to
notice you’ve been touched.”

“Thank you for your
concern,” the elderly man said, “but I prefer the company to
whatever special protection I might have alone.”

Scarface mounted his stallion. “The
choice is yours.” He urged the horse into a trot until he was ahead
of the rest of the party, scouting the broken country
ahead.

These mountains were part of the rocky
backbone of the continent, dividing Gascolin from Ghiblein and
Abaransa and sheltering the tribes of Cerco. Here, they were a
barrier twenty leagues wide, although the trail winding through the
passes was almost twice as long and boasted some of the country
best suited for ambush.

By midmorning Timos had joined
Scarface as vanguard. As he rode forward he held out his left fist,
displaying a green ring that matched the one Scarface now wore.
Scarface vividly remembered the last time he’d seen another such
ring.

“Greetings, Scarface,”
Timos said. “What are you doing out in these wastes?”

Scarface gestured at the trail ahead.
“Trying to make sure we don’t step into something we can’t step
back out of. And you?”

“I was wondering how you’d
happened to arrive here. The woman I’m escorting is a guest of
Forgren.”

“Forgren’s a fortunate
man.”

“Was it clan business that
took you to Ghiblein?”

“Curiosity. I hadn’t seen a
real court since the old days in Doss. The Ghiblins do it in
purple. Their High Warlord has done a fine job of castrating the
princes and making them his housedogs. As long as they vie with
each other for the privilege of handing him his napkin as he eats
away their power, they stay out of the power engine. And the
endless small offices accomplish just enough to run the country
while providing an impenetrable defense against common
sense.”

Timos laughed obligingly. He was
silent for a time and Scarface could almost observe the engines of
his mind winding. “One of the problems we have is similar to those
of the Ghiblin court. Either the leaders of the clan and the Union
aren’t speaking to each other or they’re not telling us at the
bottom about their decisions.” He lapsed into another brief
silence. “While you were at court, did you have a chance to talk to
minister lat Dromyn?”

Scarface’s lips twitched with a
momentary flicker of amusement then he asked, “Would you stick out
your tongue?”

“Why?”

“I just wanted to see if
you’d stained it brown licking Forgren’s boots.”

Timos drew rein sharply and his hand
dropped to the hilt of his sword. “I don’t consider that remark
amusing, even coming from a fellow Unionist.”

Scarface also drew up his horse. “Well
and fine; I wasn’t trying to entertain you. For the moment, we have
a common cause—trying to get this group over these mountains alive.
Do you want to die on this side of the mountains ahead or would you
rather wait until we’d crossed them?”

Timos scowled. “You’re pressing the
fact you’re a Unionist and a member of the clan too far. One of
these days that loose mouth of yours will get you pitched out of
High Rage, and I’ll be standing outside, waiting.”

“Why not? It’s what you—and
vultures—do best.”

Timos glared at him for a long moment
then rode as far away from Scarface as the trail would
permit.

Late in the afternoon Scarface rode
back to the party with word they were approaching a place where
they could pitch camp. Mendarian gestured to him then offered him a
drink from the wineskin tied to her saddle. He rode beside her and
reached for the wineskin. As he leaned toward her, Mendarian
murmured, “I saw words cross between you and Timos and he’s avoided
you since. What happened?”

Scarface sipped at the wine, swished
it around in his mouth, spat it out, and then drank deeply. “We
both thought we smelled something rotten. At least one of us was
right.” He handed back the wineskin. “Thank you, lady.”

“Are you a gambler or a
fool?” she inquired. “I can appreciate gamblers—when they win, but
fools don’t live long.”

“An excellent question,
well worth deep consideration when I’m too old for anything more
strenuous than reflection.”

The place he’d chosen was near the top
of a mountain called Keep. The trail widened until it became a
plateau a good stone’s throw across and almost twice as long. A
rivulet, from a spring nearer the peak, threaded its way down to
the place. The mountain’s slope was gentle here, so rockslides
would pose little danger.

Scarface carefully trod across the
area, frequently stopping to look around, then pointed to a
depression holding ashes of old fires. While the rest of the
travelers sat or lay down on the rocks he prowled among the stones
around them, occasionally stopping to murmur and scratch patterns
on the rock with the point of his knife. Finally he returned to the
group.

After he’d hobbled his mount he pulled
off the saddle, rubbed the animal down, and resaddled it before he
blanketed it. He fed it and Mendarian’s roan the oats he’d bought
at the stable.

At last he ate his own meal, a couple
of biscuits and some strips of dried meat, and washed it down with
water from the stream.

Stego, stretched out on a boulder, was
basking in the last, wan light of the day. He rested until the
roseate light had almost drained from the sky, then he yawned and
grinned. “I think I’d like a nice fire.”

Two or three of the party chuckled and
Scarface said, “Then you’d better wish for the wood to build it
with. If there are bandits about they already know we’re here, but
I don’t see anyone who had the foresight to bring
kindling.”

“Just wishing,” Stego
said.

“Never wish small,”
Scarface replied. “It’s as easy to wish for a palace as for a stick
of wood.” He drew his cloak tighter around himself as twilight’s
chill seeped into him. “I’ll stay awake until the moon is overhead.
Who wants me to wake him?”

“I’ll watch after that,”
Timos said.

“And I’ll help you keep
watch,” Mendarian said to Scarface. “Stego, why don’t you watch
with Timos?”

In the dimness, Scarface could barely
see Timos shrug.

One of the other men had a bow.
Scarface told him to string it and to sleep with it to keep it
warm. With a last glance at the horizon, he clambered up a sloped
boulder at the edge of the camp and perched himself with his back
to the camp. Mendarian joined him and moved to sit back-to-back
with him, then flinched. “What did I bump against?”

He pulled the scepter out of his belt
and shoved it into the top of his boot. “Just a bauble I picked up
in my travels.”

“From where?”

“The eastern continent. I
doubt you’d even recognize the name of the place.”

“Try me.”

“Near a place called The
Shield of the Saint, in the Empire of the Book.”

“That’s farther east than
I’ve ever gone. Isn’t it near Myslan?”

Scarface settled himself more
comfortably. “It’s on the border.”

“What were you doing
there?”

“Satisfying my
curiosity.”

Mendarian leaned back until her head
touched his. “Curiosity, they say, killed the cat.”

“Cats have only nine
lives.” He stared at the moonshadow of a boulder until he was
reassured that he hadn’t seen movement in the darkness. Gradually
the shadows all but disappeared as the moon rose higher until it
seemed directly over them. He drew up his cloak. “It’s time to wake
the other two.”

“Would you like to sleep
with me tonight? For
warmth.” The last two words were spoken
with authority.

“I’m agreeable.” He climbed
down from the rock and walked, scuffing his boots against the
stone, to where Timos lay. Five paces away from the man he halted
and said softly, “Your time to watch.”

Timos lurched to his feet, strapped on
his sword, and walked to the boulder Scarface had chosen. Mendarian
wakened Stego, who joined Timos.

Scarface let Mendarian lie down where
Timos’s body had warmed the rock then laid down beside her. He
found the nearness of her body and the heat of her breath very
tempting, then realized the weight of her left hand had left his
right side moving down toward his waist. He covered her hand with
his. “Hold my hand,” he whispered.

“This is just for warmth,”
she reminded him.

“I feel warmer in knowing
my weapons and articles are safe.”

“Are you accusing—” she
hissed.

“Not at all. I’d never
suggest such a thing. But to remind me where my hand is supposed to stay, I’d
appreciate your protecting me from myself.”

She chuckled then snuggled closer and
seemed to doze off. He waited a short while then let himself slip
into the warm pool of sleep.

~ * ~

The howl brought him instantly awake.
He looked past Mendarian, who’d also been wakened, to see a man
writhing in a red-orange glare. As they watched, the man’s skin
blackened and shriveled, then he collapsed. A bandit had found one
of the traps Scarface had left. Stego and Timos shouted an
alarm.

Scarface murmured the incantation and,
with a saliva-wetted finger traced a design on Mendarian’s
forehead. She tried to sit up and he gently pushed her back down.
“Stay here and you won’t be seen.” He unclasped his cloak and
rolled to his feet, drawing the scepter from his boot. With the
scepter in his left hand, he whipped out his sword.

One of the bandits was atop Stego,
trying to nail him to the ground with a short, leaf-shaped Sazian
stabbing sword. Stego had caught the brigand’s wrist but was too
close to use his own longer blade.

Scarface struck with the scepter and
the robber instantly aged and withered. Stego was so surprised by
the reaction he almost released the bandit’s wrist. He rolled out
from under the man and struck down at what was already a lifeless
husk.

Scarface hadn’t stayed to observe the
end of the struggle. A large man, mailed and armed with a sword and
shield attacked him. He parried the cut aimed at his head and swept
his sword around to come in over the shield, cutting with the upper
edge of his blade. He felt his sword bite and heard a grunt, and he
side-stepped past the man to face another robber, this one armed
with a two-handed sword. Scarface sprang forward, closing so that
the longer blade was almost worthless and slashed at the man’s left
forearm. He parried the awkward return cut. As he deflected the
heavier blade he touched the bandit’s wounded arm with the scepter.
Again he felt the vibration of the rod as he willed it to drain its
victim, and the man before him withered.

Then there were no more bandits around
him so he wheeled to attack the man he’d wounded. The brigand was
unsteady, stumbling and leaning on his sword and he’d dropped his
shield. Scarface lunged, the point of his sword taking the man in
the belly. The bandit screamed and fell. Scarface bent over him and
wiped his blade clean on the man’s cloak.

He remembered to cancel the spell he’d
cast and looked up to see Mendarian staring at the
bodies.

If he hadn’t exhausted his welcome
he’d at least exposed something he’d prefer to keep hidden, and the
scepter’s power was now obvious to the whole group. He stepped over
a corpse with an arrow in its chest, picked up his cloak from the
rocks, and caught up the reins of his horse. As he stepped behind
the stallion he slashed the hobble.

Mendarian faced him, smiling. “That’s
a very impressive ‘bauble.’”

Scarface backed away from her, the
scepter still in his hand. She moved toward him. “Are you afraid of
me?”

He returned part of her smile. “I’ve
seen that predatory look before.” Then the smile, which had never
reached his eyes, went away from his lips. “You’re entirely too
charming for me to want to see you grow old before your time—so
keep your distance.” Timos, Stego, and lat Paldisan had heard the
exchange and drew nearer.

Scarface continued to back away. He
turned his head to see the way behind him, expecting one or more of
them to follow him, but Mendarian shouted for the men around her to
halt. Scarface turned his face toward them again and kept backing
away, leading his horse wide around him. He reached a certain stone
and stopped, said a word they couldn’t hear, and retreated another
dozen paces.

“Stego,” he said, “you’re
very quick, and you others may have abilities not apparent, but I
don’t need to defeat you, I only need to touch you with this. As
good as you all are; can you keep me from just touching
you?”

He sheathed his sword and, one-handed,
drew on his cloak and clasped it. “You may remember the brigand who
lit up in the night. You may also recall I scratched that sign more
than once. There isn’t enough light for you to go looking for
scratches on rocks, especially when your life might depend upon
finding them.”

After tracing a circle around himself
and his mount with his knife he muttered and added more patterns to
the circle then turned his back on the others, took off the horse’s
blanket, and folded it,

Muttering and gesturing, Timos slowly
advanced on Scarface. A bright bluish glow sprang up around the
edge of the circle and Scarface, just tying the blanket behind the
saddle, turned and smiled at him in the faint light.

Timos murmured again and advanced.
Framed by a glare, he screamed as his skin turned red and
blistered. For a moment he seemed suspended in the fire, then it
vanished and he fell to his knees.

Scarface sprang into the saddle with a
laugh. “Your spell of protection damned near worked.” He glared at
Timos writhing on the stones. “I should kill you where you are, you
bastard. You owe every breath you take to your green ring and the
woman. If ever you press me again, you won’t be on your knees;
you’ll be flat on your back.”

“Scarface,” Mendarian
called, “we’ll meet each other again.”

“I hope so,” he replied.
“You do make life interesting.” He urged his stallion through a
maze-like pattern around the signs he’d drawn. When he reached the
place where the trail narrowed he turned and shouted, “You’ll be
able to read the signs and obliterate them after the dew’s
risen.”

He followed the trail out of sight
around the mountain then dismounted and led the stallion until
sunrise brought enough light to let the horse see the way. By late
morning he’d reached the base of the mountains and, an hour later,
had crossed the River Etaine at the town of Varish. There he
visited a stable in the foreign quarter and changed
mounts.

The liver-colored bay he’d chosen had
both speed and heart and by midafternoon he’d reached the outpost
outside the pass to Vale Shanna. There he changed mounts again and
started the final dash to High Rage, making good time on the wide
road to the town and the citadel.

He slowed at the outskirts of town.
Hadrian might have his city yet. Seven years ago the place had been
a farming village in the shadow of a decrepit hulk, then King
Laranin had awarded the valley to the clan as a fiefdom. The castle
looked almost new again and the town had grown as Hadrian had
brought in artisans and craftsmen. Traders had begun to visit, some
to settle, and the town had flourished. The quarries in the
mountains had been reopened, a distillery had been built, and
tribute to Gascoyne had been paid in Shannan marble and
brandy.

His horse’s steel shoes rang on
cobblestones as he followed the wide, straight street that led up
the hill atop which stood High Rage. He halted an arrow’s flight
from the wall, and stared up at the parapet above the gate. The
flag of the clan scarcely billowed in the still air, its winged
dagger of gold and silver and black stood out clearly from the red
field.

Below the great flag hung six pennons.
Scarface noticed Hadrian’s banner was not among them, and cursed.
He’d wanted to see him immediately, if not sooner. As he watched, a
seventh pennon, his own red sunburst eagle on black, was hoisted by
two of the guards.

He shook the reins and his horse’s
hooves sounded like a drumbeat on the wooden drawbridge. Liveried
guards saluted as he passed and in the courtyard another man waited
to take his mount to the stable.

After dismounting stiffly, he handed
the man the reins then hobbled through the great bronze doors.
Martina, in the hall, ran toward him, threw herself at him, and
hugged him fiercely. “My favorite sadist! Are you well?”

He returned the hug. “Tired is all, my
favorite wanton witch, and dry. When will Hadrian be
back?”

She put an arm around him and walked
with him to the great hall. “He should be back later this evening.
Is your news for his ears only?

They entered the hall where servants
were setting a place at the table for Scarface. Travesty, Hawk,
Wolf, Lantee, and Raven were waiting for him. He nodded to each of
them then dropped into the chair before the platter and
cup.

“No need to raise an army,”
he said, and drained the cup. “Ghiblein and Abaransa have decided
they’d rather continue to nibble at each other’s borders than try
to gobble up Gascolin.” He found the carafe and refilled the cup
then began to eat.

Travesty leaned on the back of the
chair across the table from Scarface. “How much persuasion did that
take?”

“None. I’d hardly begun to
thread my way through the maze of petty officials when some Ghiblin
prince killed the head of the Abransan legation. Stabbed him to
death right outside the Abransan embassy. When the guards chased
him into an alley he committed suicide. The Abransans were probably
suspicious he’d killed himself to protect someone higher in the
Ghiblin court. The Ghiblins, perhaps driven by guilty consciences,
seem to have declared a new war immediately.’

Travesty’s fingers toyed with the gold
ring in his right ear. “Those seem rather suspicious
circumstances.”

“All the more appropriate,
in view of the suspicious people involved.” Scarface took another
sip of wine. “Oh, did I mention the Ghiblin prince was from a
border province where there hadn’t been enough time for all the
bodies to cool since their last border skirmish?”

As Scarface dined, his cousins, one by
one, wandered out of the room until only Martina remained and she’d
sat down in the chair beside his. “That was a long chance you
took.”

He chuckled. “The hard part was
getting the Ghiblin prince drunk enough to get him to follow me
into the alley. You know what guzzlers the Ghiblins are. The rest
was simple. I’d seen him earlier in the day, so it was an easy
matter to dress like him. After I got him into the alley I knocked
him unconscious before laying a spell of slumber on him. Then I
waited for the duke to return from his party. When he arrived I
killed him, along with one of Forgren’s guard dogs, dashed back to
the alley, killed the Ghiblin with his own knife, and used a spell
of concealment.” He finished the venison and bread and chose two
plums from the bowl of fruit on the table. “Anything interesting
happen here in my absence?”

“Not much. Hadrian’s son
Damon and his new wife, a girl named Jeshka, have gone to the
outpost in the Empire of the Book. Poker’s coming back from there.
That’s why Hadrian isn’t here. He went to meet Poker’s boat in
Varish.”

“Damn! I just missed seeing
him, then.”

“You seem even more
excitable than usual. What else happened to you?”

“I had a disagreement with
one of Forgren’s crowd—”

Martina sighed. “When are you going to
stop antagonizing them?”

“Whenever they learn
manners or you grow a beard, whichever comes first.” He overcame an
odd reluctance. “And I met a woman.”

Martina leaned back in her chair,
smiling. “So, that’s your problem.” She leaned forward, reached
out, and stroked his cheek. “If you weren’t my cousin, I’d take you
myself.”

He took her hand and kissed it. “And
I’d accept, if you weren’t my cousin—and weren’t so damned fond of
that little palm dagger.” He stood. “I’m going to take a hot bath
and fall into a soft bed. Tell Hadrian to wake me if he has
to.”

Without waiting for her answer he trod
to his rooms. His needs had been anticipated and steam was rising
from the water in the wooden tub. He placed the scepter on the bed,
along with his weapons, so they were within easy reach of the tub,
then undressed and lowered himself into the hot water.

Once he’d adjusted to the scalding
heat he relaxed, almost falling asleep. It’d take the rest of the
party he’d left in the mountains until at least tomorrow to reach
Forgren’s court at Gain. He could imagine Forgren and his lackeys
falling over themselves and each other, trying to impress
Mendarian. Imagining her in bed with Forgren smacked of bestiality,
and the sycophants around him were as morally, if not physically,
repugnant.

Mendarian had tried to steal the
scepter, and if he’d allowed her to get close enough to him to
reach it he couldn’t have guessed what she might have attempted. He
also remembered her chuckle and her manner after he’d thwarted the
attempt. Apparently, there’d been no rancor and, certainly, no
cowardice. He doubted he would’ve tried such a theft under the same
circumstances in the first place but, if he had, he’d also have
known when to give up and cut his losses. And he recalled that
she’d tried to call off her two-legged dogs after he’d avoided
her.

He felt more resentment toward the
men. They’d been so eager to please her they’d have tried to kill
or humiliate him for a smile from her. He had to admit her smile
was a worthier prize than a king’s favor—though not, he suspected,
any more durable. He respected her. He could also trust her—to do
what she thought was in her own best interests.

It seemed to take all the energy he
could gather to bend tired joints and climb out of the tub. He
rubbed himself dry with an old blanket then crawled onto the bed.
He’d said nothing but the truth when he’d told her she made life
more interesting.

~ * ~

The first tap on the door brought him
awake. He had the scepter in his hand before the second rap. “A
moment.” He put down the scepter and, forcing his body to move
despite its stiffness, pulled on a robe then picked up the scepter
again.

Hadrian pushed open the door. He still
wore his black leather armor and his weapons—two swords and at
least three daggers. He signed a greeting then asked, “Did you want
to go back to the hall to tell me of your trip?”

“How about the library?
There’s wine there and greater privacy.”

Hadrian walked to the door and waited
there while Scarface put on slippers and thrust the scepter into
the belt of his robe. He led the way down the corridor and past the
great hall, where Poker looked up from his dinner and waved to
Scarface, then strode to the corner room with its dark wood shelves
for books and bins for scrolls. Raven reclined on one of the
couches, reading a scroll. She glanced up when they entered then
stood and took the scroll with her out of the room.

Hadrian paced to the low table by the
couch, held up a bottle of wine, red as blood in the firelight, and
Scarface nodded. Hadrian filled two cups, handed one to Scarface,
and sat on the couch Raven had just quitted. “I understand your
‘diplomacy’ was successful.”

Scarface sat one the other couch,
across the table from Hadrian. “Yes, Ghiblein and Abaransa have
given up their plans to combine for an attack on Gascolin. Any
clues they dig up will point to each other or the Sazians. I also
had to kill a man with the Abransan legate, a man who wore a green
ring.” He paused but Hadrian said nothing. “And I ran into a little
trouble on the way back; a group of travelers. One of them wore a
green ring and called himself ‘Timos.’ From his build and his
manner, it was probably Murtry. He never gave me his real name, and
he persisted in asking prying questions.”

“And you replied
characteristically.” Neither Hadrian’s soft voice nor his
expression revealed whether he was pleased or annoyed. “You’ll have
to learn to be more diplomatic.”

“Horseshit.” Scarface
sipped his wine. “We both know I’m more valuable to the clan as
unpleasant as I am than I’d ever be as just another ass-kisser.
It’s common knowledge you have trouble keeping me on a short rein,
so you and the others can look pious, keep your hands clean, and
tsk with the opposition while I get things done that couldn’t be
accomplished by any number of ‘pleases’ or ‘by your
leaves.’”

“How serious was the breach
between you and Murtry?”

“He sizzled a little. I
trapped the campsite with wards. I warned him and he still set one
off.” Scarface finished his wine, groaned as he extended his arm
and placed the goblet on the table. “He’ll be using a lot of aloe
but, unfortunately, he’ll survive.” He sighed and leaned back on
the couch. What do you know, or can find out, about a woman named
Mendarian?”

Hadrian finished his own cup of wine,
leaned forward, and refilled it. “You’ve been missing the gossip,
haven’t you? She’s the new ruler of the Dieri, the largest single
tribe in Cerco. She’s been a roamer and in her travels found the
lost crown and wolf’s-head staff. From the stories, the staff and
crown have some powers of their own, as well as being symbols to
the Dieri and some of the other tribes. She’s a good one to watch,
if my information’s correct. She’s supposed to have played the same
games our little cousin talks about. If you embrace her, be sure
you know where all the knives are.”

“Two more names. Arv lat
Paldisan and Stego.”

“Stego? Little man with a
beard? Grins a lot? He’s a Shatillan. He’s gained some renown as a
scholar of thaumaturgy, among other things, and it’s been said he’s
been seen around objects that later disappeared. The other name is
less known. If you met him on the road and not on your mission to
court, I’d guess he’s a younger son or from one of the families
that’s spent everything but the name.” Hadrian stroked his thin
moustache. “It sounds as though your trip was more interesting than
your ‘diplomacy.’”

“Very much so. Mendarian
mentioned a treaty between Cerco and the Union, and I gather
Forgren would like to seal that with a state wedding. It might be
worthwhile to invite Mendarian here in two or three
days.”

“You, of course, have no
interest in the matter beyond the tactical and the
political.”

“Hadrian, have I told you
lately you can be a real prick? No fencing. Yes, I’m interested in
the woman but I also think it’d be a good idea for you to meet her.
You can claim that, as part of the Union, the clan should be
involved in any treaty signed by Forgren as head of the
Union.

“It might even be advisable
for the clan to have a separate treaty with Cerco. Trusting Forgren
and his lackeys as I do, I think it’s possible Cerco may need more
protection from the Union than it may ever get from them.” He
refilled his cup and drank half of it. “I’ll also admit I don’t
fully trust the woman. Your warning about her mixing romance and
cutlery rings true. I just wonder whether her hand was reaching for
the scepter or my dagger.”

Hadrian said nothing, only raised an
eyebrow.

Scarface stared into the fire. “If she
represents a threat to the clan, how much greater the danger if she
gains the favor of the Union and joins it against us in open
conflict? We should at least identify her as an enemy if she is
one. If you can’t be certain, a private interview with her might
yield more information. It’s well known you and I have had our
differences in the past, and if I were to try to make common cause
with her against the clan, and if she agrees and doesn’t warn you,
then we’d have knowledge we need and couldn’t get any other
way.”

“The idea has merit.”
Hadrian stood and stretched, cat-like. “I’ll let you get back to
sleep, if you’d like. I should get back to Poker.”

Scarface forced himself to his feet.
“He might be the best man to deliver the invitation. Give him my
regards.”

“I’ll do that,” Hadrian
said, and walked from the room.

Scarface scowled. It’d been like
talking to a damned statue. Hadrian hadn’t made a single
commitment, he hadn’t offered a trace of either support or
opposition, and he hadn’t even raised his soft voice. It was
infuriating to compete with a man who wouldn’t play. There was, at
least, the chance Hadrian would favor the course he’d suggested. He
wished there was a way to apply pressure, to force his plan into
inevitability, but at this stage the likely result would be the
opposite of what he wanted.

Again the dilemma. The clan did need
him. Hadrian had simply told him Ghiblein and Abaransa were
preparing to forge a treaty and combine to attack Gascolin, and had
“asked” him to see to the matter. Hadrian had certainly been able
to guess at the methods that would be employed when he chose
Scarface for the mission.

It rankled Scarface to admit he also
needed the clan. It afforded him a measure of protection and
assured him of vengeance, when and if he fell. No one man could
have enough agents in enough places to accomplish what the clan
could achieve effortlessly. Were the clan merely a ruling family,
leaders of a single nation, no matter how great, their power would
be only a fraction of what it was now. The diaspora had actually
made the clan more formidable than it’d been before. Its secretive
ways were a source of strength. Clan members needn’t wear crowns or
ermine trim when they could force the alternatives between which
crowned heads had to choose.

The Union operated in much the same
fashion, although they lacked subtlety. Scarface had been able to
observe the heavy hand of the Union at the Ghiblin court. They
supported the High Warlord, and why not? If the Ghiblins attacked
Gascolin they’d strike where the clan was responsible for defense.
Clan members might be lost in the fighting. Certainly, the clan
would lose prestige and power in Gascoyne, and Scarface was willing
to bet High Rage itself that Forgren and his lackeys would’ve been
called out of town just before they were called upon to honor their
pact with the clan. It was long past time for some of the Union to
do some of the worrying.

The Union was only one horn of his
dilemma. Without clan protection, the Union would see Scarface as
vulnerable, and he’d annoyed Forgren and his underlings often
enough to be considered dangerous as well as personally detested.
At the same time, the clan would execute him if he struck openly at
the Union or its members unless he could prove he’d only killed in
self-defense.

The clan existed to provide for all
its members. Well and good, when all they wanted was their crumb of
refuge. Hadrian had no ambitions beyond High Rage and the other
outposts. He wanted nothing more, as chief of the clan as well as
its executioner. His word was binding on all its members, but
Hadrian’s vision of power was too limited and limiting. Precarious
safety wasn’t power. In a world of ravening beasts, one couldn’t
afford to dine politely. He who eats least is eaten. There were
kingdoms sprinkled across the map ripe for the picking, and sweeter
than Shannan plums. Scarface knew that with a throne and ten years’
grace he could build a force that’d stand firm, as firm as a rock
in a spring’s breeze.

The other nail in the boot was
Hadrian’s diplomacy. The rest of the Union outnumbered the clan by
a wide margin and some of them had made their bargains with Powers
or delved deeper into the Art than most of his kin. Scarface knew
that, in any war, the clan would take losses, but the low cunning
that had kept them all alive when the clan should’ve died favored
its members in any battle. Still Hadrian insisted upon maintaining
a posture of generosity and apparent weakness, of an almost
dog-like eagerness to please.

Forgren owed even Gain, his holding,
to Hadrian who’d stalked and destroyed the presence that had
threatened Forgren’s life and those of his household. And what was
his reward? Forgren still treated the clan as underlings, pawns to
be judged and used, trusting them no more than he had
before.

That, at least, was something.
Scarface didn’t want the Union’s trust; he wanted its fear. His
contempt for most of its members could eat holes in iron. To have
to pretend respect for them, to be silent in the face of their
absurd pretentions, was gall in his mouth.

Returning to his room, he regretted
that he was too tired to visit with Poker. Placing the scepter on
the table beside his bed, he lay down. He’d have to find a
silversmith to copy the scepter. Already a nagging worry and a plan
became clearer. He blew out the candle and, still plotting, went to
sleep.

~ * ~

Mendarian silently cursed Timos for a
fool, even as she comforted him and applied a salve offered by the
palmer. When Scarface had stopped smiling and told her to stand
back, she knew she stared at death. If she’d stepped toward him,
not all her charms or her power would keep that death away, and in
that moment she knew she wanted Scarface more than any other man
she’d ever met. Here was an equal, who treated her as an
equal.

Arv pulled Timos’ charred clothing off
him and Mendarian used it as an excuse to go back to her cloak. The
spell Scarface had used apparently caused the body to burn itself.
Neither Timos’ heavy robes nor the mailed shirt beneath them had
protected him.

Mendarian recalled hearing of such a
spell. It was a relatively simple one, she guessed, though not much
known or used. It certainly wasn’t the thing she’d expect of just a
warrior, even one as well-traveled as Scarface seemed to be. That
meant he was death spelled at least two different ways.

He’d caught her interest from the
start. When he’d entered the inn he’d been cautious but his
carriage had been confident, as though he considered himself the
equal of any—or all—who were there. And the black scars on his
upper face looked like the fingerprints of a demon. If Stego hadn’t
opened his sarcastic mouth at the wrong time she could probably
have gotten the tale of how they came to be.

Timos was still moaning and she took
some secret satisfaction in that. The scepter had been
Scarface’s—or hers if she could’ve gotten it. She’d told Timos to
halt and he’d ignored her, so his pain was well-deserved. Now
Scarface would be doubly on his guard around her.

That also pleased her. It made the
challenge more interesting.

~ * ~

Arv woke her at dawn. She sat up and
saw the other travelers eating whatever cold, dry food they
carried—all but Timos who sat huddled in a blanket. His skin was
peeling and he looked different, as though more than a layer or two
of skin had been burned away. His features were more refined than
she remembered, with thinner nose and lips, and his eyes were less
deep-set, his cheekbones less pronounced.

She took a piece of cheese and an
apple from her saddle pouch and sat beside the palmer. “Can you
make him ready to travel?” She jerked her thumb at
Timos.

“Perhaps I can relieve his
pain but his burns need time to heal.”

“Then relieve the pain. I
need to be on my way again.”

He stared at her as though she’d
slapped his face. “I can do it but his burns need time in which to
heal. Besides, we can’t leave the camp with those signs out
there.”

“You tend to Timos. I’ll
take care of the other matter.” She finished breakfast and strode
to where Arv and Stego were sitting. She nodded at their greetings
and pointed to the half-dozen dead bandits. “It’s too stony to bury
them here. I suggest we make pyres.”

“But there’s no wood here,
either,” Arv observed.

“But there are signs
scratched on rocks. Take spears and push the bodies over the rocks
until we’ve cleared a way out of here.”

Stego grinned. “Ingenious! I should’ve
thought of that.”

Mendarian left them and went to Timos,
whose moaning had stopped with the ministrations of the
palmer.

“Can you ride?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Good we should be ready to
leave here within the hour.” She turned and watched as Arv and
Stego pushed a corpse toward the trail.

They’d almost reached where the
plateau narrowed when the body was obscured by a sheet of flame and
reduced to little more than a smoking skeleton. They shoved another
body along the path cleared by the first and it burned within four
paces after the first remains. Four corpses were used to clear a
path wide enough for three men walking abreast to march from the
campsite to where the trail wound around the mountain.

The palmer approached Mendarian as she
swung into her roan’s saddle. “We can’t leave yet. There may be
more such signs left, and they might endanger other
travelers.”

“That’s their problem,” Mendarian snapped.
“I’ve already been delayed longer than I want to be. If you want to
play with the other bodies, or wait for the dew to rise from the
rocks, that’s your choice to make.”

“You’re a beautiful lady,”
the old man said. “Such a shame that when L’Istrim made you he
forgot to give you a heart.”

Mendarian glared at him then wheeled
her horse and urged it along the cleared path.

Arv and Stego led the way, Timos rode
beside Mendarian, and three other travelers followed on foot. The
palmer and two others, one of them wounded in the night’s attack,
remained to clear the rocks of wards.

By noon Mendarian wished she’d brought
the palmer, as his spell and medications to ease Timos’ pain had
worn off. Timos moaned and cursed, and each step of his horse
seemed to add fresh anguish. She comforted him as best she could
but was relieved, that evening, when she saw the rooftops of a
large town.

Timos identified the place as Varish,
and led them to an inn. The innkeeper sent for a healer and
Mendarian sat down to a late dinner. She almost forgot her meal
when a healer in his yellow robes and two other men entered the
common room. One of them was a head taller than Timos, who was only
slightly taller than Mendarian. The tall man wore doublet and hose
of dark green and a sword and dagger at his belt. The other man was
shorter, half a head shorter than Stego, dwarfish in the shape of
his head and the disproportionate shortness of his limbs. He wore
brown leather armor and carried an ornate battle-ax in his belt.
She noticed all three of the men wore green rings.

They greeted Timos in Gasgoran, then
changed to Porcashian. Mendarian smiled to herself. She spoke the
language badly but understood it well.

Timos responded in Porcashian. “This
is the woman I was to take to Forgren. Aren’t you, my
dear?”

Mendarian glanced at him. “I’m sorry;
I don’t understand what you said. Did you ask me a
question?”

Timos reverted to Gasgoran. “Sorry,
just asked if the food here was any good. Please excuse my friends
and I. Their Gasgoran is limited, and I haven’t seen them for some
time.”

“No offence taken. And the
food here is at least better than trail rations.”

“What happened to you?” the
tall man asked Timos, in Porcashian.

“We met Scarface crossing
the mountains—”

“Scarface? That whoreson!”
The little man slammed his hand down on the table. “He was through
here today, riding like there were a dozen creditors at his heels.
Did you do something to him?”

“No such good luck. I found
out he’d been in Ghiblein, though he wouldn’t tell me what he’d
been doing there. I’d guess he had a hand in reigniting the war
between Ghiblein and Abaransa.”

“I’ll tell Forgren,
although he’s going to be more than a little annoyed,” the tall man
said. “But what happened to you?”

“We made camp together and
he left some traps around it. I tried a spell of protection that
kept the trap from killing me, but only barely. If you run into
him, be careful. He has a scepter that causes whoever he touches
with it to age. If you can get it away from him, Forgren would
probably give almost anything for it.”

The little man turned his eyes toward
Mendarian and grinned.

Timos noticed the leer. “I said almost
anything. He gets first claim on that. Maybe he won’t like
her.”

“Not much chance of that,”
the tall one said.

Timos sipped from his cup, which held
only water. “Anything interesting happen while I was
gone?”

The short man caught the innkeeper’s
attention and called for mead, then leaned across the table and
lowered his voice. “My old teacher was in town today.”

“What was Hadrian doing
here?”

“He met a barge from
downriver. There was a man on it who, from a distance, looked like
Poker.”

Timos sighed as the healer’s
pain-easing spell took effect. “Poker? He’s been gone for quite a
while. Wasn’t he at their outpost in the Empire of the Book? Do you
think something’s afoot there?”

The innkeeper delivered four mugs of
mead to the table, caught the coin the tall man tossed him, and
trudged back to the kitchen.

“Not likely,” the tall one
said. “I’ve heard Damon, Hadrian’s boy, had gotten married. I
haven’t seen him lately, so I’d guess he’s gone to the empire and
Poker’s returned.”

“Shit,” the little man
snapped. “Before long we’ll have another damned generation of them
to worry about.”

“Maybe not,” Timos replied.
“I hear Runa’s being sent to the empire to make some contacts for
us.”

Mendarian recognized only a couple of
the names but she could understand the sense of their conversation
and guess at the rest. Scarface had mentioned Hadrian ruled in the
name of the clan and it was obvious the Union, at least these
members, but probably the whole Union didn’t trust the clan. This
was worth knowing. The best weapon was knowledge of the weaknesses
of possible enemies.

“Excuse us,” Timos said to
Mendarian in Gasgoran. “I’m going upstairs. The healer will be
treating my burns. Ivo, the tall fellow, and Valdemar will escort
you to Gain tomorrow.”

“I’ll miss you. We’ll have
to try to see
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