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Cursed is the man who looks to man for strength,

who relies upon his own hand.

For the Shadow lives in all; not one has escaped.

And in it, every man’s hand is turned against himself,

even against his own life.

—From the Second Word of Revelation 
        	 Scroll of Saint Elspeth 
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PART ONE


CHAPTER

1

His senses keyed as tightly as if he’d just stepped back into an Esurhite arena, Abramm Kalladorne stood on Wanderer’s quarterdeck with his two liegemen, nervously scanning the leaden waters of Kalladorne Bay. As the white cliffs guarding the bay’s mouth slid silently astern, he wondered if the other men’s stomachs had just done the same little twist his own had. Probably.

It was one thing to boast of slaying sea monsters and sharing fabulous rewards in the warm, smoky haven of a Qarkeshan tavern, quite another to sail alone past a gaggle of crudely made warning buoys into the quiet, empty waters of what had once been the busiest harbor in Kiriath. Off the port gunwale, a broken mast listed in the spray-plumed rocks at the base of the western headland. With shredded canvas still fluttering from its yardarm, it stood in silent memorial to all the vessels lost to the monster since spring— six of them fully rigged merchantmen weighing over five hundred tons. Large, strong, stable ships.

Back in Qarkeshan’s own busy international harbor,Wanderer had seemed large and strong herself. Crafted of oak and iron, she floated at just over four hundred ton, with three stout masts and a complement of square-rigged sails now bellying handsomely before the breeze. Plenty strong and safe she’d looked in Qarkeshan.

Suddenly she had grown small and frail and pitifully inadequate. Suddenly Abramm could not imagine how he had thought her anything but, how he had ever let himself get talked into this harebrained scheme. To think that he and his companions could sail into this bay, brazen as gulls, knowing nothing about their adversary, and strike it dead when all who’d come before them had failed, was not only arrogant but incredibly stupid. And even if he and his companions did not mean to use conventional weapons, it was still stupid. Especially considering that the weapon they did mean to use could get them all lynched for heresy.

Tendrils of hair, teased free of the warrior’s knot on his neck, lashed annoyingly about his face as he glanced down at Wanderer’s waist and foredeck, where every man had turned out, ready for action. Crewmen lined the gunwales, balanced on the bowsprit, and clung to the rigging. Weathered faces with keen eyes searched the gray swells for the telltale ripple, the rocklike hump briefly breaking the surface, the quick breaching grope of a fleshy tentacle, as fat around as one of Wanderer’s masts. . . .

They would use the four boats stowed between the two forward masts to engage the kraggin once it was spotted—two eight-man whale hunters and two twenty-man longboats. They also had harpoon guns, axes and spears aplenty, two extra masts, and a crew of one hundred fifty crazies—experienced, die-hard adventurers who relished the challenge of facing a creature no one else could slay. And of divvying up the not insubstantial reward money when it was over.

Assuming anyone remained alive to divvy . . .

This is insane, Abramm thought. Dorsaddi bravado has pushed me into this, and nothing more. It’s far too late in the day. At the least we should heel out and go around to Stillwater Cove for the night. Get our bearings. Learn something about this monster . . . where it’s been seen, where it hasn’t, how often it feeds, what its habits are. . . .

But just as he was about to give the order to retreat, his liegeman spoke at his side. “It’s shadowspawn, all right. Can you feel that aura? About as strong a warding as any I’ve ever encountered. Griiswurmlike, but not griiswurm.” Abramm glanced at him, chagrined to realize that was exactly what it was. The all-too-familiar doubts and second thoughts might be his own, but the rising intensity of his anxiety and resistance to proceeding came from outside himself, part of the defensive aura generated by the monster they sought. Abramm’s red-bearded, freckle-faced liegeman, oath-made as of last night, raised a brow in unspoken amusement. “Don’t feel bad, my lord. I was about to suggest we turn back myself.”

Trap Meridon had always read Abramm’s thoughts with uncanny ease. It was one of the things that had made them such good partners in Esurh’s gladiatorial games—and now made Meridon the invaluable retainer and liegeman he had become. Like Abramm, he had kept the Esurhite beard and warrior’s knot, and the loose trousers, tunic, and ochre-hued overrobe of Dorsaddi custom. So had his brother Philip, Abramm’s other liegeman, standing now on Trap’s offside, squinting across the bay. Both, also like Abramm, wore the deep swarthiness of weeks at sea.

“It must be awfully big,” Philip said quietly.

Abramm exchanged a glance with Trap and knew they were all thinking the same thing: Would the three of them alone be strong enough to do the job?

“Do you suppose it senses us?” Philip asked. He stood as tall as Trap now, though leaner and lankier. Strands of curly auburn hair blew across the sparse silken gold of his young beard as he frowned at the sea and gray sky.

“Most likely,” his brother replied, bringing up the telescope to examine something off the starboard bow. “Which, unfortunately, may only drive it away.”

The ship’s captain—Abramm’s old friend Kinlock—stepped from where he had been conferring with the helmsmen to join them by the railing. “We’ll be taking her up the west side o’ the main channel, sir,” he said to Abramm with a bob of his head he evidently intended as a covert salute. “Unless you have objections. Wind’s stiffer there, and the beast is said to prefer the deeper waters.”

“I leave it to your discretion, Captain,” Abramm said.

“Aye, Your—er, sir.” He gave another little nodding salute, gestured an okay at the helm, and strode across the deck to disappear down the companionway.

Of the crew, only Kinlock knew who Abramm really was, though all were intrigued by the contradictions in his person—a tall, bearded, blue-eyed blond in faded Dorsaddi robes and trousers, who wore his hair tied in the warrior’s knot of Esurhite tradition and, for those alert enough to notice, bore a trio of tiny holes along the outer margin of his left ear, silent testimony of combat honor rings no longer worn. He was a northerner who spoke the Esurhites’ Tahg as fluently as any native and came to them with a ship and a challenge and a promise of riches beyond imagining.

Ten thousand sovereigns and more if they killed the kraggin that had shut down Kalladorne Bay. The captain would get the largest share, of course, his mates after him, and on down the line, with even the lowest-ranking sailor standing to make himself a tidy profit.

Alone of them Abramm would take no cut.

He had come out of duty. These were his people this monster was killing, his people who were losing their livelihoods because of it. And where once he would have left it all in bitterness for his brother Gillard to mishandle— he who had wanted rulership so badly he was willing to kill and betray for it—now Abramm found his heart changed. Yes, Gillard might deserve the headaches and burdens of the crown he had snatched, but did the people he misruled?

“These disasters are entirely your fault, you know,” Abramm’s friend Shemm, king of the Dorsaddi, had told him bluntly back in Esurh. “What do you expect but that a land and its people suffer when their rightful king has deserted them?”

Because, of course, Abramm was their rightful king, and they both knew it. Even if Kiriath did not.

Thus, after two years of slavery to the Esurhites, and four more spent living among the Dorsaddi in their rugged canyonland fastness, the SaHal, Abramm had come home. Reluctantly, to be sure, for he still had no idea how to go about claiming this inheritance of his, least of all from a brother who’d as soon kill him as look at him. It could well ignite a civil war that would be the fish that sunk the ship for Kiriath. Then what good would his return be?

But, believing it was Eidon who’d sent him, that this was, in fact, the destiny Eidon had prepared for him, Abramm had to believe Eidon would make him a way. Slaying this kraggin might be the first step.

And if, instead, the beast slew him, well, then he wouldn’t have to worry about the other. Right now that looked like a very real possibility, for if he had no idea how to go about claiming his inheritance, he had even less of a plan for how they were going to kill the beast, nothing beyond the vaguely shaped hope that it was indeed the shadowspawn legend made of it. If so, and they could provoke it to engage with them, they hoped to use Eidon’s Light to slay it.

Unfortunately, Trap was the only one of them who had killed spawn larger than a dog and the only one of them who could throw any significant amount of Light. Philip had only mastered the thinnest threads, and those at close range, while Abramm still required direct contact to release the Light at all. Their only chance was for all three of them to get a spear into the beast, then let loose with the Light all at the same moment.

Just contemplating the logistics of arriving at that moment made Abramm’s thoughts snarl and his head hurt. They’d had little choice but to take it one step at a time, the first being to get back to Kiriath and Kalladorne Bay. The second, now facing them, would be to draw the kraggin from its deep-channel lair, a task complicated by the fact that their very presence could well drive it deeper into hiding.

Abramm scowled at the gray tableau of sea and sky, doubt intensifying the ever-rising desire to turn back. Doggedly he held his tongue and continued to search, the hair dancing around his face and the breeze tugging at beard and robe.

“Huh,” Trap grunted. “What do you make of that?” He pointed to a distant shape off the starboard bow, and Abramm brought up his own glass.

“Looks like a whaler,” he said, squinting at the battered, poorly rigged two-master silhouetted against the lavender haze of the bay’s distant end. A likely candidate for monster hunting, it stood at anchor, most of its sails reefed, with only a bit of jib set to keep it stable.

“Yes. But what’s that to starboard of it?”

Abramm shifted the glass, his loose sleeves stuttering in the wind. The second vessel was harder to see. Long, low to the water, and white, it looked like—

“A barge?” What the plague is a barge doing that far out in the bay? He shifted his stance for more stability and squinted harder, perceiving now the tiny white manforms that encircled what appeared to be a burning, brokenoff mast at its midst. Had the vessel already been attacked? No . . .

The chill that rippled up the backs of his arms had nothing to do with the cool of the breeze. “Khrell’s Fire!” he muttered. “What incredibly bad timing.”

“It is Guardians, then,” said Trap.

“Guardians!” Philip cried. “What are they doing out here?” He snatched the spyglass from his brother to have his own look.

“Probably trying to drive the kraggin away with their Holy Flames,” Abramm replied.

“But, my lord,” the youth protested, “won’t the Flames just draw it to them? I mean, if the beast really is spawn?”

“It might,” Abramm agreed gloomily.

Philip missed entirely the significance of Abramm’s tone. “Well, then we’ve got our bait right there!” He looked from Trap to Abramm, his enthusiasm fading into confusion. “Didn’t you just say it wouldn’t come up for us?”

“Aye,” said Abramm. “But I can’t see how a flock of Guardians as witnesses to what we do will bring anything but trouble.”

Philip’s expression turned grave. He glanced across the water toward the dark blot that was whaler and barge, and Abramm could see his mind working. Tales circulating in Qarkeshan—many told firsthand—had painted a grim picture of the religious persecutions going on in Kiriath at present. After— if—Abramm and his liegemen slew this monster, and if it was clear they’d used Terstan power to do it, he had hoped their fellow crewmen would be well enough disposed toward them not to make trouble. That would never happen with a pack of Guardians in their midst, shrilling hysterical condemnations at the merest hint of “evil Terstan magicks.”

Still, Philip was right—this was a perfect opportunity to engage the kraggin.

By now Captain Kinlock had been alerted to the presence of barge and whaler and came to ask if Abramm wanted to pay them a visit. Shortly Wanderer’s bow was angling east of its former track. The ship rose and fell in long graceful swoops, her hull creaking and groaning around them as she made her way up the bay. Water slapped the hull as a small jib sail forward flapped a rapid staccato and the breeze played a high sweet song through the rigging. Out on the bay nothing moved save a distant trio of pelicans, skimming low over the waves near the western shore.

Anxiety corkscrewed in Abramm’s belly, igniting a restlessness that made standing still an agony of suspense and self-discipline. Again and again, he was swept with the premonition of imminent disaster, followed by the nearly irresistible compulsion to call off the affair and run for port in Springerlan, the royal city now visible as a sprawling patchwork at the bay’s end.

“It’s getting right strong,” Trap said quietly beside him.

“Right strong, indeed.” Even the fading feyna scar that still marked his left wrist had begun to tingle.

They could see the shapes of whaler and barge with naked eye now, and in the gathering gloom of late afternoon could even pick out the crimson flame dancing on the Guardians’ brazier. If the wind held, maybe—

“There!” one of the men in the rigging cried, pointing across the water. “Surface wake, moving fast. About ten degrees to port.”

Other men echoed the sighting as Abramm snapped open the spyglass again and trained it left, off the port bow. Magnified waves against the dark backdrop of the distant shore filled the field of view. He was sweeping the scope back and forth, seeking the swell when someone else cried, “It’s breached! Khrell’s Fire! Look at the size of it!”

Abandoning the glass, Abramm scanned the waters with his bare eye, heart pounding in his throat.

“Ope—there it goes, down again, heading straight for the barge.”

“What was it?” another man cried.

“Cursed big. Dark and rough, like it had barnacles on it.”

“Whale, maybe?”

“Not with those tentacles pumping after it.”

Kinlock was already bellowing for the flagman to signal warning to the whaler and barge, for the spears and harpoons to be broken out and the hunting boats readied for launch. Back on the barge, clear and sharp in the round field of Abramm’s spyglass, no one seemed to have noticed anything, though a flurry of activity had erupted on the whaler.

“There it is! Still to port, making straight for the barge.”

This time Abramm lowered the scope, climbed onto the bollard adjacent the portside railing, and saw it—a massive mound of water, rising and falling in powerful lunges across the bay’s gray surface, heading, as the sailor had said, for the same destination as Wanderer.

“Merciful Laevion!” someone exclaimed from up in the mizzenmast rigging behind them. “Look at it go!”

It appeared to stand as high as Wanderer’s top deck, and encompassed as much volume. Once he’d marked it, Abramm found it easily with the glass, tracking it as it moved. Beneath the water’s surface sheen, he picked out the dark bulk of the creature’s body, laced with jagged, flickering lines of brilliant yellow-green and eye-searing blue. He scanned backward from it over the water’s strangely curdled surface to the end of those flickering lines of light, estimating its length. By now his heart hammered at his breastbone and his stomach knotted with dread. The thing was huge and moving significantly faster than Wanderer.

Snapping his scope back to the leading edge of the mound, he tracked forward of it now, over a league of calm gray swells before he found the barge—much too close. Its white-robed figures still marched obliviously around their pan of flames, but by now the other men aboard, those clad in the blue tunics of royal armsmen, lined the railing, swords and spears a’ready.

“The whalers have launched their first smallboat,” Trap said.

If Abramm’s will could have powered her, Wanderer would have flown across the water. Guardians or not, they were his folk, and it infuriated him to see this thing bearing down upon them, to feel the evil at its core, the dark, destructive lust to own and utterly devour. . . .

Half a league from its target, the mound subsided, leaving a remnant of itself to roll on across the bay, losing amplitude until it vanished in the water’s normal rise and fall. The Guardians continued to march and the men at the railings to watch as the hunting boat reached the midway point between barge and whaler. Its harpooneer stood now at the bow, searching the depths. Behind it, the whaler’s second hunting boat dropped into the water and its crew scrambled down to man her.

Those aboard Wanderer held their breath and prayed for speed.

Abramm had the harpooneer in his spyglass when the man recoiled and brought his harpoon to bear on something just before his bow. Then he vanished in an eruption of water and foam. Abramm gave up the scope again for the naked eye, but the hunting boat was gone, lost in a frenzy of churning waves, foam, and writhing gray tentacles laced with blue lightning. One arched against the sky, mind-boggling in its length and breadth, and slapped down on the barge with a dreadful rending crack attended by a chorus of screams and shouts. The vessel’s bow leaped skyward, then fell back and was swallowed by the turbulence.

The whaler, its masts gyrating wildly on the stormy seas, had heeled round in an attempt to close with the kraggin. Already it had fired one harpoon, and now it loosed a second as another dark tentacle reared out of the waves and coiled round the top of the whaler’s mainmast. Rocking the ship like a child’s toy, it yanked down, snapping the four-foot-wide timber like a twig, yardarms shattering, canvas and rigging ripping free.

More tentacles shot out of the churning water, sweeping men off the decks of both vessels. The second small hunting boat had long since vanished as another arm tore down the whaler’s foremast with a crash. A horrible booming squeal followed close in its wake as the barge’s ailing front half wrenched free of its stern and disappeared under the waves.

Abramm watched in helpless fury, gripping the gunwale with one hand, the spyglass with the other, desperate to close the gap and seeing it wouldn’t happen in time. They would lose both ships, and the monster, as well, and he could do nothing to stop it.

Then, as swiftly as it had begun, the attack ceased. The tentacles released both barge and whaler, and the beast sank back into the depths, leaving a field of foam-flecked flotsam and dying waves forWanderer to sail into, far too late. A cluster of keening Guardians clung to the barge’s rapidly sinking end section while most of their unfortunate fellows thrashed—or floated limply— in the roiling waters around them. Kinlock ordered Wanderer’s longboats dispatched to pick up the survivors, and the hands leaped to obey. But once the two vessels had been dropped into the water, all activity stopped. To a man the crew stood frozen, looking down at the boats, at one another, at the ruined barge and dismasted whaler barely afloat amidst the flotsam of their floggings. Even Kinlock held silence.

Abramm could feel their fear, a thick, stifling mantle crawling across his flesh and squeezing the air from his lungs. These were tough, courageous men, used to incredible danger, but between the power of the kraggin’s aura and the horror of what they’d just witnessed, they’d reached the end of their resources. He glanced at Trap. His liegeman saw the decision in his eyes, started to protest, but already Abramm was swinging round the companionway turnpost and thumping down to the ship’s waist.

If I’ve got it wrong, my Lord Eidon, he prayed grimly, please head me off now.

He reached the gunwale unimpeded, men stepping aside to allow him passage, one of them taking his overrobe as he shrugged out of it. Two rope ladders already dangled over the side above the still-empty longboats.

“Hand me down some of those spears,” he called as he hitched a leg over the gunwale. “And a harpoon or two, as well.”

“Ye can’t row and spear at the same time, my lord,” Kinlock protested.

“No, but then I probably won’t have to.” Abramm swung the other leg over to catch a foothold on the rope rungs. “And it’s better than standing on deck with this flock of quivering yelaki.”

He started down the ladder. By the time he’d jumped into the boat and got his balance, Philip was halfway down the side after him, while Trap was commandeering the other vessel. Philip landed between the thwarts, Abramm steadying him as the boat lurched, and for a moment their eyes locked. Abramm had a flash of memory—the lantern-lit stern cabin last night, an impromptu liege-giving ceremony, this young man on one knee before him, reciting the ancient oath of fealty all Kiriathans gave to their king. Now here he was, ready to make good on that oath, maybe even to die doing it. And hardly more than a boy.

Nausea swirled in Abramm’s gut, a sudden sickening realization that it was his own action and need that placed Philip in jeopardy. But then the youth grinned at him with the sense of immortality that belonged only to the young and said, “Eidon has made us a way, Sire!”

Abramm forced a smile back. “Indeed he has, Phil. Now let’s do our best to make good on it.”

Releasing the youth, he reached to snag the bundle of spears descending toward them, then saw that his parting words to the crew had borne the fruit he’d hoped: seven seamen now came scrambling down Wanderer’s hull to take up oars in the two boats. Thus they set out to round up the survivors, undermanned, underequipped, and praying fervently the kraggin did not return until they were done.



CHAPTER

2

While Trap swept round to starboard, gathering up those who had been lost when the barge’s front end went down, Abramm steered directly for its stern, pausing to fish out survivors on the way and putting those who were able to the oars. It was a gruesome journey paddling past floating bits of barge and whaler, of canvas and rope and oar, of bodies broken and bloodied and still. With twilight moving in, the wind had died away, and now the water gleamed like polished pewter, tendrils of mist coiling from its placid surface. A few tiny lights winked out of the gloom clotted now at the base of the headlands, while at the bay’s end, Springerlan was a cascade of stars sprinkled along the shore’s dark flank.

Abramm focused on guiding his boat through the wreckage. A snag, a fouling of the oars, even a collision would waste precious moments. The kraggin would return soon—he could sense it in the depths now, as he knew it could sense him—and the last thing he wanted was to fight it with these fanatical holy men at his shoulder.

Though the aura-producing shadowspawn typically avoided Terstans, they would fight if pressed to defend themselves or their kills. And the disabled whaler and barge could now reasonably be classed as kills. The kraggin had already taken a few prizes when it went down, drawing them one after the other toward the wide, beaklike mandibles at the midst of its tentacles, and chewing. . . .

Abramm grunted and shook the image from his head. Where had that come from?

Up close the barge was much larger than it appeared from afar. Ten Guardians clung to its slowly sinking stern, most of them waist-deep in water. Together they held aloft a flattened bronze orb two feet in diameter—a traveling brazier for the Mataio’s Holy Flames, which they’d managed to keep alive in all the chaos. Scanning the group as he guided the boat alongside, Abramm gave thanks when he recognized none. Though he knew himself to look a very different man from the youth who had sought Eidon in the Flames until six years ago, someone who’d known him well might see the truth regardless.

He secured the tiller and, with the nearside oarsmen, helped the first of the bedraggled Guardians—a withered horror of a man for whom this present disaster was obviously not his first—into the boat. The left side of his face and neck had been seared into a mask of waxy scar tissue, with no ear, no brow, no eye, and nothing but a slit for lips. Only a scattering of coarse gray hair sprouted from the puckered scalp, his waist-length pigtail drawn predominantly from the hair on the unscathed right side of his head. As Abramm helped him over the side, he felt the hard claw of a hand twisted with scar tissue, the tough, ropy feel of an arm likewise damaged. His one good eye was the worst, though, burning with madness and latent anger, as if it had somehow absorbed the fire that had scarred him.

The Guardian spared Abramm neither glance nor word of thanks, releasing his clawlike grip and swaying to starboard to settle on the first thwart, facing astern. In a voice as rough as a barnacle-covered reef, he demanded they return to Wanderer at once, as if the rest of them existed only as instruments of his will. Alone pure among the unworthies that made up the bulk of mankind, he could spare no time for pleasantries—not when he had the work of Eidon before him.

Grimacing to think he’d been like that once, Abramm turned his attention to helping the next man aboard.

“We must continue our supplications before the creature is able to renew its strength!” the disfigured Guardian declared to no one in particular. His mad eye roved the quieting sea as he gripped his knees and muttered to himself. “Cursed Terstans! They have brought this on us. They and that woolwit of a king who wouldn’t see the truth if it fell on him. They should all be hanged! No. Burned. Made to renounce their heresies or burned!” He laughed softly.

From the corner of his eye, Abramm saw Philip, helping men in at the bow, glance his way. The oarsmen all faced away from him, so he couldn’t read their reactions, but he saw a couple of the rescued armsmen exchange eye-rolling gazes.

Once the last of the survivors was aboard, the oarsmen pushed off from the barge, powering the overloaded vessel about in a creaking of oarlocks.

For a moment Abramm floated in the darkness far below, digesting his prize and savoring the comforting pressure of the depths, his limbs drifting loosely before him in an uneven corona of sparkling blue light.

“We must hurry, I say!” croaked the mad Mataian from afar. “Why aren’t we under way?”

“We are under way, Master Rhiad,” said one of his subordinates, jerking Abramm violently back to the here and now.

Rhiad?! Abramm gripped the tiller hard and, after one reflexive glance at the scarred man sitting knee to knee with him, tore his stare away and fought to keep his face expressionless. Surely this creature was not the Rhiad he had known, the Rhiad he had last seen four years ago in that ancient cistern in the SaHal, threatening to kill Abramm’s sister if he would not drink the man’s sedating potion. That Rhiad had been young, dark-haired, and handsome.

And yet—Abramm stole another glance—was there was not something familiar in the shape of his unruined eye, the whorl in his hairline above his forehead, that lilt of a sneer at the lip?

Fire and Torment! It is him! But what in Eidon’s wide world has happened to him? Had the etherworld corridor Rhiad himself had opened in that cistern done this? Abramm had been unconscious when Carissa shoved the Mataian into it, but she said there’d been an explosion, and the Terstan talisman she’d worn unheeding in her belt showed signs afterward of having conducted the Light.

Abramm’s gaze came back to the ruined face, horror—and pity—hitting him hard.

Suddenly the dark, fiery eye snapped up to fix upon him. “Don’t you know it’s rude to stare, boy?”

Abramm averted his gaze, feeling the blood leave his face. It was the first time Rhiad had actually looked at him, and unlike the others, Rhiad had seen him since he’d left six years ago. . . . But if Rhiad recognized him, he said nothing, his attention once more on the sea and the beast he’d come to ward.

Abramm returned to his steering just in time to avoid one of the whaler’s masts as it floated under the water’s surface in a mass of rigging. As it was, the lead portside oar got snarled in that rigging, and they wasted precious moments working free while Rhiad chastised them bitterly.

In the depths below, the beast drifted in suffocating darkness, peering up at a pale distant glow, its blue-shot limbs floating in an ever-widening circle. Its hunger, weeks in the making, remained unblunted by the meager prizes it had consumed. It needed more. And the enemy that had stolen its kill was much smaller than it had first thought. . . .

Abramm shuddered and blinked at the Guardian on the thwart directly across from him. The man was asking him something, but Abramm couldn’t hear him, feeling strangely weak and suddenly very small, a bit of frail flotsam on the sea’s vast surface, a tiny morsel to be plucked from this bench and pulled toward those grinding, clattering black beaks—

With a gasp he tore free of the kraggin’s spell, shaking his head to clear it. Nausea churned in his gut, and sweat greased his palm, shaking on the tiller. He drew a deep, slow breath, fighting panic. He knew the images invading his mind were part of the creature’s defenses, but it was as if the aura had switched on all the fear reflexes of his flesh and he could not turn them off. He could, however, stem the influx of doubts and images it ignited. Thus he set himself not to think about the coming struggle and the beast drifting in the murk below, with eyes big as dinner plates—bright crimson rings encircling pupils of dark red-brown.

No! He would not think of that. Nor of Rhiad, gazing blankly over Abramm’s shoulder and muttering curses on all who wore the shield. He would think of the tiller in his hand, the angle needed to steer the bow through the bobbing, rolling beams and planks and pieces of yardarm and canvas—and far too many bodies. He would plan what they would do once they returned to Wanderer and off-loaded these Guardians.

Dusk was settling in, foggy veils drifting over the water between them and the sparkle that was Springerlan. Ahead, crewmen lined Wanderer’s railings, calling for them to hurry. Trap had already come alongside her hull to debark his passengers, the healthy ones scrambling up the rope ladder, the injured lifted to the deck via canvas stretcher.

Oarblades flashing in single coordinated sweeps, Abramm’s longboat surged forward. His legs shook now, along with his hands, and he told himself it was only because they were wet and cold.

He knew the Light could slay this beast. He just didn’t know if he could keep the channel open long enough, or open it at the right time, or open it at all. He remembered those last moments in Jarnek too well—when the resurrected Beltha’adi had faced him, mouth opening to deliver the last fatal blow while Abramm found himself bereft of the power that moments before had allowed him to slay the greatest warrior of the southern lands. It had been the Light of others that had saved him that day.

Yes, he knew much more of it all now, but he also knew of the Shadow that dwelt within him, straining to choke out the Light. A Shadow that, if he let it, would disrupt his concentration and open his guard to every illusion the kraggin’s aura threw at him. It wasn’t Eidon or his Light Abramm doubted; it was himself.

In the depths below, the kraggin’s long powerful limbs, having drifted downward from its head, sparked yellow-green and stiffened. Then they snapped together in a mighty contraction that sent it arrowing headfirst for the surface.

Across from Abramm, Rhiad hissed. “It comes! Where are the Flames? They must go up first!”

As the sense of imminent attack closed in, Abramm urged the oarsmen to hurry. By the time they finally swung alongside Wanderer’s hull, the pressure was nearly unbearable. He secured the tiller and leaped up before the boat had even stopped moving, shouting for Wanderer’s crewmen to lower the stretcher and man the harpoon guns. From the corner of his eye, he saw Rhiad lurch upright, muttering fiercely as he staggered forward, falling on oarsmen and fellow Guardians alike. Into the very first stretcher he placed the closed brazier of Flames and ordered it pulled aloft. Then, without waiting for anyone’s permission or aid, he climbed onto the longboat’s gunwale and scrambled up the rope ladder, ordering his subordinates to follow. Glancing at Abramm like nervous sheep, the other Guardians arose and, rather than helping with the transport of the injured, clambered awkwardly up the ladder after him. Abramm let them go without comment, hoping it didn’t cost someone’s life.

Trap steered his boat away from Wanderer into the open, his voice carrying over the water as he directed his men to break out the spears and see to the harpoon gun on the bow. Meanwhile, aided by several of the royal armsmen, Abramm worked swiftly to get the first casualty strapped into the stretcher and swinging slowly up to Wanderer’s deck. Once the second man was also on his way, he gestured at the bundled spears on his own boat and directed his companions to break them out.

They looked at him in horror. One of them, a lean, compact fellow with a bruise already purpling his cheekbone, voiced their shared protest. “They’ll just get in the way, sir. And if the beast is comin’ back, what good will they do anyway? Like sticking broomstraws in a Basani bull. ’Twill just make him mad.”

The man stood amidship straddling a thwart, lifting his palms persuasively. He wore a dark goatee and had thinning, shoulder-length dark hair now plastered wetly to his skull. His blue jacket had been torn away entirely, his white blouse clinging to a well-muscled torso. He looked to be in his early thirties, and from his mien, Abramm judged him commander of the group assigned to guard the barge.

“What’s your name, armsman?” Abramm demanded brusquely.

“Lieutenant Shale Channon, sir. Of His Majesty’s Royal Guard.”

“Well, Lieutenant, would you rather face it with nothing at all? Because the old man’s right—it’s coming. In fact, I’d say it’s practically on us.”

Lieutenant Channon blanched as Abramm bent to follow his own orders, seeing as no one else was. The man hesitated, then bent to help him as from above another stretcher came flopping down. Swiftly the other men in the boat transferred their injured comrade into its confines as Abramm tugged free several of the spears. He’d just handed off two of them when the sense of the kraggin’s presence tightened hard around his chest.

“Abramm!” Trap’s urgent cry brought him around to the sight of a darkmottled shape floating at the surface a quarter-stone’s-throw away. Barely had he registered it, when a huge spade-headed tentacle burst from the water and reached for Wanderer, washing him in a choking, eye-watering ammoniac stench. Instants later, a second arm shot out of the water and coiled around his longboat. One of the men immediately started hacking at it with the ax as behind them Trap’s harpoon gun banged.

Bellowing at the man to belay the chopping, Abramm grabbed the spear, then windmilled wildly as the boat rolled, spilling all of them into the sea. He came up sputtering in a turmoil of churning waves and foam, still holding the spear. A third tentacle now angled out of the water with the others, passing over top of where the longboat had been, to disappear over Wanderer’s gunwale. Though Abramm couldn’t see her masts, from the rain of wood and canvas, he could guess what was happening.

His own boat, still intact, floated upside down ahead of him. Lieutenant Channon had already pulled himself atop its keel and shortly Abramm had joined him. Having secured his own spear by stuffing it into his breeches, Channon seized a floating oar and paddled toward another armsman bobbing on their right. Shortly the three of them sat atop the heaving boat, their combined weight pressing it just under the water as they worked to keep their balance and row free of the destruction raining down past Wanderer’s hull. Not far away, Trap was pulling Philip from the water. He had already rescued one of the other men from Abramm’s boat and held a spear of his own.

A booming crack preceded the squeal of Wanderer’s main mast going down. Moments later it crashed into the water where Abramm had just been unloading his boat. Another tentacle burst out of the sea before them, lashing up toward Wanderer’s deck, and at Abramm’s command, the men paddled over to a rubbery limb, bigger round than all of them put together and smelling like a privy. Drawing his knees up under him, Abramm passed his oar back to the third man, then glanced over his shoulder. Trap and Phil had used the harpoon’s rope to pull themselves over to the creature’s body floating near the surface. Both men watched Abramm, awaiting his signal. He nodded, then stood, and with everything he had, plunged the spear into the kraggin’s heavy arm.

Truly it was less effective than sticking broomstraws in a Basani bull. The thing didn’t even flinch. Beside him, Channon plunged his own spear through the beast’s thick hide, its milky phosphorescent blood streaming into the dark waters. Abramm felt the darkness rise up the shaft in his hands, and the Shadow stirred within him in response, like to like, pressing him to let it in, filling his mind with a keen, terrified awareness of his own frailty. Frantically he turned his thoughts to Eidon, and the Light flared out of him, shooting down the shaft in a blaze that lit the gloomy twilight like a rocket’s glare.

So much for hoping his efforts would be unobtrusive.

The Light’s opalescence gilded the world around him—the spear, the tentacle, the waves, and the man beside him. The shield blazed like a lighthouse beacon from his chest, and even the shaft of Channon’s spear glowed with it. But at least the kraggin finally reacted, jerking its limb downward with such force it nearly ripped the spear from Abramm’s grip. He managed to hold on as Channon flew off into the distance—or rather, it was Abramm who was flying, holding on with all his might as the tentacle flailed—dusky sky, dark waters, foam, the fractured lace of Wanderer’s pummeled rigging, the water again, coming up fast now.

He gulped air a moment before he smacked the surface, his grip nearly jarred loose again. Yet still the fire burned in him, and still he kept his mind on the image he needed: Light pumping into a beast that had never known Light before, that could not know it without wilting before it. Its penetrating wail threatened to split his head as he was dragged down and down.

It occurred to him that if he didn’t let go, he’d be pulled too far to make his way back up in time. Even so, it was hard to make his fingers release the wooden shaft. But he did, the action tumbling him through sudden, utter darkness. When he finally stopped, he had no idea which way was up. That distant greenish light was undoubtedly the kraggin. All the rest was darkness. And already his lungs strained for air.

He let out a bit of breath and, from the bubbles spewing past his cheek and ear, determined his course to the surface. It took another act of will to follow that course, though, because he was so disoriented it felt entirely wrong. Finally, his chest burning, his vision flashing, and his arms flailing like leaden lumps, he burst into the cold clean air and gasped in desperate delight. It was only as his breathing eased and the sparks faded that he realized the ringing in his ears had given way to cheering.

And here was Trap, asking what had happened as he reached over the edge of the rescue boat. “Did it have hold of you?”

“No,” Abramm gasped. “I had hold of it. Why?” He grabbed Trap’s arm but found himself too weak to help as the man hauled him halfway over the gunwale.

“Because you were down there far too long,” Trap said.

Abramm swiveled his trembling legs into the boat and sat upright, still panting. “I wanted to make sure it was dead.”

The other men on the boat, Shale Channon among them, were staring at him with very odd expressions. Not quite as if he were a spawn of the kraggin, but certainly as if he’d grown tentacles. He glanced down at himself to be sure, and saw that his tunic had suffered in its contact with the monster’s rough hide. His left sleeve was torn off, revealing a well-developed bicep scraped raw around the red dragon brand he’d received from his Esurhite masters. At least the shield on his chest was still covered, though after the display he’d put on, he couldn’t think why that mattered.

Trap shoved his own overrobe into Abramm’s hands. “To keep you warm,” he said, for the benefit of the men watching. Then he sniffed and made a face. “You smell awful, sir!”

“Well, it was bleeding and spewing all over the place,” Abramm said, shrugging into the garment and noting that Channon was still staring at him. Ignoring the man, Abramm offered to take the tiller so Trap could help with the rescuing, and they got under way. They picked up as many of the survivors as they could fit into the boat, ferried them to Wanderer, then went out for more. It was as they waited for this second load to disembark that Channon finally spoke.

Freed from rowing, he’d been stealing glances at Abramm since they’d stopped, brown eyes flicking from Abramm’s chest to his face to his chest again. He more than anyone must have seen the power that had shot down the shaft of Abramm’s spear, and felt it, too, since it had leaped into the shaft of his own. He had to have guessed the truth by now.

The lieutenant turned more fully toward him, and said, “He called you Abramm.”

Which were not at all the words Abramm had expected him to say. “What?”

“Your friend there.” Channon gestured toward the bow, where Trap was helping the last of their passengers mount the rope ladder. “When the monster surfaced, he called you Abramm. To get your attention.”

By now, though he had spoken quietly, Channon had the attention of every man aboard, Trap included. And though the latter sought to appear only casually interested, Abramm saw the dismay in his eyes at the realization of his slip.

Abramm returned his glance to Channon. “Yes. I believe he did.”

The lieutenant held his gaze for a few breaths, then nodded and turned away. The others frowned at him, understanding the cryptic exchange no more than Abramm had. But then the armsman sitting at the port oar on the next thwart, a crusty old soldier in the Royal Guard’s blue jacket who’d also been staring at Abramm off and on, now exclaimed into the silence, “Pox an’ plagues! That’s why he’s seemed so familiar! It’s Prince Abramm, come back to claim his crown!”

If Abramm had received his companions’ attention before, now he was all but impaled by it. Mouths gaped and eyes widened, and for a long, long moment only the slap of the water and the creak of Wanderer’s hull filled the silence.

Then someone said, “Comes back, and on his first day does what Gillard’s failed to do for six months running!”

“Not afraid to beard the beast in its den, either!”

“Killed it with his own hands—now there’s a king like we had in the old days.”

Trap turned away, a smile tugging at his lips, as Abramm felt the blood rush to his face and a wild discomfort writhe in his middle. “We don’t know for certain the beast is dead,” he said sharply. “And I most certainly did not do this alone.”

They looked away, accepting the rebuke in token, though their covert exchanges of half smiles and knowing looks said otherwise. It irked him, but arguing further would only make him look stupid.

They rowed another circuit of the waters, found only two more men alive, and were returning when an outcry arose from Wanderer’s deck. As they came around her bow, they saw the men leaning out over the gunwale, pointing and exclaiming in excitement. The kraggin had returned, floating limply amidst the flotsam it had created. Its tubular body, pale now in death, gleamed in the light of Wanderer’s lanterns, twelve lifeless tentacles splayed around it like a woman’s long plaits of hair.

“Well,” Channon said smugly, “I guess we can be certain it’s dead now, Your Highness.”

A cheer went up, resounding off water and wood and fog-shrouded sky. Channon grinned at Abramm, an uncannily accurate reproduction of the expression Trap wore, while Philip clearly fought to maintain his manly dignity against an exuberance that threatened to set him bouncing like a little boy. After they had come alongside and transferred their shivering cargo up to the main deck, Channon soberly requested of Abramm that he and his men be allowed to board next. “So you’ll have a proper welcome, sir.”

And here was that familiar sense of events sweeping Abramm along, quite out of his control. There was no answer to Channon’s question but yes, not if he truly meant to take the next step he’d envisioned for himself once the kraggin was dead.

As the men climbed the rope ladder, their laughter and soft voices drifted down to him, warming his face.

“Did you see him go under. . . ?”

“. . . wanted to make sure it was dead, he says. . . .”

“I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it. . . .”

Well, my Lord Eidon, I see you’ve made a way for me. As usual. Not at all my way, I might add, because I have no idea how it will play out. It would be nice now and then if you could give me some sort of itinerary. . . .

Abramm could almost feel the laughter of his Sovereign. But you wouldn’t need to trust me if I did that, my boy.

The last man disappeared over the top, and now it was Abramm’s turn. It was only as he started the climb that he realized somewhere in all that flailing he’d pulled something in his left shoulder. At least it worked well enough to get him up the ladder and over the gunwale into the pocket of sudden silence that awaited on deck. Two lines of armsmen in tattered uniforms flanked the gateway at stiff attention in honor of his arrival. The crew looked on curiously from deck and rigging, and Captain Kinlock stood with Trap at the gauntlet’s end, grinning broadly. Beside him hunched the crooked form of Master Rhiad, and one look at his ruined face and wild eye told Abramm things would not go as smoothly as he had hoped.

He had a sudden sickening flashback to the blaze of white he’d let loose when he’d driven the spear into the kraggin. Men engaged in the struggle with the beast and those tossed about up on the ship might well have missed that flash. But even if Rhiad had not physically seen it, he surely would have felt it, would have known what it was—and therefore could now guess the most important change Abramm had undergone in Esurh.

Channon, standing straight and stiff at the gunwale, announced Abramm’s royal name in a loud voice, and the idle chatter of the crewmen on the periphery cut off. Abramm walked the line with as much dignity as he could muster, feeling unspeakably odd. It seemed wrong that he would be doing this, almost silly—as if he were playing king and would shortly be found out.

Before he’d even reached Captain Kinlock, however, Rhiad lurched forward, good eye flashing. “Abramm, is it?” he croaked, limping toward him. “Come back to claim the crown, they say.”

“Hello, Rhiad,” Abramm said as the man drew up in front of him. “I’m surprised you didn’t recognize me earlier.”

By the look of confusion that flashed across the ruined face, Abramm knew the man hadn’t recognized him yet. Had the trauma that ruined his body also affected his memory? Or was he just pretending? Abramm, of all people, knew how very good he could be at that.

Whatever the explanation, Rhiad set the uncertainty aside and drove on with his mission. “Many have sought to kill this beast,” he said. “Sought and failed. Yet you come in knowing nothing of it and on your first engagement kill it outright! I would ask how that was accomplished, sir, for it is not an outcome expected from the mere power of men.”

“ ’Twas the power and mercy of Eidon,” Abramm said.

Rhiad’s one eye narrowed. “ ’Twas power all right. Whether it was Eidon’s is another matter.” He glared at Abramm triumphantly. “I demand that you remove your tunic and show us your bare chest.”

Abramm slammed down his sudden panic and made himself stand calmly, quietly, eyeing the holy man as if he’d asked if Abramm would like to take tea with him. He let his gaze flick over the sailors and armsmen who crowded the decks and rigging around him, ragged, exhausted men, riveted by the sudden conflict playing out before them. The sailors would have little understanding or real interest in any of it, but the armsmen, Abramm sensed, were very much involved—and already leaning toward him in their sympathies. With a slight smile, he met the Master Guardian’s half-mad gaze, lifted his chin, and said, “I’d rather not, thank you.”

The dark eye bulged. “Then I must assume—”

“That I am your rightful king,” Abramm interrupted. “And that you have no business demanding any such thing of me.”

“You dare to refuse the command of a servant of the Holy One!”

“It is by the Holy One’s power that I hold the office I do. An office whose authority, if I recall correctly, supersedes that of your own in matters like these. It is you, sir, who has been overbold this day. Given the circumstances, I will ignore it. But if you overstep again, you will regret it.”

Silence closed upon his words, filled with the creaking and dripping and groaning of the injured ship, but not a word from the men who rode her, and not a word from the man who had sought to dress Abramm down. A man who looked as if he might burst with the effort of restraining himself.

Abramm nodded. “You understand me, then. Good. Now we have work to do. You can either help us or retire to your prayers and meditations somewhere out of the way.”

He turned to Kinlock. “I want to haul the carcass into the harbor by dawn. So everyone can see the beast is really dead. Can we do that?”

“We can and we will, Sire,” the captain said, grinning again. His bellowed commands dispersed the crowd like a stick in an anthill. As men raced to attend to their various tasks, Abramm turned to find Trap favoring him with a half smile that was almost paternal.

“Well done, my lord,” he murmured. “Well done, indeed.”



CHAPTER

3

Simon Kalladorne, Duke of Waverlan, Grand Marshall of the Armies of Kiriath, and uncle to the king, stood at the south balustrade of his private balcony, staring into the dark, woolly night. With a thick fog blotting out all sign of the dock and shipyards lying directly below him, he had no hope of detecting anything as far out in the bay as the kraggin’s two dismasted victims had been when twilight dropped its curtain on their struggle. Likely there was nothing to see anyway, the two vessels long since reduced to flotsam by the monster’s massive tentacles. It was well after eleven o’clock now, and there’d been no victory rockets fired from out on the bay, and no word from the shore watchers beyond reports of bodies and wreckage washed up by the tide.

He sighed and drew his woolen cloak more snugly about himself, the chill seeping into his aged bones. His hip ached where the sword had cut into it forty years ago, a dull pain reaching into the small of his back and down the front of his thigh. He should go in. There was nothing to see out here, nothing that would bring him any more assurance than he already had.

The boats were surely gone, all three of them—the Mataian barge, the whaler that had pulled it out to deep water, and the Andolen trademaster that had foolishly come to their rescue. Or had perhaps come for the kraggin all along, hoping to claim the ten-thousand-sovereign prize Gillard had offered for the monster’s carcass. Why else would any ship sail into Kalladorne Bay these days? Whatever her reason, the trademaster had paid for it with her life. And so had the Mataians, their ploy to gain favor and power in the realm defeated, for now. They would try again, but tonight Simon could relax, and mourn the men who were lost. . . .

Wingbeats whispered in the mists coiling overhead, and he glanced upward uneasily. The nights were not safe these days. Especially not a night like this. The kraggin was not the only creature of the Veil to have moved into the realm of late, and only fools pretended otherwise. With a sigh, he turned from the balustrade.

The glass panes rattled in his study door as he closed it behind him and headed for the sideboard to pour himself a brandy. Despite the conclusions of logic, he knew he wouldn’t truly relax until he looked on the gray choppy water tomorrow and saw the litter of wood and fabric and rope that had once been vessels full of men. Even then the guilt would remain.

The liquor gurgled pleasantly out of its carafe, its pungent aroma burning his nostrils. Not since his wartime days had he felt an ambivalence of this intensity, hope and fear at odds even as they were the same. For the monster out there absolutely needed to be killed. It had shut down Kalladorne Bay for over six months, devastating the local economy. And since Springerlan was the largest port in Kiriath, accounting for nearly half her population, that translated into a significant amount of hardship and suffering. Suffering that would continue to escalate until the kraggin was removed.

Unless the Guardians did the removing. Then the suffering would merely change form and venue.

He replaced the glass stopper with a clink and shoved the carafe back into line with the others, sniffing the brandy with a frown. Guardians of the Realm, indeed! Even the name they chose for themselves was arrogant! To think they alone knew what was best for everyone else, particularly in matters so personal as the spiritual, was not simply galling, it was terrifying. He’d lived this day dreading they would succeed in their effort to deliver the realm from the kraggin.

“A spawn of evil sent by Eidon to judge us!” High Father Bonafil had declared when the barge was launched this morning. Visions of the demands they would make should they succeed haunted Simon still: a place on the royal council, a chapel in the palace, stringent enforcement of their Laity Laws upon the Court, including mandatory observance of Mataian rituals, bans on religious observances not to their liking, their vicious Gadrielite heretic hunters given more leeway than ever. . . . It was a road of increasing tyranny and oppression that would lead all the way to that unholy purge Mataian fanatics were already braying about.

The dread, justified as he considered it to be, nevertheless fueled a powerful self-reproach, for his fears were only fears, while the kraggin was real, and so was the suffering it inflicted. To want that to go on, for any reason, was unconscionable. And it wasn’t as if there had been no opportunity for others to act. Gillard had done nothing for all these six months, after all, still waiting, he said, for the development of an experimental harpoon with an exploding tip. “No need to risk men and ships until we know we can kill it,” he maintained. Meanwhile, the height of the trading season slipped away as more and more lives were ruined.

Absently he reached for a wilted rose blossom fallen from the flower arrangement at the sideboard’s end, catching himself just in time. With a muttered oath, he impaled the bloom with his dagger, uncaring that the blade point drove into the sideboard’s polished wood. It was by now one of many such point marks.

Immediately the staffid uncurled from its disguised position, reverting to its normal tricolor of blue, gray, and black. Suppressing a shudder of revulsion, he drew the point free of the wood, the staffid’s legs rippling wildly, its multisegmented carapace arching back and forth as it tried to free itself. The cursed things had invaded around the time the kraggin had taken up residence in the bay and were everywhere, disguising themselves as fallen flowers, wadded papers, balls of lint or string, rocks, jewelry, even morsels of food. They were disgusting and annoying, their bites producing itchy red welts that lasted weeks. People had taken to hanging swags of onions near their doors and windows to ward them, but the plague would take him before Simon stooped to that!

“Blasted vermin!” he muttered, casting the creature into the fire. It writhed frantically as the flames consumed it, flaring a harsh, bright blue amidst the gold and amber, and he watched it die with perverse satisfaction. Would that all his troubles could be so easily dispatched!

Snatching up his drink, he collapsed in the overstuffed chair before the hearth as the birdcage clock on the mantel struck the hour in tinny, chiming beats. Midnight already. No rockets. No word. The ships were dead.

So why did he feel this sense of growing doom? And how could Gillard be so oblivious to it? Even after the Mataians’ almost-success today, the young king had waved off Simon’s concern with that annoying, limp-wristed gesture of disdain he’d recently acquired. Sipping his brandy with an amused smile, he’d even suggested the Mataio was right, that it was all the Terstans’ fault and a purge wouldn’t be so bad. His three little lordlings, without whom he never went anywhere, had laughed, but Simon was long past being intimidated by ignorant young louts. He told Gillard sternly that if he did not get serious about the responsibilities of his station, he could very well lose it. To which Gillard had only huffed. “And who’s going to take it from me? You, Uncle?”

Which his louts thought even funnier than his earlier remark. They’d gone off to the gaming tables after that, singing and laughing as if twenty good men had not died today, as if a monster didn’t still prowl the bay outside their windows and there were no religious fanatics drooling to seize control of the realm.

The brandy’s warm fire chased down Simon’s gullet, driving away the chill he’d gained from being outside but doing little to alleviate the chill that gripped his heart. He stared gloomily at the life-sized portrait of his grandfather, Ravelin Kalladorne, glowering down at him from above the mantel. Tall and lean and blond with the dark Kalladorne brows and hawkish nose, Ravelin was a man’s man, the last real warrior-king in Kiriath. He’d worn his blond hair short, with a close-trimmed beard edging mouth and jaw. No courtly frippery for him—he’d been painted in his hunting leathers astride his favorite stallion, a huge, ill-tempered bay that had terrified Simon as a boy. Those were the days of the Chesedhan wars, and Ravelin was a strong, decisive leader, ruthless, stern, courageous to a fault.

But even Ravelin would not be able to put things to right these days. His personality and methods were for another time, another generation. No, the only one who could do anything was Gillard. But Simon was cursed if he could figure out how to motivate the lad anymore. Dropping his chin onto his chest, he inhaled the brandy’s aroma and thought that if he were a praying man, he’d ask that something be sent to startle the boy awake before it was too late.

He didn’t remember getting into bed, but the window-rattling booms of what he first thought was cannon fire awakened him there. When it was not repeated, he deemed it his imagination and slipped back into slumber, only to be assaulted anew by his manservant’s shrill voice and a blinding light. As he rose up on his elbows, groaning and cursing, the servant, Edwin, turned from where he’d flung wide the velvet draperies to reveal the first glimpse of sun Kiriath had seen in two months.

“My lord Simon!” the man repeated, far too loudly. “They’ve slain the monster! They’re bringing it right into port! Come and see the size of it!”

At first Simon couldn’t think what he was talking about, so intrusive was the light and the pain jabbing his skull. His stomach felt queasy, too, and his mouth tasted like the inside of a horse trough. Did I drink that much brandy last night?

“My lord?”

What had Edwin said? “They’ve slain the monster.”

It all connected in a flash and Simon leaped out of bed, staggered badly, and caught himself on the bed table before he fell. There followed an irritating moment of waiting for his head to settle, but finally he was at the window, fighting the pain from squinting into the bright morning light.

The fog had not yet surrendered fully to the day, a ragged train of gray puffs sailing across the sky and shredding low over the water. The bay stretched southward in a great blue swath, on which two of the many tallships stranded in Springerlan now sailed halfway to the distant gold-crowned headlands that marked the verge of open sea. So desperate were they to begin recouping their losses, the tallships’ captains hadn’t even stayed for the celebration.

And celebration there was.

The harbor teemed with boats as it had not for six months. Mostly small to medium sized, their masts and bows fluttered with the brightly colored pennants reserved for festival days, and they raced about at great speed, a swirling crowd of attendants for the battered Andolen trademaster and her equally battered whaling companion, now limping into port. In the night the trademaster’s crew had juryrigged a new main mast and replaced or stitched up enough of her torn rigging and sails to get her under way. But even with the bright, stiff wind—unfortunately a land breeze she had to tack into—and the advantage of most of her sails, she still needed the help of the five smaller vessels arrayed before her, towlines taut as they pulled her into port. It was not her injuries that slowed her, however, but the carcass she dragged behind her, a creature half again as long as she was.

Hangover nearly eclipsed by his sudden, keen interest, Simon hurried from the bedchamber into his study, snatched up his spyglass, and stepped into the cool morning breeze on the balcony, uncaring that all the world might see a grizzled old soldier in his bedgown. He strode to the balustrade, snapped open the scope, and fixed it upon the monster trailing in the trademaster’s wake. Dark-mottled, rough-surfaced, it shone wetly in the sun, having a long tubular body with a flangelike tail from which the trademaster’s towline was fixed. From its other end a fan of long arms trailed through the waves, some dark, some gleaming pearl white, a few of them twice the length of the rest of it combined.

Some of the boats had come in close, and a few braver souls poked it with gaffs and spears. As he lowered the telescope to view the whole scene again, a puff of smoke erupted near the dock to his left and a rocket shrilled skyward, exploding in a burst of sparklers, its boom making him wince again. Two more followed, and he heard the distant cheers of the men on the docks and in the boats while those on the trademaster—he had the scope up again—waved from rail and rigging. He aimed the glass at the bow, picked out white painted letters spelling Wanderer, then swept the telescope sternward along the gunwale. At once he came to a cluster of white-tunicked men carrying a flattened oval of bronze and swore aloud.

Guardians. Their barge was gone—he’d seen the kraggin’s tentacles cleave and sink it himself—but somehow they’d survived. Looked like they had their pan of flames, as well. Plagues! They’ll take all the credit sure as they’re standing there.

He continued his survey, stopping again when he came to a group of men in the tattered blue remnants of royal armsman uniforms standing near the boarding portal in the mangled gunwale. Several of the white-garbed Mataians stood among them, conversing with the man who appeared to be the trademaster’s captain. One of the group, a tall, bearded blond, snagged Simon’s eyes with a sense of the familiar, but then he spied the spare form and goateed face of his friend and one time protégé, Lieutenant Shale Channon, commander of the royal armsmen sent as escort, and joy superseded idle curiosity.

It was short-lived, itself superseded by the realization that no matter how greatly the royal armsmen had figured in the kraggin’s defeat, the Mataians would claim it was only because of the protective power of their Flames.

He snapped the scope shut and strode back through the study to the bedchamber, Edwin following him in. “Has the king been told?” Simon asked, throwing off his bedgown and pulling on the breeches Edwin handed him.

“They’re rousing him now, my lord.”

But the king had still not emerged from his apartments by the time Simon reached the main foyer, and since his own horse had been brought around, he decided not to wait. The quicker someone of rank gained control of the situation, the better.

The Avenue of the Keep thronged with people, and the closer he and his men drew to the dock, the heavier grew the traffic. As they fought their way through the congestion, he spied a cadre of Laine Harrady’s men afoot and hurrying back to the palace. Seeing Simon, one of them hailed him. “Have ye heard the news, my lord duke!?”

“O’ course ’e has,” Simon’s master armsman, Gerard, growled at him. “Why d’ye think he’s come?”

Simon gave the man a casual salute and pressed on, the crowd nearly shoulder to shoulder, even several streets back from the action. The Avenue ended in a square, brick-paved plaza overlooking the docks. From there the street turned sharply left and sloped down to the wharf proper. It was the first clear view Simon had had of the harbor, now directly below him, since he’d left his balcony. Already there were as many people here as had gathered to watch the Guardians set out yesterday. Striped tents and awnings of every hue floated over the multitude. Spectators lined warehouse roofs, hung out of windows, perched on barrels and hogsheads, and swarmed the masts and gunwales of all neighboring ships.

The frantic swirling of maritime traffic he’d noted earlier had ceased, vessels floating gunwale to gunwale along a narrow gauntlet formed between the Andolen trademaster and an empty berth on the royal dock. Every eye watched the longboat now threading that gauntlet to a chorus of thunderous cheering. Smartly painted in red and white with gold gilding its gunwales, it was none other than the launch reserved for royalty, broken out to honor the commanders of those who had killed the kraggin. Even with his naked eye, Simon could pick out the blue shoulders of the royal armsmen sitting among those in the boat, a great deal more of them than of the men in white. Which was odd. A glance back at the battered trademaster assured him most of the Guardians remained inexplicably on board.

A new uneasiness, whose source he could not identify, blew through him.

His good friend, Ethan Laramor, earl of the border fiefdom of Highmount, sat astride his brown horse near the brick retaining wall, and knowing his master well, Gerard carved a path through the spectators in that direction. Ethan, come south for the annual meeting of the Table of Lords, should be happy at least. The kraggin’s depredations had seriously hampered his efforts to gain the military and financial help he sought to stand against an increas- ingly aggressive barbarian presence along Kiriath’s northern borders. With the kraggin prowling the bay right in front of them, no one wanted to think about vague rumblings in the north. Now, perhaps, they would.

Except Ethan wasn’t cheering. Instead he had his spyglass out and trained upon the royal launch. With his gaunt, pockmarked face, straight strawy hair, and lanky frame, Laramor had a crude, homespun look, intensified by languid gray eyes and the gold ring of Borderer lordship dangling in his right ear. A barbaric custom, people said behind his back, but then the Borderers were only a step away from barbarians themselves. Beneath the bumpkin’s exterior, however, lurked an excellent swordsman, a horseman of renown, and an archer whose aim with the longbow was unrivaled in all the realm. Beyond that, Ethan Laramor had one of the most brilliant minds Simon had ever known when it came to waging war, both on the battlefield and off.

As Simon pulled up beside him, Laramor glanced aside, then lowered the glass with a grimace. “So. You’ve heard the news, then?”

Simon responded with a frown of his own. “Of course. The monster’s dead, and we can all rejoice as our pious deliverers seek to steal the credit.”

Laramor’s frown deepened. “I meant the news about Abramm.”

Simon stared at him, struggling to put the name into some kind of context and failing. Abramm was dead. Gone. Abducted six years ago after failing the Mataian test of the Flames and sold into a life of slavery he could not possibly have survived. What news of Abramm could be relevant? Perplexed, he shook his head. “News about Abramm?”

“He’s here. Now.” Ethan gestured with his chin at the Wanderer. “He’s the one commissioned that boat. They’re saying he killed the monster. And that he’s come back to claim the Crown. The Mataians are already hailing him as their Guardian-King.”

Simon could not have been more stunned had Ethan slapped him in the face.

“He’s just coming ashore in the king’s launch down there,” Laramor went on. “You can clearly see it’s him with the glass.”

He offered his spyglass to Simon, who continued to stare dumbly at him, cold now from his head to his feet. He saw again in his mind’s eye the tall, bearded blond he’d noted earlier on Wanderer’s deck. The one that had seemed familiar. Abramm?

It can’t be.

But somehow, even before Simon had the telescope focused on the man, he knew that it was, and the knowing turned his heart to icy stone. The boy had debarked and was now walking slowly up the dock, preceded and followed by the royal armsmen in their tattered uniforms—now Simon understood why they had come and the Guardians had stayed. And that older, birdlike Mataian at his side was on the Mataians’ High Council. Perhaps the two flanking them were, as well. Indeed, it likely would’ve been High Father Bonafil himself, if the stick wasn’t too holy to walk himself down to the docks through that press of unrighteous humanity. No doubt he watched from somewhere safe, farther back. Simon lowered the scope to scan the surroundings and saw at once the white canopy trimmed in red, set up just down the main road in a small outswelling that served as overlook.

The people through whom Abramm walked—thankfully Simon recognized few of Springerlan’s upper crust among them—grinned and cheered, some reaching out to touch him as he passed, an indignity he allowed. Occasionally he even stopped to speak to them and clasp their hands as if they were not commoners at all, but fellow highbloods. Even from a distance Simon saw that they loved him.

The boy moved stiffly, as if in pain, his height, his dark, level brows, deepset eyes, and narrow aristocratic features bearing the unmistakable stamp of the Kalladorne bloodline. A bloodline whose heritage he had once mocked with his pacifist Mataian robes and that long womanly hair tied now into a queue at his nape. The weakest, sickliest, most cowardly of King Meren’s sons, the one who had shamed the family by joining the Holy Brethren, then shamed them more by failing the final test of his Novitiate, the one everyone believed—and secretly hoped—was dead and forever forgotten, now stood before them, very much alive.

“If you’re not careful, Sire, you could lose the Crown.”

“And who’s going to take it from me? You, Uncle?”

A stream of muttered blasphemies tumbled from Simon’s lips. Fire and Torment! Pox and plagues! How in all creation could this have happened?

He lowered the glass, telescoping it shut with trembling hands. If I go down there to meet him, I’ll have to ride with him. And if I ride with him, it’ll be thought I support him.

Simon drew a deep breath, nausea clenching his middle. What to do? What to do? He eyed the white-and-red canopy again, gray-mantled holy men clustered in its shadow, glanced again at Abramm just as the boy lifted his gaze to look right at Simon. Decision crystallized. Tight-lipped, Simon hauled his horse around, plunging heedlessly through the crowd until he broke free of it. Then he kicked the beast to a canter, racing back up the Avenue of the Keep to the palace.

Come to claim the Crown, indeed! What does he know of being king? A scholar, a religious boy, and now a former slave? It’s madness.

His horse was lathered and blowing hard when Simon pulled up to the palace’s main entrance and vaulted to the ground. Throwing the reins at the waiting footman, he took the steps two at a time, breathlessly asking the steward at the top if the king had left for the dock yet.

“No, my lord,” the steward stammered. “They’ve only just found him. He spent last night with Lady Amelia. She’s a new one. No one even thought to look for him in her—” The steward broke off and backed a pace as Simon realized he was sputtering blasphemies again.
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When Abramm looked up and saw his uncle Simon sitting his big bay horse atop the ramp, his heart lurched with hope. But barely had he focused on the man when he saw him stiffen with that all-too-familiar hostility. Then he was handing off the telescope to his companion and wheeling his horse around, flying back to the palace and Gillard.

Disappointment curdled in Abramm’s middle, feeding the anxiety that had nagged him all morning. He suspected exhaustion was to blame—he hadn’t slept in over thirty-six hours, the last fourteen of which he’d spent engaged in some of the hardest, heaviest work he’d done since his days in Katahn’s galley ships. They’d passed the night patching Wanderer together enough to catch the wind again, and even then the kraggin’s weight required towlines. So this morning most everyone, him included, had taken a turn at the towboat oars.

Now his legs trembled, his back ached, his palms were blistered, and his hands were stiff and sore from too much pulling. He was getting a headache, too, and his stomach had become seriously uneasy thanks to the sharp, ammoniac stench of the kraggin permeating his clothes and hair and beard— even his skin. With all his extra clothing lost when the monster had splintered the stern cabin, he’d had nothing to change into, and the smell hadn’t seemed so bad out on the water. Ashore and in this crowd, however, it was strong enough to choke. Ahead, the people lining the dock wrinkled their noses as it first hit them, frowning, glancing at their neighbors, then realizing what it was and returning to their cheering. At least he was not the only one the kraggin had anointed with its stench. And no one could accuse him of not having been involved.

With Lieutenant Channon and two of his armsmen pressing a path through the crowd, Abramm walked a gauntlet of grateful citizens, his old discipler, Brother Belmir, beside him. He would have preferred it be Trap, but they’d agreed that was out of the question, given that Trap had supposedly been executed six years ago. Belmir had changed little. His gray guardian’s braid was whiter, his back more crooked, his face more wrinkled, but overall he was still the same bespectacled, birdlike man Abramm remembered. Except for the fact he was Master Belmir now, recently promoted to High Father Bonafil’s council of spiritual advisors. He and his two aides had been there to greet Abramm when he disembarked from the king’s launch, their warm, excited manner not what he’d expected after Rhiad had gone ashore earlier to present his suspicions to his superiors. Evidently they viewed him as mad as the royal armsmen did. Either that or they realized that in accusing Abramm they’d also have to admit it was Terstan power that slew the monster and not their precious Flames. In which case he figured they would not have shown up at all.

He walked slowly, as much because he was tired as because he honestly wanted to clasp the hands held out to him and look into the eyes of those whom he would rule, see the pain and relief and gratitude and know that what had been risked and sacrificed was worth it.

“You’ve saved our lives.”

“My children will eat now.”

“We owe you everything.”

Many a tearstained face presented itself, and it must have been fatigue that made his throat keep closing up. These were not highborn nobles, but commoners—freemen, merchants, and sailors—and he was humbled by their response to him.

The nobles, thankfully, had not turned out yet. Stiff with exhaustion, ragged, dirty, and stinking of sweat and sea and kraggin, Abramm could not have presented a less regal impression if he’d tried. The commoners might not mind, but the nobles would be aghast. And in light of what he hoped to do in the coming days, he wanted nothing so much as to get to the palace and a bath as soon as possible.

That would deliver him from Belmir, too. After the Guardian’s initial greeting, when puzzlement mingled with an apparently genuine pleasure at their reunion, the man had said little, walking at Abramm’s side in a quiet display of Mataian support. That Abramm allowed it, hinted as well, unfortunately, that the Mataio had Abramm’s.

Working his way up the dock, Abramm had been clasping hands and receiving thanks without much thought beyond satisfaction at this validation of his choice to return. But when his gaze caught on a small golden shield glittering between the open neck edges of a man’s fine leather jerkin, a mark supernaturally burnished into the man’s flesh, he stopped in his tracks. His gaze flicked up to the man’s face—pale, age wrinkled, with dark bushy brows overshadowing shrewd brown eyes and bristly salt-and-pepper hair cut short in defiance of current fashion.

The man stuck out his hand. “Everitt Kesrin, Your Grace. Owner of the Westland Shipping Company. You have saved the livelihoods of myself and all whom I employ, and for that you have my thanks.”

At his side stood a plain young woman, her fawn-colored hair hastily caught into a pair of Chesedhan-style braids, her wide blue-gray eyes fastened upon Abramm as if he were Alaric the Second reborn. She was not the only one to stare, though the others in the suddenly silent crowd had perhaps different reasons. As Abramm regarded the offered hand, a squall of conflicting thoughts blew through his mind—the realization of what this man was doing, the understanding that Abramm’s own action would be marked and replayed for days to come, the fear of where that would lead, the purpose of his return. . . .

He hesitated only an instant, then clasped the man’s hand firmly, a scribe’s hand he judged it, soft as his own had once been. “It is my privilege to serve,” he said quietly, holding the merchant’s gaze. “And my pleasure to know you.”

He started onward, but Belmir lingered behind. “Freeman Kesrin,” he said dryly. “Bold as ever, I see.”

Kesrin was executing a short bow as Abramm turned back to observe. “Why should I not be bold, Master Belmir, when I stand enfolded in Eidon’s Light? Though I fail to see boldness in my actions today. Am I not allowed to express my thanks to our celebrated deliverer like everyone else?”

“As you make sure he knows exactly what you are when he accepts that thanks. Don’t think your motives are not obvious, Freeman.”

No more than yours, Master Belmir, thought Abramm.

Kesrin only shrugged. “I find no fault in my motives. We have long been free in this land to pursue whatever faith we choose. I hope that will not change with the coming of our new . . . king?” His dark eyes shifted back to Abramm, one bushy brow lifting, and Abramm was seized with the desire to conjure a kelistar in front of them all. That would certainly be an action noted by the crowd. And Gillard. And the Table of Lords.

He put away the crazy bravado and said, “You have nothing to fear from me, Freeman. I have every intention of enforcing the freedoms Kiriathans have long guarded.”

“Even if Eidon’s law says otherwise?”

“I have always understood that is Eidon’s law.” He glanced at Belmir. “That, in fact, it was this very freedom which allowed the Matiao itself to survive two hundred years ago when it was but a tiny gathering of eccentric cultists.”

Belmir frowned over his spectacles. As he drew breath to speak, however, some intuition of the need to maintain royal decorum spurred Abramm to end it. Nodding to the Terstan merchant and the starstruck girl at his side, he strode forward to acknowledge the next person in line. In his wake he heard Kesrin say, “Master Belmir, are you sure this is your Guardian-King?”

Guardian-King? Abramm’s stride faltered. Was that why Belmir was here? Because they had decided—Eidon alone knew why—Abramm was their Guardian-King? The thought made his incipient nausea lurch. No wonder Simon had raced away and Everitt Kesrin had come out to bait him.

Belmir ignored Kesrin’s jibe, returning to his post at Abramm’s side, smiling and lifting his hand to the crowd as if nothing untoward had happened. But after a moment Abramm leaned down toward him and said quietly, “I must tell you sir, that if you believe I am your Guardian-King, you are gravely mistaken.”

Belmir flicked him a smile. “You killed the kraggin, my son. You have to be him.”

“Brother Rhiad did not share your assessment.”

“Rhiad sees Terstans around every corner. He means well, but all know he is unbalanced. It’s clear the power he sensed was not in you, but in the kraggin as it fought for its life against the Flames.”

Abramm smiled and waved, chilled by the mingle of truth and falsehood in the Guardian’s words and not knowing how to counteract it without saying everything.

“He had hoped to have the victory over it himself,” Belmir went on, “and was not pleased when Eidon favored you instead. Still, we all see it for what it is: Eidon’s Chosen returning to take up the Crown that has awaited him since he left.”

“But that is not possible,” Abramm said.

“Why?”

“Because I no longer hold with Mataian teachings.”

“You may have strayed from the fold, my son, but you’ll be back.”

“I assure you, I will not.”

Belmir smiled benignly over his spectacles. “Eidon’s hand is upon you. You cannot help it.”

From suspected heretic to the Mataio’s prophesied Guardian-King in but a few hours. Incredible. It was the ultimate irony that Abramm would use his Terstan power to kill the kraggin—in a blundering, uncontrolled, appallingly visible burst—and have it viewed as proof of Eidon’s anointing. If it were not so galling, and if he were not teetering on the edge of being found out, his bid for the crown ruined before it began, it might have been humorous.

Ahead, where the pier met the main dock, the Mataians had erected a red-and-white awning above an overlook from the street ramping down to dock level. Several benches had been brought down, upon which were seated what appeared to be the High Father of all the Mataio and his chief aides. Abramm didn’t suppose he could ignore the High Father of one of the major faiths of his land, particularly in light of what he’d just said about respecting his people’s religious freedom. Fortunately he also saw, standing on the dock below the holy men, the horses he’d asked Lieutenant Channon to procure for him and his armsmen. If he had to meet with High Father Bonafil, at least he would do it eye to eye.

He knew his fatigue was all too obvious when Channon offered to help him mount—he refused, of course. No self-respecting Dorsaddi accepted help in mounting. It was bad enough he had to use the stirrup to climb aboard rather than simply swinging into the saddle, but he could barely move his left shoulder and his back was ominously twitchy. Well, only a little longer and he’d have some privacy in which to attend to both his person and his hurts.

As Abramm reined his horse over to address the men sitting on the overlook, he saw that Belmir had rejoined his holy brethren and was whispering something into the High Father’s ear. Abramm recognized none of the others. He only knew the High Father’s name because Channon had told him earlier that Saeral had died of a heart attack four years ago and Bonafil succeeded him. The new High Father was the typically handsome, placid-faced sort that ascended to his station, with mild blue eyes and soft lips. His auburn hair, liberally sprinkled with gray, frizzed now with age above the long braid. As befitted his station, he wore no rank cords, a sign, the Mandates said of his extreme humility. At his throat—as at the throats of all Guardians—gleamed the red amulet of the Holy Flames, said to carry the very spark of Eidon himself. It was an amulet Abramm had once longed for with a passion that was painful, an amulet that now reminded him chillingly of those worn by the evil priests of Esurh’s Khrell. Right down to the dim, fluttering glow lurking within each one of them. Not the spark of Eidon at all, but something else entirely. And he wondered as his gaze stopped on Bonafil—was this Saeral in a new body?

The breeze rushed around Abramm and over the waiting holy men, widening their eyes, wrinkling their noses, and inciting a startled exchange of glances. A couple of them even coughed slightly, and one man sneezed.

Bonafil kept his nose-wrinkling to a minimum, remarking in a gentle voice, “Sweet Fires, man. That is quite a stench.” No one else in all this crowd could have spoken such even to the crown prince, let alone the man who could be king by week’s end.

“You’ll forgive me, then,” Abramm said, “if I hasten on to the palace, where I may indulge in the bath we all agree is needed.”

“I’ll only take a moment, Your Highness.” Silence once more enfolded them as Bonafil’s blue eyes moved down Abramm’s form and up again. “Is that a weapon you wear on your hip, my son?”

“It is, in fact, an Andolen rapier, Father.”

The High Father received this information without reaction, studying Abramm’s robes and hands and face. He wrinkled his nose again, then looked across the crowd and the docked ships to Wanderer, forced by her deep draft to anchor farther out in the harbor, while at his side, Belmir smiled with calm assurance. Bonafil’s gaze returned to Abramm. “Are you indeed responsible for the monster’s death, then?”

“I and the men with me, yes.”

“ ’Tis a remarkable feat you have accomplished, then.”

“ ’Twas by the power and mercy of Eidon.”

Light flickered in Bonafil’s eyes and simultaneously in the amulet at his throat, raising the hairs on Abramm’s nape. “And now you come to claim the Crown.”

Not Saeral. Abramm thought. Another.

“You will need Eidon’s help, I think,” remarked Bonafil.

“I will indeed, Father.”

Again the silence and the thoughtful regard. Then Bonafil nodded as if Abramm had passed some unspoken test. “You will have the Brotherhood’s full support.”

And here it was: the moment to speak or keep silent. Abramm spoke: “I appreciate your generosity, sir, but as I told Master Belmir, I no longer hold with Mataian teachings.”

Bonafil nodded. “Nevertheless, you have our support.”

It was on the tip of Abramm’s tongue to declare he neither wanted nor needed their support when suddenly he understood. No one knew he had become the White Pretender, or that he had spent the last four years as the close friend, confidant, and advisor to King Shemm of the Dorsaddi. High Father Bonafil no doubt saw him as a simple scribe fresh out of slavery and easily manipulated. This was a bid for power. Abramm could probably offer any insult short of revealing the shield on his chest, and Bonafil would bear it.

“I fear I will disappoint you in the end,” Abramm said finally, glancing at Channon. His lieutenant had been waiting for that sign and now turned to give Wanderer a casual salute. On deck, Captain Kinlock should have them centered in his spyglass and—yes. Here came the flash that showed he had received the signal.

Abramm turned back to Bonafil, pulling the thick queue of his hair over one shoulder and drawing up the hood of his robe. He lifted a hand in casual salute of his own. “Good day, sir.”

Bonafil’s soft mouth dropped open as Abramm pulled his horse back and around. It was a borderline breach of etiquette and a calculated risk, but as heir to the throne he was justified in not waiting for dismissal. It was also a clear indication that he had turned from Mataian persuasions.

Before anyone could protest, though, a mighty squeal of wood and metal erupted from out on the bay, drawing the throng’s attention. Abramm glanced again over his shoulder as the kraggin’s corpse was hauled from the water by cranes set up aboard bothWanderer and the whaler that had accompanied her. As the great gray-and-ivory carcass slithered upright into view, the crowd exclaimed in muted susurration. Among them only one kept his attention on Abramm: a figure in Guardian gray standing at the junction of pier and dock, a man whose ruined face and barren scalp only accentuated the fire of hatred burning in his one good eye.

Have you remembered me yet? Abramm thought at him. With a shudder of foreboding he settled himself forward in the saddle, urging his horse after Channon’s. Leaving the now-distracted crowd, they trotted into the back ways of Portside, which Channon’s men had earlier cleared of spectators, and rode on toward the palace.
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They rode through the Portside sector and into the hilly city beyond, where a busy service road switchbacked up the steep face of the long escarpment from whose seaward-most point the palace overlooked the bay. Pedestrians and delivery wagon drivers automatically made way for the detachment of Royal Guard as it headed for the southern service gate, eyeing the cloaked figure it escorted with interest. If they guessed who he was, Abramm did not know, for he was paying little attention.

His headache and nausea had worsened dramatically, his middle cramping so violently at one point it doubled him over. With that, it dawned on him that this wasn’t just a case of jitters or a bad smell or not having eaten. Nor was the increasing weakness and throbbing pain in his left arm the result of physical exertion or injury. All were the unmistakable signs of spore sickness.

At first he couldn’t think how he’d been exposed, until he remembered he’d been swimming in the kraggin’s blood. Diluted by seawater, the spore’s initial effects would be unnoticeable, increasing gradually over time as they multiplied within him. Cursed—or blessed?—with unusual sensitivity to the stuff, he’d be dog-sick by the end of the day unless he initiated a purge first. But a purge would not only cocoon his body in an aura of Terstan Light— hardly a spectacle he wanted just anyone to see right now—it would also require several hours to complete. He’d have to find a place where he’d be sure no one would stumble onto him. And with no one but Lieutenant Channon available to guard him, he wished yet again that he hadn’t sent Trap away. Well, no help for that now. At least in the course of the night’s events, Channon had shown himself an honorable man, a fellow Terstan and already devoted to Abramm’s cause.

Passing through the gate without incident, they threaded their way through the congested alleys between the palace service buildings and came at last to the backside of the west wing, its three stories of windows gleaming in the morning light. A trio of blue-jacketed armsmen stood at the small side door through which Abramm had chosen to enter. Dismounting stiffly, he had to lean against the horse and wait for the dizziness to pass before handing off the reins and stepping forward to greet a worried-looking Channon and a tall elderly man he recognized as his own father’s Grand Chamberlain, Lord Robert Haldon.

Haldon had changed little in the fourteen years since Abramm had last seen him. Although he was not the giant perceived by a twelve-year-old, he was still big—as tall and broad of shoulder as Abramm. His hands were huge, and his craggy face, with its beak of a nose and jutting chin, was more seamed than ever. Clad in a dark gray doublet with puffy sleeves and those horrible ballooning breeches, he wore his wiry white hair long now and tied at the nape with a black ribbon. Abramm recalled him as a quiet, competent man, so solemn he often seemed stern, especially to the king’s sons. Yet for all his imposing bulk he had been kind and respectful of Abramm when others had not.

Now he wore a tense, suspicious look that faded into flatness as Abramm stopped in front of him. “Prince Abramm!” he whispered thickly. “It really is you!”

“Hello, Haldon,” Abramm said with a wry smile. “Good to see you again.”

Haldon bowed low. “Welcome home, Your Highness.”

The guards at the door had stiffened when Haldon greeted Abramm, and Abramm felt their attention fix upon him, though nothing in their mien changed outwardly.

“We have had to put you in the Ivory Apartments,” Haldon said. “With the Council of the Realm set to meet tomorrow, the peers have been arriving all week, and I’m afraid we’re overcrowded. If you are willing to wait, it would not take long to vacate something more appropriate.”

“The Ivory Apartments will be fine.”

Haldon looked relieved. “Very good, sir. If you’ll come with me?”

As they trod the empty, gleaming corridors, Abramm could only thank Eidon he’d had Channon arrange for his quartering discreetly. Wishing to choose his own time and place for meeting Gillard and the court, he had counted it better not be seen at all than as a weary, bedraggled waif, stinking of kraggin. It never dawned on him he’d have to worry about spore sickness, too. Which was why, when they reached the Ivory Apartments on the second floor of this west wing, he was profoundly displeased to find three noblemen awaiting him.

One was a complete fop, decked out in salmon-colored doublet and breeches trimmed with copious amounts of lace. A wig of golden curls cascaded to the middle of his back, and he carried a beribboned walking stick. The very sight of him raised Abramm’s hackles, for he represented all that the Esurhites had mocked in Kiriathan character, an embarrassment Abramm had spent two years fighting to overcome.

The second man, clad in black and brown, wore his own lank brown hair long around a sallow, pockmarked face. Spectacles obscured his eyes, but he looked vaguely familiar.

The third member of the trio was as different from the first two as they were from each other. His gray doublet stretched tightly over a bony frame, its only adornment a tongue of red flame embroidered onto the left breast. Also eschewing the false curls of current fashion, he wore his graying hair queued back from his face like Haldon. His eyes were too small, his nose too round, and his mouth too wide, and he held himself as stiffly upright as if a poker had been rammed up his spine.

All three looked surprised at Abramm’s appearance, their eyes flicking up and down his torn and stained clothing, catching on the sword, the bloody hands, the beard. He actually saw the smell hit them, all three recoiling in unison.

The foppish one choked out a faint, “Oh my,” and yanked a lace-edged kerchief from his sleeve. Covering his fleshy nose and mouth, he coughed delicately into the cloth, then forced himself to pull it away. “They said that beast had an odor,” he said in a strangled voice. “I fear they did not exaggerate.”

“I am on my way to address the problem now,” Abramm assured him, trying to ignore the pounding in his head.

“Far be it from me to detain you, then.” The man backed a step and coughed into his kerchief again. “I only wished to welcome you, sir, and to offer my thanks for ridding us of the monster. Also, I have considerable exper- tise in matters of wardrobe and cultural affairs, should you have need of counsel.”

“And you are?”

The dandy froze in the act of bowing, then straightened. His blue eyes watered. “Temas Darnley, Your Highness. Earl of Bathport.” He patted his lips with his kerchief, then straightened his spine. “I shall detain you no longer, sir, and look forward to making your acquaintance at the Table this evening.”

And with that he fled, leaving Abramm to address his sudden puzzlement to his two remaining visitors. “The Table is meeting tonight?”

“They’ve called a special session in your honor,” said the bespectacled one. He bowed a formal greeting. “Byron Blackwell, Highness. Speaker of the Table of Lords.”

Tonight? Plagues! Will I even have enough time to complete a purge? It didn’t matter. As another spasm of nausea wrenched through him, he realized he was fast reaching the point where it would either be a purge or days of fevered delirium.

Blackwell was eyeing him sharply. “Perhaps you remember me from years ago?”

“Count Blackwell’s son. Yes. I remember.” Blackwell’s father, Henry, had been a favorite of Abramm’s own sire, and Blackwell himself a friend of Abramm’s eldest brother. Abramm had been too young at the time to remember much about him save that he’d been a quiet youth with a penchant for reading.

Abramm glanced at the third man, the one in the gray doublet with the tongue of flame who was now bowing stiffly.

“Darak Prittleman, Highness. Lord of Lathby, First Secretary of the Nunn, Headman in the Laity Order of Gadriel, and humble servant of Tersius in the Flames.” His voice was dry, nasal, and overly precise. “I, too, wish to offer my welcome and thanks, and to express my joy that at last we shall have a king of Eidon’s choosing to deliver this realm from the evil overtaking it.”

Abramm stared at him, rankled by this recitation—he’d heard rumors of this new order of Gadriel back in Qarkeshan—and bereft of an appropriate response.

Once again the kraggin’s ammoniac musk delivered him. Prittleman had been quietly turning green, and now he straightened abruptly. “I, too, offer my assistance should you require it, sir, but will impose upon you no longer. Eidon’s Light be with you.”

And with you would have been Abramm’s correct response. But he said nothing, and after a moment Prittleman beat a hasty retreat.

“It wasn’t so bad out on the water,” Abramm murmured apologetically.

Blackwell smiled. “I have sinus trouble, my lord. It doesn’t seem that bad to me.”

“Ah.” Abramm didn’t quite manage to keep the dismay out of his tone. The pounding in his head was growing louder.

The son of Count Blackwell, presumably Count Blackwell himself by now, regarded him speculatively. “Are you feeling all right, sir?”

“I’ve had better days.”

“I’ll not keep you, then.” But he lingered nonetheless. “They say you were actually on the water with the beast. That you stabbed it with a spear.”

“I did,” Abramm said. “Which is why I smell as bad as I do and why I am so looking forward to a bath.”

Blackwell still did not take his cue. “They say you used the power of Eidon to slay it.”

In an instant, Abramm’s growing frustration transmuted to full wariness. “They are saying that, yes.”

Blackwell’s spectacles magnified his brown eyes. “And did you?”

“I and three others stabbed it with spears, but as I told High Father Bonafil, it was by the power and mercy of Eidon that we succeeded.”

The brown eyes studied him shrewdly. “A politic answer, my lord. Perhaps you are not so naïve as we’ve been led to believe.” He waited as if he expected a response. When Abramm merely stared at him, he went on. “I, too, offer you my support, sir, in whatever capacity you desire it. I have little liking for your brother, and frankly I’ll be delighted to see you take the Crown from him. He has never really risen to its demands.” Blackwell paused. “But you realize he will fight you.”

Abramm met his gaze for a long moment, seeking through the haze of his discomfort and fatigue to grasp the man’s mettle, to gain the knowledge only time and familiarity would bring. Was this friend or foe?

When again he did not answer, Byron Blackwell nodded once, then bowed and departed, leaving Abramm at long last alone with his chamberlain and Lieutenant Channon, his silent shadow. It was the chamberlain who caught his attention, however, for he should have left long ago.

Realization dawned. “You are not Grand Chamberlain anymore.”

“No, sir. The king—er . . . uh, prince-regent brought his own man when he came to the throne.”

“The more fortunate for me, it seems.”

Haldon inclined his head. “I hope you will pardon the lack of attendants— with such short notice we’ve had a time finding any of suitable rank— but your bath has been prepared. If you’ll come this way?”

Inside the bedchamber a handful of body servants waited before the open door of a tile-walled side closet where stood the steaming bath. As much as Abramm had yearned for this earlier, he wondered now if he had the stamina to see it through. What he really wanted was to be shown the bed and left alone so he could . . . what was it he needed to do?

“Are you in pain, sir?”

Haldon’s voice shattered his train of thought. “What? Oh. Yes. I do have something of a headache.” He unfastened the harness that held his two blades, rapier and dagger, and handed them over to one of the servants, as another took the Dorsaddi overrobe from his shoulders. There was something I was supposed to do here. Something important. . . . Plagues, that pounding is so loud. . . . They must be doing renovations, making more room for all the arriving peers.

No. Wait. That’s not right.

One of the servants gestured him into the provided chair. As a young valet knelt to remove his stiff, salt-crusted Dorsaddi boots, Abramm surveyed the circle of men surrounding him, and it dawned on him that if he continued to submit to their ministries they would find the mark upon his chest—

He sprang out of the chair, scattering the servants like startled sparrows. “That will be all, thank you. I am accustomed to seeing to my own needs.” He motioned toward the door. “You may go. I will call when I need you. Lieutenant, post your guard outside the bedchamber.”

Channon nodded and stepped out, but the attendants stared at him in astonishment.

“Your Highness—” Haldon began.

“Go!” Abramm barked, gesturing again at the door.

At Haldon’s nod, the others, looking puzzled and hurt to a man, put down the various articles of bathing and clothing they held. When they were all out and the door closed behind them, Abramm sagged against it and let out his breath.

As the tension bled out of him, the sickness he had been holding at bay refused to be ignored any longer and he found the chamber pot just in time. Afterward, as he rinsed his mouth with water to chase away the taste, he noted his hands—chapped and blistered from the rough work he had put them through last night, and also blotched with red welts, a sign of low-grade exposure to spawn spore.

Spawn spore . . . I have to do a purge! His head pounded and his ears buzzed and fatigue pulled at him. Right now!

He staggered toward the bed, mentally pressing his way through the fog in his brain to focus on the Light within him, a tiny flicker in a great sea of darkness. He touched it and clung. The buzzing increased, accompanied by the cold blue sensation of the spore coursing through his veins. Fire flamed up his left arm, and his thoughts shifted. The pain was terrible. He might burn his arm. What if there was too much spore? He was so inexperienced, so weak. Maybe he should wait for Trap.

Grimly he resisted the mental distractions, turning his thoughts back to the Light and the One who gave it. The buzzing intensified, making his teeth rattle as it swelled up in him like a cloud of angry bees. His grip on the Light quailed, flickered, faded. . . . He groped again, cried out for help—

And then something snapped. Shards of color exploded through his inner vision as the white burst through his flesh, searing away everything else. And the purge began.
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