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          This one is for Sharon. Well, they all are, really, and I don’t usually do public love letters, but this year is an exception. Thank you

          for marrying me all over again. I love you.
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  PROLOGUE




  It was very quiet in the inverted recon skimmer.




  It tended to be that way in orbit, aside from the quiet chirping of an occasional audio signal from the skimmer’s flight computers, and those only seemed to perfect the silence, rather

  than interrupt it. The man who had once been Nimue Alban leaned back in the pilot’s couch, looking down through the clear armorplast of his canopy at the planet beneath him, and treasured

  that quiet, serene calm.




  I really shouldn’t be here, he thought, watching the gorgeous blue-and-white-swirled marble of the planet called Safehold while his skimmer swept steadily towards the dark line of

  the terminator. I’ve got way too many things to be doing back in Tellesberg. And I’ve got no business at all hanging around up here, stealth systems or no.




  All of that was true, and it didn’t matter. Or, rather, it didn’t matter enough to keep him from being here, anyway.




  In one sense, there was absolutely no need for him to be up here physically. The Self-Navigating Autonomous Reconnaissance and Communication platforms he’d deployed were capable of

  transmitting exactly the same imagery to him, without any need for him to see it with his own eyes . . . if, indeed, that could be said to be what he was doing. And the SNARCs were far smaller, and

  even stealthier, than his recon skimmer. If the kinetic bombardment system that lunatic Langhorne had hung in orbit around Safehold really did have first-line passive sensors, it was far less

  likely to detect a SNARC than the skimmer, and he knew it.




  Yet there were times when he needed this silent, still moment, this vacuum-clear eyrie from which he could look down upon the last planet mankind could claim. He needed the reminder of

  who—what—he truly was, and of what he must somehow restore to the human beings thronging that planet so far below him. And he needed to see its beauty, to . . . cleanse his thoughts,

  recoup his determination. He spent so much time poring over the take from his network of SNARCs, studying the spy reports, listening in on the plans and conspiracies of the enemies of the kingdom

  he had made his home that it sometimes seemed that that was all there was to the universe. That the sheer weight of opposition towering up all about him was too vast, too deep, for any single

  creature to oppose.




  The people around him, the people he’d come to care for, were the true antidote to the despair which sometimes threatened him as he contemplated the enormous scope of the task to which he

  had been summoned. They were the ones who reminded him why humanity was worth fighting for, reminded him of the heights to which mankind could aspire, of the courage and the

  sacrifice—the trust—of which Homo sapiens was capable. Despite the way their history and their religion had been cynically manipulated, they were as strong and vital, as courageous, as

  any humans in the history of the race which had once been his own.




  Yet, even so, there were times when that wasn’t quite enough. When his awareness of the odds against their survival, his sense of desperate responsibility, and the sheer loneliness of

  living among them but never truly being one of them pressed down upon him. When the burden of his potential immortality against the ephemeral span of the lives to which they were

  condemned filled him with an aching grief for losses yet to come. When his responsibility for the wave of religious strife even now beginning to sweep around that blue and white sphere crushed down

  upon him. And when the question of who—and what—he truly was filled him with a loneliness that sucked at his soul like the vacuum outside his skimmer.




  It was against those times that he needed this moment, gazing down upon the world which had become his charge, his responsibility. Needed to once more look upon the reality, the

  fledgling future, which made all the present’s harsh demands worthwhile.




  It really is a pretty world, he thought almost dreamily. And looking at it from up here puts it all into perspective, doesn’t it? Beautiful as it is, important as the human race

  may be to me, it’s only one world among billions, only one species among hundreds of millions, at the least. If God can put that much effort into His universe, then I can damned well do

  whatever He demands of me, can’t I? And—his lips quirked in a wry smile—at least I can be pretty sure He understands. If He can put all of this together, put me right smack

  in the middle of it, then I’ve just got to assume He knows what He’s doing. Which means all I really have to do is figure out what I’m supposed to be doing.




  He snorted in amusement, the sound loud in the cockpit’s silence, then shook himself and let the flight couch come upright once again.




  Enough planet-gazing, Merlin, he told himself firmly. It’s going to be dawn in Tellesberg in three more hours, and Franz is going to be wondering where his relief is. Time to get

  your molycirc butt home, where it belongs.




  “Owl,” he said aloud.




  “Yes, Lieutenant Commander?” the distant AI in the cavern under Safehold’s tallest mountain replied almost instantly over the secure communications link.




  “I’m headed home. Run a hundred-klick sweep around the alpha base and make sure there’s no one hanging around to notice the skimmer on its way to the garage. And take a look at

  my balcony, too. Make sure no one’s in a position to see me when you drop me off.”




  “Yes, Lieutenant Commander,” the AI acknowledged, and Merlin reached for the skimmer’s controls.
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  . I .




  Eraystor Bay,


  Princedom of Emerald




  Bright morning sunlight glittered on the crossed golden scepters of the green banner of the Church of God Awaiting. The twin-masted courier ship flying that wind-starched

  banner as she scudded along on the brisk breeze was little more than seventy feet long, built for speed rather than endurance . . . or even seakeeping and stability. Her crew of sixty was small for

  any galley, even one as diminutive as she was, but her slender, lightly constructed hull was well suited for rowing, and her lateen sails drove her in a rapid flurry of foam as she went slicing

  across the brilliant sun-splintered water and foaming white horses of the thirty-mile-wide passage between Callie’s Island and the northeastern shore of Eraystor Bay.




  Father Rahss Sawal, the small fleet vessel’s commander, stood on his tiny quarterdeck, hands clasped behind him, and concentrated on looking confident while he gazed up at the seabirds and

  wyverns hovering against the painfully blue sky. It was harder than it ought to have been to maintain the outward assurance (it would never have done to call it arrogance) proper to the

  master of one of Mother Church’s couriers, and Sawal didn’t much care for the reason he found it so.




  The Temple’s messengers, whether landbound or afloat, enjoyed absolute priority and freedom of passage. They carried God’s own messages and commands, with all the authority of the

  archangels themselves, and no mortal had the temerity to challenge their passage wherever God or His Church might send them. That had been true literally since the Creation, and no one had ever

  dared to dispute it. Unfortunately, Sawal was no longer certain the centuries-old inviolability of Mother Church’s messengers continued to hold true.




  The thought was . . . disturbing, in more ways than one. Most immediately, because of the potential consequences for his own current mission. In the long run, because the failure of that

  inviolability was unthinkable. Defiance of the authority of God’s Church could have only one consequence for the souls of the defiers, and if their example led others into the same sin . .

  .




  Sawal pushed that thought aside once more, telling himself—insisting to himself—that whatever madness had infected the Kingdom of Charis, God would never permit it to spread

  beyond Charis’ borders. The universal authority of Mother Church was the linchpin not simply of the world in which he lived, but of God’s very plan for Man’s salvation. If that

  authority were challenged, if it failed, the consequences would be unthinkable. Shan-wei, lost and damned mother of evil, must be licking her fangs at the very possibility in the dark, dank corner

  of Hell to which the Archangel Langhorne had consigned her for her sins. Even now she must be testing the bars, trying the strength of her chains, as she tasted the overweening, sinful pride of

  those who sought to set their own fallible judgment in place of God’s. Langhorne himself had locked that gate behind her, with all the authority of eternity, but Man had free will. Even now,

  he could turn the key in that lock if he so chose, and if he did . . .




  Damn those Charisians, he thought grimly. Don’t they even realize what door they’re opening? Don’t they care? Don’t—




  His jaw tightened and he forced himself to relax his shoulders and draw a deep, cleansing breath. It didn’t help very much.




  His instructions from Bishop Executor Thomys had been abundantly clear. Sawal was to deliver the bishop executor’s dispatches to Bishop Executor Wyllys in Eraystor at all costs. That

  phrase—“at all costs”—had never before been part of Sawal’s orders. There’d never been any need for it, but there was now, and—




  “Deck there!” The shout came down from the crow’s nest. “Deck there! Three sail on the port bow!”
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  “Well, well,” Commander Paitryk Hywyt, Royal Charisian Navy, murmured to himself as he peered through the spyglass. “This should be

  interesting.”




  He lowered the glass and frowned thoughtfully. His orders were perfectly clear on this point. They’d made him more than a little nervous when he first received them, but they were

  definitely clear, and now he discovered that he was actually looking forward to obeying them. Odd. He wouldn’t have thought that was likely to happen.




  “It’s a Church courier, all right,” he said a bit louder, and Zhak Urvyn, HMS Wave’s first lieutenant, made a distinctly unhappy sound.




  “Some of the men may not like it, Sir,” Urvyn said softly. Hywyt glanced sideways at him, then shrugged.




  “I’ve got a feeling the men’s attitude may just surprise you a bit, Zhak,” he said dryly. “They’re still about as pissed off as I’ve ever seen them, and

  they know who that courier’s really working for this morning.”




  Urvyn nodded, but he looked gloomier than ever, and Hywyt grimaced mentally. It wasn’t the men Urvyn expected to be unhappy; it was Urvyn himself.




  “Bring her three points to port, if you please, Lieutenant,” Hywyt said, speaking rather more formally than was his wont. “Let’s lay out a course to intercept

  her.”




  “Aye, aye, Sir.” Urvyn’s expression was worried, but he saluted and passed the order to the helmsman while other hands pattered across the wooden decks to tend sheets and

  braces.




  Wave changed course, slicing across the water close-hauled on the port tack, and Hywyt felt a familiar surge of pleasure as his vessel responded. The sleek, flush-decked, twin-masted

  schooner was just over ninety-five feet long on the waterline, and mounted fourteen thirty-pounder carronades. Unlike some of her sisters, Wave had been designed and built from the keel up

  as a light cruiser for the Royal Charisian Navy. Her revolutionary sail plan made her faster and far more weatherly than any other ship Hywyt had ever encountered, far less commanded, and

  she’d already taken no less than seven prizes—almost half of those captured by the entire blockading squadron—here in Emeraldian waters since the Battle of Darcos Sound. That was

  what speed and handiness meant, and the comfortable sound prize money made falling into their purses had helped overcome any lingering qualms his crew might have cherished. They were

  Charisians, after all, he thought with a gleam of humor. Charis’ numerous detractors were wont to refer to the Kingdom as a “kingdom of shopkeepers and moneylenders,” and

  not in tones of approval. Hywyt had listened to their rancorous envy for years, and he had to admit there was at least a little truth to the stereotype of the Charisian constantly on the

  prowl for ways to make a quick mark.




  Of course, we’re also very good at it, aren’t we? he reflected, and felt himself smiling as the courier boat with the dark green flag drew rapidly nearer.




  He couldn’t be positive the other ship had come from Corisande, but no other explanation seemed very likely. The dispatch boat had obviously approached through Dolphin Reach, which

  certainly meant it had also crossed the Sea of Zebediah. No courier from Haven or Howard would have been coming from that direction, and Hywyt rather doubted Sharleyan of Chisholm was particularly

  interested in corresponding with Nahrmahn of Emerald at the moment. And judging from the way the fellow had chosen the strait between Callie’s Island and the Emeraldian coast, he definitely

  didn’t want to attract the attention of the blockade squadron.




  Unfortunately for him, he already had, and it was evident that his ship, for all its sleek design, was quite a bit slower than Wave under these conditions.




  “Clear for action,” he said, and watched the gap between the two ships narrow as the drum began to beat.
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  Rahss Sawal tried very hard not to swear as the Charisian schooner swept towards him. Obviously, his information was even more out-of-date than he’d feared when Bishop

  Executor Thomys gave him his orders. He hadn’t expected to see Charisian warships actually inside Eraystor Bay proper. Then again, he hadn’t expected to see the gold kraken on

  black of the Charisian flag flying above what used to be the Emeraldian fortress on Callie’s Island, either.




  The dispersal of the Charisian warships was the clearest possible evidence of the totality of their victory at the Battle of Darcos Sound. The true extent of the allied fleet’s defeat had

  still been unclear when Sawal left Manchyr. That it had been crushing was obvious, but everyone in Corisande had clung to the hope that the majority of the ships which had not returned had found

  refuge in Emerald, where they were even then helping Nahrmahn defend their anchorage.




  Obviously not, Sawal thought sourly.




  He could see exactly four ships now, counting the schooner charging down on his own command, and every one of them flew Charisian colors. They were spread out widely, as well, to cover as much

  of the bay as they could, and they wouldn’t have been doing that if there’d been any possibility at all that someone might consider attacking them. That, coupled with the fact that all

  the island fortifications Sawal could see from his quarterdeck had clearly become Charisian bases, not Emeraldian ones, made it abundantly clear that there was no “allied

  fleet” any longer, much less one that was still defending its anchorage.




  Sawal had never before encountered one of the Charisians’ new schooners, and he was astonished at how close to the wind the thing could sail. And by the size and power of its sail plan.

  His ship had the same number of masts, but the Charisian had to have at least twice the sail area. It also had the stability and size to carry more sail, and it was driving far harder under

  these conditions than his own ship could manage.




  The number of gun ports arranged along its side was at least equally impressive, and he felt his stomach muscles tighten as the stubby muzzles of cannon poked out of them.




  “Father?”




  He glanced at his own second-in-command. The one-word question made the other priest’s tension abundantly clear, and Sawal couldn’t blame him. Not that he had an answer for what he

  knew the man was actually asking.




  “We’ll have to see what we see, Brother Tymythy,” he said instead. “Hold your course.”
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  “He’s not changing course,” Urvyn said.




  As redundant statements of the obvious went, that one took some beating, Hywyt thought.




  “No, he isn’t,” the commander agreed with massive restraint as the range fell steadily. It was down to less than three hundred yards and still dropping, and he wondered how far

  the other skipper was going to go in calling what he undoubtedly hoped was Wave’s bluff. “Pass the word to the Gunner to stand ready to fire a shot across his bow.”




  Urvyn hesitated. It was a tiny thing. Someone else might not have noticed it at all, but Urvyn had been Hywyt’s first lieutenant for over six months. For a moment, Hywyt thought he would

  have to repeat the order, but then Urvyn turned heavily away and raised his leather speaking trumpet.




  “Stand ready to fire across his bow, Master Charlz!” he shouted, and Wave’s gunner waved back in acknowledgment.
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  “I think he’s—”




  Brother Tymythy never completed that particular observation. There was no need. The flat, concussive thud of a single gun punctuated it quite nicely, and Sawal watched the cannonball go slashing

  across the waves, cutting its line of white across their crests as cleanly as any kraken’s dorsal fin.




  “He’s fired on us!” Tymythy said instead. His voice was shrill with outrage, and his eyes were wide, as if he was actually surprised that even Charisians should

  dare to offer such insult to Mother Church. And perhaps he was. Sawal, on the other hand, discovered that he truly wasn’t.




  “Yes, he has,” the under-priest agreed far more calmly than he felt.




  I didn’t really believe they’d do it, he thought. I’m sure I didn’t. So why am I not surprised that they have? This is the beginning of the end of the world,

  for God’s sake!




  He thought again about the dispatches he carried, who they were addressed to, and why. He thought about the whispered rumors, about exactly what Prince Hektor and his allies had hoped for . . .

  what rewards they’d been promised by the Church.




  No, not by the Church, Sawal told himself. By the Knights of the Temple Lands. There is a difference!




  Yet even as he insisted upon that to himself, he knew better. Whatever technical or legal distinctions might exist, he knew better. And that, he realized now, with something very like despair,

  was why he truly wasn’t surprised.




  Even now, he couldn’t put it into words for himself, couldn’t make himself face it that squarely, but he knew. Whatever might have been true before the massive onslaught Prince

  Hektor and his allies had launched upon the Kingdom of Charis, the Charisians knew as well as Sawal who had truly been behind it. They knew the reality of the cynical calculations, the casual

  readiness to destroy an entire realm in blood and fire, and the arrogance which had infused and inspired them. This time the “Group of Four” had come too far out of the shadows, and

  what they had envisioned as the simple little assassination of an inconvenient kingdom had turned into something very different.




  Charis knew who its true enemy had been all along, and that explained exactly why that schooner was prepared to fire on the flag of God’s own Church.




  The schooner was closer now, leaning to the press of her towering spread of canvas, her bow garlanded with white water and flying spray that flashed like rainbow gems under the brilliant sun. He

  could make out individuals along her low bulwarks, pick out her uniformed captain standing aft, near the wheel, see the crew of the forward gun in her starboard broadside reloading their weapon. He

  looked up at his own sails, then at the schooner’s kraken-like grace, and drew a deep breath.




  “Strike our colors, Brother Tymythy,” he said.




  “Father?” Brother Tymythy stared at him, as if he couldn’t believe his own ears.




  “Strike our colors!” Sawal repeated more firmly.




  “But, but the Bishop Executor—”




  “Strike our colors!” Sawal snapped.




  For a moment, he thought Tymythy might refuse. Tymythy knew their orders as well as Sawal did, after all. But it was far easier for a bishop to order an under-priest to maintain the authority of

  Mother Church “at any cost” than it was for Father Rahss Sawal to get the crew of his vessel killed as part of an exercise in futility.




  If there were any hope of actually delivering our dispatches, I wouldn’t strike, he told himself, and wondered whether or not it was the truth. But it’s obvious we

  can’t keep away from them, and if those people over there are as prepared to fire into us as I think they are, they’ll turn this entire vessel into toothpicks with a single broadside.

  Two, at the outside. There’s no point in seeing my own people slaughtered for nothing, and we aren’t even armed.




  The flag which had never before been dipped to any mortal power fluttered down from the courier boat’s masthead. Sawal watched it come down, and an ice-cold wind blew through the marrow of

  his bones.




  It was a small thing, in so many ways, that scrap of embroidered fabric. But that was how all true catastrophes began, wasn’t it? With small things, like the first stones in an

  avalanche.




  Maybe I should have made them fire into us. At least then there wouldn’t have been any question, any ambiguity. And if Charis is prepared to defy Mother Church openly, perhaps a

  few dead crewmen would have made that point even more clearly.




  Perhaps they would have, and perhaps he should have forced the Charisians to do it, but he was a priest, not a soldier, and he simply couldn’t. And, he told himself, the mere fact

  that Charis had fired upon the flag of Holy Mother Church should be more than enough without his allowing his people to be killed, on top of it.




  No doubt it would, and yet even as he told himself that, he knew.




  The lives he might have saved this morning would be as meaningless as mustard seeds on a hurricane’s breath beside the horrendous mountains of death looming just over the lip of

  tomorrow.




  




     

  




  . II .




  Royal Palace,


  City of Manchyr,


  Princedom of Corisande




  Hektor Daykyn’s toe caught on the splinter-fringed gouge a Charisian round shot had plowed across the deck of the galley Lance. It was one of many such gouges, and

  the Prince of Corisande reached out to run his hand across a shattered bulwark railing where the mast had come thundering down in splintered ruin.




  “Captain Harys had his hands full bringing this one home, Your Highness,” the man walking at his right shoulder said quietly.




  “Yes. Yes, he did,” Hektor agreed, but his voice was oddly distant, his eyes looking at something only he could see. The distant focus in those eyes worried Sir Taryl Lektor, the

  Earl of Tartarian, more than a little bit. With the Earl of Black Water’s death in battle confirmed, Tartarian had become the senior ranking admiral of the Corisandian Navy—such as it

  was, and what remained of it—and he didn’t much care for the way his prince seemed to occasionally . . . wander off into his own thoughts. It was too unlike Hektor’s normal,

  decisive manner.




  “Father, can we go now?”




  Hektor’s eyes blinked back into focus, and he turned to look at the boy beside him. The youngster had Hektor’s dark eyes and jawline, but he had the copper-bright hair of his dead

  northern mother. He was probably going to favor his father in height, too, although it was a bit early to be sure about that. At fifteen, Crown Prince Hektor still had some growing to do.




  In more ways than one, his father thought grimly.




  “No, we can’t,” he said aloud. The crown prince frowned, and his shoulders hunched as he shoved his hands into his breeches’ pockets. It wouldn’t be quite fair to

  call his expression a pout, but Prince Hektor couldn’t think of a word that came closer.




  Irys, you’re worth a dozen of him, the prince thought. Why, oh why, couldn’t you have been born a man?




  Unfortunately, Princess Irys hadn’t been, which meant Hektor had to make do with his namesake.




  “Pay attention,” he said coldly now, giving the boy a moderately stern glare. “Men died to bring this ship home, Hektor. You might learn something from their

  example.”




  Hektor the younger flushed angrily at the public reprimand. His father observed his darkened color with a certain satisfaction, then reminded himself that publicly humiliating the child who

  would someday sit on his throne and rule his princedom was probably not a very good idea. Princes who remembered that sort of treatment tended to take it out on their own subjects, with predictable

  results.




  Not that the odds of this particular crown prince having the opportunity to do anything of the sort were particularly good. Which had quite a lot to do with the damage to the battered galley on

  which Hektor stood.




  He turned in place, looking up and down the full length of the ship. Tartarian was right, he reflected. Getting this ship home must have been a nightmare. Her pumps were still working even now,

  as she lay to her anchor. The long, crawling voyage home from Darcos Sound—almost seven thousand miles—in a ship which had been holed at least a dozen times below the waterline, and a

  third of whose crew had been slaughtered by the Charisian artillery, was the stuff of which legends were made. Hektor hadn’t even tried to count the shot holes above the waterline, but

  he’d already made a mental note to have Captain Zhoel Harys promoted.




  And at least I have plenty of vacancies to promote him into, don’t I? Hektor thought, looking down at the dark discoloration where human blood had soaked deeply into

  Lance’s deck planking.




  “All right, Hektor,” he said. “We can go, I suppose. You’re late for your fencing lesson, anyway.”
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  Some hours later, Hektor; Admiral Tartarian; Sir Lyndahr Raimynd, Hektor’s treasurer; and the Earl of Coris, his spymaster, sat in a small council chamber whose window

  overlooked the naval anchorage.




  “How many does that make, My Prince?” Earl Coris asked.




  “Nine,” Hektor said, rather more harshly than he’d intended to. “Nine,” he repeated in a more moderate tone. “And I doubt we’re going to see many more

  of them.”




  “And according to our latest messages from the Grand Duke, none of the Zebediahan-manned galleys have made it home even now,” Coris murmured.




  “I’m well aware of that,” Hektor said.




  And I’m not very surprised, either, he thought. There never were many of them, and despite anything Tohmys may have to say, I’ll wager his precious captains surrendered

  just about as quickly as Sharleyan’s Chisholmians. He snorted mentally. After all, they love me just about as much as Sharleyan does.




  Actually, that probably wasn’t quite fair, he reflected. It had been over twenty years since he had defeated and deposed—and executed—the last Prince of Zebediah. Who

  hadn’t been a particularly good prince before the conquest even when he’d had a head, as even the most rabid Zebediahan patriot was forced to admit. Hektor might have displayed a

  certain ruthlessness in rooting out potential resistance and making sure the entire previous dynasty was safely extinct, and he’d been forced to make examples of the occasional ambitious

  noble since then. But at least they’d gotten honest government since becoming Corisandian subjects, and their taxes weren’t actually all that much higher than they had been. Of course,

  more of those taxes were spent in Corisande than in Zebediah, but if they insisted on losing wars, they couldn’t have everything.




  And whatever the common folk might think, Tohmys Symmyns, the Grand Duke of Zebediah, and his fellow surviving aristocrats knew which side of their bread the jam was on. Symmyns’ father,

  for example, had been a mere baron before Hektor elevated him to the newly created title of grand duke, and the current grand duke would retain the title only as long as he retained Hektor’s

  confidence. Still, there was no denying that his Zebediahan subjects were somewhat less enthusiastic than his native-born Corisandians about shedding their blood in the service of the House of

  Daykyn.




  Something about how much of their blood had been shed by the House of Daykyn over the last few decades, probably.




  “Frankly, Your Highness,” Tartarian said, “I’ll be astonished if we see any more of them, Corisandian-crewed or Zebediahan-crewed. Lance is the next best

  thing to a wreck. Given her damage and casualties, it’s a miracle Harys got her home at all, and he didn’t set any record passage doing it.” The admiral shook his head, his

  expression grim. “If there were any of them with worse damage, they almost certainly went down before they could reach Corisande. Either that or they’re beached on an island somewhere

  between here and Darcos Sound, at any rate.”




  “That’s my opinion, as well,” Hektor agreed, and inhaled deeply. “Which means that whenever Haarahld gets around to us, we’re not going to have a navy to fend him

  off.”




  “If the reports are accurate, no conventional galley fleet would be able to stop him anyway, Your Highness,” Tartarian said.




  “Agreed. So we’re just going to have to build ourselves a ‘new model’ galleon fleet of our own.”




  “How likely is Haarahld to give us the time to do something like that, My Prince?” Coris asked.




  “Your guess is as good as mine, Phylyp. In fact”—Hektor’s smile was alum-tart—“I rather hope your guess is better than mine.”




  Coris didn’t quail, but his expression wasn’t particularly happy, either. Phylyp Ahzgood, like his counterpart in Charis, had not been born to the nobility. He’d received his

  title (following the unfortunately deceased previous Earl of Coris’ involvement in the last serious attempt to assassinate Hektor) in recognition of his work as Hektor’s spymaster, and

  he was probably the closest thing Hektor had to a true first councilor. But he’d slipped considerably in the prince’s favor as the devastating degree to which Haarahld of Charis’

  naval innovations had been underestimated began becoming painfully clear. It was entirely possible that his head was still keeping company with the rest of his body only because everyone else had

  been taken equally by surprise.




  “Actually, I think we may have at least a little time in hand, Your Highness,” Tartarian said. The admiral seemed blissfully unaware of the undercurrent between his prince and Coris,

  although Hektor rather doubted he truly was.




  “As a matter of fact, I think I may agree with you, Admiral,” the prince said. “I’m curious as to whether or not your reasoning matches mine, though.”




  “A lot depends on Haarahld’s resources and how focused he can keep his strategy, Your Highness. Frankly, from the reports we’ve received so far, it doesn’t sound as if he

  lost very many—if any—of those damned galleons. On the other hand, he didn’t exactly have a huge number of them before the battle, either. Let’s say he has thirty or forty.

  That’s a very powerful fleet, especially with the new artillery. In fact, it could probably defeat any other fleet on the face of Safehold. But as soon as he starts splitting it up to cover

  multiple objectives, it gets far weaker. And despite what’s just happened to all of our navies, he has to take at least some precautions to cover his home waters and protect his merchant

  shipping.




  “As I see it, that means he probably only has the capability to launch one effective offensive at a time. I’d love for him to try to conduct multiple campaigns, but I

  don’t think he’s stupid enough to do that. And while we’re thinking about the sorts of campaigns he can fight, let’s not forget that he doesn’t really have an army at

  all, and Corisande isn’t exactly a small piece of dirt. It’s over seventeen hundred miles from Wind Hook Head to Dairwyn, and more like two thousand from Cape Targan to West Wind Head.

  We may be a lot less densely populated than someplace like Harchong or Siddarmark, but that’s still a lot of territory to cover. He can raise an army big enough to meet his needs against us

  and Emerald both, if he really tries, but that’s going to take time and carry Shan-wei’s own price tag. And it’s going to cut into his ability to continue his naval

  buildup, as well.




  “Even in a best-case situation—best case from his perspective, I mean—it will be five-days, or even months, before he’s prepared to launch any serious overseas attacks.

  And even when he is, Emerald is much closer to him than we are. He’s not going to want to leave Prince Nahrmahn unneutralized in his rear while he sends the majority of his fleet and every

  Marine he can scrape up to attack us. That probably means he’ll deal with Emerald first, and while I don’t think much of the Emeraldian Army, it does exist. If it decides to

  fight, it’s going to take him at least another couple of months, minimum, to take just the major ports and cities. Subduing the entire island, assuming Nahrmahn’s subjects decide to

  remain loyal to him, is going to take even longer.




  “So, if he pursues a conventional strategy, I doubt very much that he’s going to be able to get around to us at all this year.”




  “Cogently argued,” Hektor said. “And, overall, I find myself in agreement with you. But don’t forget that Haarahld of Charis has already demonstrated that he’s

  perfectly prepared to pursue unconventional strategies, Admiral.”




  “Oh, I won’t, I assure you, Your Highness. No one associated with the Navy is likely to forget that anytime soon.”




  “Good.” Hektor smiled frostily, then waved one hand.




  “For the moment, though, let’s assume your analysis is reasonably accurate. Even if it’s not, we undoubtedly have at least a month or two before Haarahld’s going to be

  able to come calling. Oh, we may see some cruisers prowling around the coast, snapping up any merchant shipping foolish enough to cross their paths, but it’s going to take him longer to put

  together a serious expedition. And if it takes him long enough, we may have a few nasty surprises of our own for him when he gets here.”




  “What sort of surprises, My Prince?” Coris asked.




  “At least Black Water’s dispatches with the sketches of the new Charisian guns got here safely,” Hektor pointed out. “It’s a pity the actual prize ships managed to

  end up in Eraystor for some mysterious reason, but thanks to his sketches and Captain Myrgyn’s accompanying report, we know about the new gun mounts and carriages and the bagged powder

  charges. I’d love to know more about this new gunpowder of theirs, as well, but—”




  Hektor grimaced and shrugged slightly. That was the one part of Myrgyn’s report which had been less than rigorously complete.




  “I think we can still take advantage of what we do know about their artillery improvements even without that, though,” he continued after a moment. “The question is how long

  we’ll have to put them into effect.”




  “I’ve already discussed the new guns with the Master of Artillery, Your Highness,” Tartarian said. “He’s just as upset as I was that the same ideas never occurred

  to us. They’re so damned simple that—”




  The earl stopped himself and shook his head.




  “Sorry, Your Highness.” He cleared his throat. “The point I was going to make is that he’s already making the molds for his first pour of new-style guns. Obviously,

  he’s going to have to do some experimenting, and the new guns are going to have to be bored and mounted. All the same, he’s estimating that he should be able to deliver the first of

  them within a month and a half or so. I told him”—Tartarian looked Hektor in the eye—“that I understood it was only an estimate and that there’d be no repercussions if

  it turned out that, despite his best efforts, his estimate was overly optimistic.”




  Hektor grimaced again, but he also nodded.




  “While the Master of Artillery is working on that,” Tartarian continued, “I’ve already started looking at ways to modify galleons to mount the new weapons. I don’t

  think it’s going to be as simple as just cutting ports in their sides, and I’m not prepared to even guess at this point how long it’s going to take to actually refit a ship with

  them. We’ll do the best we can, but we’re not going to be able to build a fleet to meet Haarahld at sea in less than at least a year or two, Your Highness. I’m sorry, but

  that’s just the way it is.”




  “Understood. I’m not any happier about the numbers than you are, Admiral, but we’ll just have to do the best we can in the time we have. What I think that’s going to

  mean, at least in the short term, is that as the new guns come from the foundry, they’ll go first to our more critical shore batteries, and only then to new naval construction.”




  “If I may, Your Highness, I’d prefer to modify that slightly,” Tartarian said. “I agree that the shore batteries have to have immediate priority, but every gun we can put

  afloat to support the batteries will be well worthwhile, as well. I’m of the opinion that we could probably build floating batteries—I’m talking about what would basically be

  nothing but big rafts, with bulwarks to protect their crews against small arms fire and light artillery—relatively quickly to help cover our critical harbors. And every galleon we can fit out

  with the new guns will be very valuable in terms of harbor defense.”




  “I see.”




  Hektor pursed his lips, considering the argument carefully, then shrugged.




  “You may well be correct, Admiral. I rather suspect that the point is going to be moot, initially at least, though. Once you begin producing galleons to put the guns aboard, we’ll

  have to reconsider our priorities, of course.”




  “Yes, Your Highness.”




  “Which brings us to you, Lyndahr,” Hektor continued, turning to his treasurer. “I’m fully aware that we don’t begin to have the money to pay for an entirely new

  navy. On the other hand, buying a new navy will probably be cheaper than buying a new princedom. So I need you to be creative.”




  “I understand, My Prince,” Raimynd replied. “And I’ve been giving some thought to that very point. The problem is, there’s simply not enough money in the treasury

  to begin to pay for an armaments program on this scale. Or perhaps I should say, there’s simply not enough money in our treasury to pay for it.”




  “Ah?” Hektor cocked an eyebrow, and Raimynd shrugged.




  “I believe, My Prince,” he said in a rather delicate tone, “that the Knights of the Temple Lands aren’t going to be . . . excessively pleased by the outcome of our recent

  campaign.”




  “That’s putting it mildly, I’m sure,” Hektor said dryly.




  “I assumed that would be the case, My Prince. And it occurred to me that, under the circumstances, the Knights of the Temple Lands might recognize a certain commonality of interest with

  the Princedom, let us say. Indeed, I believe it would be quite reasonable for us to request them to help defray the costs we’ve incurred in our common endeavor.”




  Raimynd, Hektor reflected, should have been a diplomat rather than a coin-counter.




  “I agree with you,” he said aloud. “Unfortunately, the Knights of the Temple Lands are some distance away. Even with the assistance of the semaphore system and Church dispatch

  boats, it takes five-days to pass simple messages back and forth, much less gold or silver. And if Haarahld gets wind of actual shipments of bullion, I know precisely where his cruisers will

  be deployed.”




  “You’re correct, My Prince. However, Bishop Executor Thomys is right here in Manchyr. I believe that if you were to approach him properly, explaining the exact nature of our need,

  you might be able to convince him to bolster our efforts.”




  “In exactly what fashion?” Hektor asked.




  “I believe that if the Bishop Executor were willing, he could issue letters of credit against the Knights of the Temple Lands’ treasury. We might have to discount their face value

  slightly, but it’s more likely they’d circulate at full value, given the fact that everyone knows the Temple Lands’ solvency is beyond question. We could then issue our own

  letters of credit, secured by the Bishop Executor’s, to finance our necessary armaments program.”




  “And if the Bishop Executor is unwilling to commit the Knights of the Temple Lands?” Tartarian asked. Raimynd looked at him, and the admiral shrugged. “I agree with the logic

  of every single thing you’ve said, Sir Lyndahr. Unfortunately, the Bishop Executor may feel he lacks the authority to encumber the Knights of the Temple Lands’ treasury. And, to be

  perfectly honest, if I were a foundry owner or a shipbuilder, I might find myself a little nervous about accepting a letter of credit on the Temple Lands which hadn’t already been

  approved by the Knights of the Temple Lands themselves, if you take my meaning.”




  “An understandable point,” Hektor said. “But not, I think, an insurmountable one. Lyndahr, I think this is a very good idea, one that needs to be pursued. And if Bishop

  Executor Thomys proves reluctant when we speak to him, I believe we should point out that while he can’t legally commit the Knights of the Temple Lands, he does have the authority to

  commit the resources of the Archbishopric. He has the assets right here in Corisande to secure a large enough letter of credit to cover our first several months’ expenses. By that time,

  we’ll undoubtedly have heard back from the Knights of the Temple Lands themselves. I think they’ll see the logic of your argument and approve the arrangement. If they don’t,

  we’ll simply have to come up with some alternative approach.”




  “Yes, Your Highness.” Raimynd dipped his head in a sort of half bow.




  “Very well,” Hektor said, pushing back his chair, “I think that concludes everything we can profitably discuss this afternoon. I want reports—regular

  reports—on everything we’ve talked about. I realize our position is rather . . . unenviable, shall we say, at the moment.” He showed his teeth in a tight grin. “However, if

  Haarahld will just take long enough munching up Emerald, I think we ought to be able to accomplish enough to at least give him a serious bellyache when he gets around to Corisande!”




  




     

  




  . III .




  Tellesberg Cathedral,


  City of Tellesberg,


  Kingdom of Charis




  It was very quiet in Tellesberg Cathedral.




  The enormous circular structure was packed, almost as crowded as it had been for King Haarahld’s funeral mass, but the atmosphere was very different from the one which had prevailed on

  that occasion. There was the same undertone of anger, of outrage and determination, but there was something else, as well. Something which hovered like the sultry silence before a thunderstorm. A

  tension which had grown only more taut and sharper-clawed in the five-days since the old king’s death.




  Captain Merlin Athrawes of the Charisian Royal Guard understood that tension. As he stood at the entrance to the royal box, watching over King Cayleb and his younger brother and sister, he knew

  exactly what that vast, not-quite-silent crowd was thinking, worrying about. What he wasn’t prepared to hazard a guess about was how it was going to react when the long-anticipated moment

  finally arrived.




  Which, he thought dryly, it’s going to do in about twenty-five seconds.




  As if his thought had summoned the reality, the cathedral’s doors opened. There was no music, no choir, on this occasion, and the metallic “clack!” of the latch seemed to echo

  and re-echo through the stillness like a musket shot. The doors swung silently, smoothly, wide on their well-oiled, meticulously maintained hinges, and a single scepter-bearer stepped through them.

  There was no thurifer; there were no candle-bearers. There was simply a procession—relatively small, for the main cathedral of an entire kingdom—of clergy in the full, glittering

  panoply of the vestments of the Church of God Awaiting.




  They moved through the stained-glass sunlight pouring through the cathedral’s windows, and the stillness and silence seemed to intensify, spreading out from them like ripples of water. The

  tension ratcheted higher, and Captain Athrawes had to forcibly remind his right hand to stay away from the hilt of his katana.




  There were twenty clerics in that procession, led by a single man who wore the white, orange-trimmed cassock of an archbishop under a magnificently embroidered cope stiff with bullion thread and

  gems. The ruby-set golden crown which had replaced the simple bishop’s coronet he had previously worn in this cathedral proclaimed the same priestly rank as his cassock, and the ruby ring of

  his office flashed on his hand.




  The other nineteen men in the procession wore only marginally less majestic copes over white, untrimmed cassocks, but instead of crowns or cornets, they wore the simple white-cockaded

  priests’ caps of bishops in another prelate’s cathedral. Their faces were less serene than their leader’s. In fact, some of them looked even more tense, more worried, than the

  laymen waiting for their arrival.




  The procession moved steadily, smoothly, down the central aisle to the sanctuary, then unraveled into its component bishops. The man in the archbishop’s cassock seated himself on the

  throne reserved for the Archangel Langhorne’s steward in Charis, and voices murmured here and there throughout the cathedral as he sat. Captain Athrawes didn’t know if the archbishop

  had heard them. If he had, he gave no sign of it as he waited while his bishops took their places in the ornate, and yet far humbler, chairs which had been arranged to flank his throne.




  Then the last bishop was seated, and the silence was absolute once more, brittle under its own weight and internal tension, as Archbishop Maikel Staynair looked out over the congregation.




  Archbishop Maikel was a tallish man, for a Safeholdian, with a magnificent beard, a strong nose, and large, powerful hands. He was also the single human soul in that entire cathedral who

  actually looked calm. Who almost certainly was calm, Captain Athrawes thought, wondering how the man managed it. Even faith had to have its limits. Especially when Staynair’s right to

  the crown and cassock which he wore, the throne in which he sat, had not been confirmed by the Church’s Council of Vicars. Nor was there even the most remote hope that the vicars ever

  would confirm him in his new office.




  Which, of course, explained the tension which gripped the rest of the cathedral.




  Then, finally, Staynair spoke.




  “My children,” his powerful, magnificently trained voice carried easily, helped by the cathedral’s total, waiting silence, “we are well aware of how anxious, how worried

  and even frightened, many of you must be by the unprecedented wave of change which has swept through Charis in the last few months.”




  Something which not even Captain Athrawes’ hearing could have quite called a sound swept through the listening parishioners as the archbishop’s words recalled the invasion attempt

  which had cost them the life of a king. And as his use of the ecclesiastical “we” emphasized that he truly was speaking ex cathedra, formally proclaiming the official, legal, and

  binding doctrine and policy of his archbishopric.




  “Change is something which must be approached cautiously,” Staynair continued, “and change, solely for the sake of change, must be avoided. Yet even Mother Church’s

  Office of Inquisition has recognized in the past that there are times when change cannot be avoided. Grand Vicar Tomhys’ writ of instruction, On Obedience and Faith, established

  almost five centuries ago that there are times when attempts to deny, or evade, the consequences of necessary change become in themselves sin.




  “This is such a time.”




  The stillness when he paused was absolute. What had been a state of tension had become a breathless, totally concentrated focus on Archbishop Maikel. One or two heads twitched, as if their

  owners were tempted to look up at the royal box, instead of at the archbishop, but no one did. Captain Athrawes suspected that it would have been physically impossible for anyone to actually look

  away from Staynair at this moment.




  “My children,” the archbishop shook his head gently, his smile sad, “we fully realize that many of you are concerned, possibly even angered, by the vestments we wear, the

  priestly office to which we have been summoned. We cannot find it in our hearts to blame any of you for that. Nonetheless, we believe what is transpiring in Charis today is the will of God. That

  God Himself has called us to this office. Not because of any special ability, eloquence, or grace which we might, as any mortal, possess, but because it is His will and intent to put His house here

  on Safehold, and in the hearts of His children—our hearts—into order.




  “This is a day of great grief and sorrow for all of us, but it must also be a day of renewal and rebirth. A day in which we—all of us, every man and woman among us—reaffirm

  that which is true and just and good and reclaim those things from those who would profane them. We must do that without succumbing to the temptations of power, without listening to the voice of

  self-interest, or tainting ourselves with hatred or a lust for revenge. We must act calmly, deliberately, with due respect and reverence for the offices and institutions of Mother Church. But,

  above all, we must act.”




  Every member of his audience hung upon the archbishop’s every word, yet Captain Athrawes saw no lessening of their tension, no relief, despite Staynair’s calm, rational, almost

  soothing tones.




  “My children, we have, with King Cayleb’s permission, approval, and support, brought before you today the text of our first official message to the Grand Vicar and to the Council

  ofVicars. We would not have it appear that we have hidden in the shadows, concealed from you any aspect of what we do here, and why. You are God’s children. You have the right to know what

  those who have been entrusted with the responsibility of caring for your immortal souls have been called to do by the demands of those pastoral responsibilities.”




  The archbishop held out his hand, and one of the other bishops rose. He crossed to the archbishop’s throne and laid an ornately sealed and signed document in that waiting hand. Ribbons,

  wax, and metallic seals dangled from it, and the rustle of the thick, expensive parchment upon which it had been penned was loud in the stillness.




  Then he began to read.




  “To His Grace, Grand Vicar Erek, of his name the seventeenth, of his Office the eighty-third, Steward and Servant of God and of the Archangel Langhorne, who is, was, and will be

  God’s deputy here on Safehold, from Archbishop Maikel Staynair, Shepherd of Charis, greetings in the name and brotherhood of God.”




  The archbishop’s reading voice was as powerful and well trained as his normal speaking tones. It was the sort of voice which could have taken the driest, least interesting of official

  documents and somehow made people realize those documents mattered.




  Not that it took any special talent to make that clear to these people on this day.




  “It is with the most bitter and profound regret,” Staynair continued reading, “that we must inform Your Grace that recent events here in Charis have revealed to us a great evil

  which has infested God’s Church.”




  The air in the cathedral stirred, as if every single one of his listeners had inhaled abruptly and simultaneously.




  “The Church and Council of Vicars ordained by the Archangel Langhorne in God’s name have been corrupted,” Staynair continued in that same calm, unflinching voice.

  “Offices, decisions, pardons, writs of approval and attestation, as well as writs of condemnation and anathematization, are sold and bartered for, and the very authority of God is twisted and

  abused for the ambition, arrogance, and cynicism of men who call themselves vicars of God.




  “We send to you with this message evidence attesting to and confirming that which we now tell you in our own words.”




  He paused, very briefly, and then looked up, no longer reading, but reciting from memory as his eyes swept the strained, silent faces which filled that mighty cathedral.




  “We indict Zahmsyn Trynair, called a Vicar of God and Chancellor of the Church of God, and with him Allayn Maigwair, Rhobair Duchairn, and Zhaspahr Clyntahn, who also call themselves

  Vicars of God, for crimes against this Kingdom, this Archbishopric, Holy Mother Church, and God Himself. We offer you proofs that they, acting in concert as the so-called ‘Group of

  Four,’ did, in fact, organize and direct the recent attack upon the people of Charis. That Zahmsyn Trynair, individually, and all of them, in concert, did, in fact, use their personas as

  ‘Knights of the Temple Lands’ to incite and command the Kings of Dohlar and Tarot, the Queen of Chisholm, and the Princes of Emerald and Corisande, to league together for the express

  purpose of utterly destroying this Kingdom with fire and the sword. That they misused, misdirected, and stole funds from Mother Church’s own coffers to finance their plan to destroy Charis.

  That they, and others like them, have systematically and continuously abused their positions and their authority in the pursuit of personal power, wealth, prestige, and luxury.




  “We can no longer turn an ear which does not hear, nor an eye which does not see, upon this ongoing pattern of vile corruption. The high offices of Mother Church are neither the negotiable

  virtue of some street-corner strumpet nor the plunder of footpads and thieves to be disposed of to receivers of stolen goods in dark rooms, hidden from all honest eyes. They are trusts from God,

  held in the service of God’s children, yet in the hands of those vile men who have been permitted to poison God’s own Church, they have become tools of oppression, abuse, and the casual

  ordering of mass murder.




  “We, the Archbishop of Charis, speaking of, for, and with the consent of our dread sovereign, King Cayleb II, can and will abide no further degradation of Mother Church. The Mother of all

  men and all women has become the Harlot of Shan-wei herself, for she has permitted all of the evils enumerated in this message and its accompanying proofs not simply to exist, but to prosper.

  Accordingly, we can no longer hold ourselves, or our rulers, or the children of God in our care, slavishly obedient to the men who sell that harlot’s favors to the highest bidder. We separate

  ourselves from them, and from you, and we cast you out, for you have permitted them to flourish like noxious weeds in the garden which God has entrusted to you.




  “The Archbishopric of Charis, as the Kingdom of Charis, rejects the authority of murderers, rapists, arsonists, and thieves. If you cannot purge the Church of such cankers and poisons,

  then we will cleanse ourselves of them, and, God willing, in the fullness of time, we will purge Mother Church herself of those who profane the vestments and rings of their offices with

  every breath they breathe, every decision they make.




  “We do not come lightly to this point, to this decision,” Maikel Staynair told the far distant head of the Council of Vicars while his eyes bored into the faces, expressions, and

  souls of his flock. “We come to it with tears and sorrow. We come to it as children who may no longer serve a mother they have always loved because her only ambition has become the systematic

  enslavement and murder of her own children.




  “Yet however it may grieve us, however deeply we may wish that it were not so, we have come to this point, to this decision. Here we will stand, for we can do no other, and we

  appeal to the ultimate judgment of the God who created us all to judge between us and the true fathers of corruption.”




  




     

  




  . IV .




  Royal Palace,


  City of Tellesberg,


  Kingdom of Charis




  Merlin Athrawes stood just inside the council chamber door, wearing the black and gold of the Charisian Royal Guard, and watched a young man gaze out a window across the

  Tellesberg waterfront at the latest in the line of rain squalls marching towards the city across Howell Bay. The youngster in question was dark-haired, dark-eyed, and on the tall side for an

  inhabitant of the planet of Safehold, and especially of the Kingdom of Charis. He was also barely twenty-three years old, which came to only twenty-one in the years of the planet on which (though

  he did not know it) his species had actually evolved. That made him very young indeed to wear the emerald-set golden chain whose glittering green fire was the emblem of a king.




  Many people would no doubt have been struck by his youthfulness, the fact that, despite his already powerful physique, he clearly had filling out still to do. Others might have noted the

  restless energy which had driven him to the window after the better part of two hours of discussion and planning. They might have confused that restlessness with boredom or lack of interest . . .

  but only until they saw his eyes, Merlin thought. They were no longer as young as once they had been, those eyes, and the mouth below them was thinner, with the set of a man far older—wiser,

  tougher, and more ruthless—than his years. They were the eyes and mouth of Cayleb Zhan Haarahld Bryahn Ahrmahk, King Cayleb II, ruler of Charis, who had—in the space of barely three

  local months—won the three most crushing, one-sided naval victories in the entire history of Safehold, lost his father, inherited a crown, and thrown his defiance of the four most powerful

  men in the entire world into the teeth of God’s own Church.




  And they were also the eyes and mouth of a king whose kingdom still faced the short end of a battle of extinction unless he and his advisers could think of a way to avert that outcome.




  Cayleb watched the distant rain for several more moments, then turned back to several of the advisers in question.




  The group of men seated around the massive table weren’t the entire Royal Council. In fact, they weren’t even most of the Council . . . and they did include several people who

  weren’t Council members at all. Cayleb was well aware that some of the Councilors who weren’t present resented—or would resent—their exclusion when they discovered it.

  If they discovered it. But while his father’s tutelage had seen to it that he was far from oblivious to the political imperatives of maintaining a broad base of support, especially in

  the present circumstances, he was also perfectly willing to live with that resentment for the moment.




  “All right,” he said, “I think that deals with all of the immediate domestic reports?”




  He looked around the table, one eyebrow quirked, and the compact, distinguished-looking man sitting at its far end nodded. Rayjhis Yowance, the Earl of Gray Harbor, had served Cayleb’s

  father as Charis’ first councilor of Charis for the better part of fourteen years; now he served his new king in the same role.




  “For the moment, at any rate, Your Majesty,” he said. Despite the fact that he’d known Cayleb literally all his life—or possibly because of it—he had made it a

  point to address his youthful monarch with a greater degree of formality since Cayleb’s ascension to the throne. “I believe Maikel here has at least one additional point he wishes to

  address, although I understand he’s waiting for a few more reports before he does so.” Gray Harbor’s rising inflection turned the final part of the statement into a question, and

  he raised one eyebrow at the man sitting at the far end of the council table from the king in the white cassock of the episcopate.




  “I do,” Archbishop Maikel confirmed. “As you say, however, Rayjhis, I’m still waiting for two reports I’ve requested. With your permission, Your Majesty, I’d

  like to reserve a few minutes of your time tomorrow or the next day to discuss this.”




  “Of course,” Cayleb told the man who had been his father’s confessor and who—despite certain . . . technical irregularities—had been elevated to Archbishop of all

  Charis.




  “I also expect additional reports from Hanth in the next few days,” Gray Harbor continued, and smiled thinly. “Current indications are that Mahntayl is considering a rather

  hasty relocation to Eraystor.”




  “Probably the smartest move the bastard’s made in years,” someone murmured so softly even Merlin’s ears had trouble overhearing him. The voice, Merlin noted, sounded

  remarkably like that of the Earl of Lock Island.




  If Cayleb had heard the comment, he gave no indication. Instead, he simply nodded.




  “Well,” he said, “in that case, I suppose it’s about time we considered breaking up. It’s coming up on lunch, and I don’t know about the rest of you, but

  I’m hungry. Is there anything else we need to look at before we eat?”




  “Zhefry reminded me of several items this morning, Your Majesty,” Gray Harbor replied with a slight smile. Zhefry Ahbaht was the first councilor’s personal secretary, and his

  ability to “manage” Gray Harbor’s schedule was legendary.




  “Despite his insistence, I think most of them can probably wait until after lunch,” the earl continued. “He did, however, point out that the Group of Four ought to be getting

  their copies of the writs in the next five-day or so.”




  One or two faces tightened at the reminder. Cayleb’s wasn’t one of them.




  “He’s right,” the king agreed. “And I wish I could be a fly on the wall when Clyntahn and Trynair open them.” His smile was thinner—and much colder—than

  Gray Harbor’s had been. “I don’t imagine they’ll be particularly pleased. Especially not with your personal log for the fire, Maikel.”




  Several of the other men sitting around the table smiled back at him. Some of their expressions were even more kraken-like than his own, Merlin noted.




  “I don’t imagine they’ve been ‘particularly pleased’ about anything that’s happened in the past few months, Your Majesty,” Gray Harbor agreed.

  “Frankly, I can’t think of any message you could have sent them that could possibly have changed that.”




  “Oh, I don’t know, Rayjhis.” Admiral Bryahn Lock Island was the commander of the Royal Charisian Navy. He was also one of Cayleb’s cousins. “I imagine that if we

  were to send them a mass suicide note, that would probably cheer them up immensely.”




  This time there were a few outright chuckles, and Cayleb shook his head admonishingly at Lock Island.




  “You’re a bluff, unimaginative sailor, Bryahn. Remarks like that demonstrate exactly why it’s such a good idea for us to keep you as far away as possible from the diplomatic

  correspondence!”




  “Amen to that!” Lock Island’s pious tone was at least eight-tenths sincere, Merlin judged.




  “Speaking of ‘bluff, unimaginative sailors,’” Ahlvyno Pawalsyn said, “I have to say, although I’d really rather not bring this up, that your current plans for

  expanding the Navy worry me, Bryahn.”




  Lock Island looked at the other man and cocked his head. Ahlvyno Pawalsyn was also Baron Ironhill . . . and Keeper of the Purse. That made him effectively the treasurer of the Kingdom of

  Charis.




  “I assume that what you mean is that figuring out how to pay for the expansion worries you,” the admiral said after a moment. “On the other hand, what’s likely to

  happen if we don’t continue the expansion worries me a lot more.”




  “I’m not trying to suggest it isn’t necessary, Bryahn,” Ironhill replied mildly. “As the fellow who’s supposed to come up with a way to finance it, however,

  it does leave me with some . . . interesting difficulties, shall we say?”




  “Let Nahrmahn pay for it,” Lock Island suggested. “That fat little bugger’s still got plenty tucked away in his treasury, and he’s got damn-all for a navy at the

  moment. We’re already camped in his front yard, and he can’t be any too happy about the way we’ve sewed Eraystor Bay shut like a sack. So why don’t I just make his day

  complete by taking a couple of squadrons in close and sending a few Marines ashore to deliver a polite request from His Majesty here that he finance our modest efforts before we burn his entire

  miserable waterfront around his ears?”




  “Tempting,” Cayleb said. “Very tempting. I’m not sure it’s a very practical solution, though.”




  “Why not?” Lock Island turned back to the king. “We won; he lost. Well, he will lose, whenever we finally get around to actually kicking his fat arse off his throne, and

  he knows it.”




  “No doubt,” Cayleb agreed. “Assuming we add Emerald to the Kingdom, however, we’re going to have to figure out how to pay for its administration. Looting its treasury

  doesn’t strike me as a particularly good way to get started. Besides, it would be a onetime sort of thing, and just expanding the Navy isn’t going to solve our problems, Bryahn. Somehow

  we’ve got to pay for maintaining it, too. With the Church openly against us, we don’t dare lay up large numbers of ships. We’ll need them in active commission, and that

  means we’ll have a heavy, ongoing commitment on the Treasury. We couldn’t rely on regular ‘windfalls’ the size of Nahrmahn’s treasury even if we wanted to, so

  we’re going to have to figure out a long-term way to pay for it out of our own ongoing revenue stream.”




  Lock Island’s eyebrows rose as he gave his young monarch a look of respect. Ironhill, on the other hand, positively beamed, as did Gray Harbor, and Merlin nodded mentally in satisfaction,

  as well. All too many rulers twice Cayleb’s age would have settled for whatever got them the ships they needed in the shortest possible time and let the future take care of itself.




  “Actually, Your Majesty,” another of the men seated at the table said, “I think paying for the Navy isn’t going to be quite as difficult as it might first appear. Not, at

  least, as long as we’re not trying to raise mainland-sized armies, at the same time.”




  All eyes turned to the speaker. Ehdwyrd Howsmyn was short, stout, and very well dressed. At forty-one years of age (thirty-seven and a half, standard, Merlin automatically translated mentally),

  he was the youngest man in the council chamber after Cayleb himself. He was also, almost certainly, the wealthiest. It was his foundries which had produced the artillery and the copper sheathing

  for the galleons Cayleb and his captains had used to smash the recent attack upon the kingdom. In fact, his shipyards had built half a dozen of those galleons, as well. Howsmyn was not

  officially a member of the Royal Council, or even of Parliament. Neither, for that matter, was Rhaiyan Mychail, the sharp-eyed (and almost equally wealthy) man sitting next to him. Mychail was at

  least twice Howsmyn’s age, but the two of them were business partners of long-standing, and Mychail’s textile manufactories and ropewalks had produced virtually all of the canvas for

  those same galleons’ sails, not to mention most of the cordage for their standing and running rigging.




  “Unless you and Master Mychail intend to build ships gratis, we’re still going to have to figure out how to pay for them,” Ironhill pointed out. “And without access to

  Desnair’s gold mines, we can’t just coin money whenever we need it.”




  “Oh, I’m well aware of that, Ahlvyno. And, no, I’m not planning on building them gratis. Sorry.” Howsmyn grinned, and his eyes twinkled. “Neither Rhaiyan nor I have

  any intention of gouging the Treasury, of course. That’d be an outstandingly stupid thing for either of us to be doing at this particular moment. But we do have to manage to pay our own

  workers and our suppliers, you know. Not to mention showing at least a modest profit for ourselves and our partners and shareholders.




  “What I was getting at, though, was that as long as the Navy can keep merchant shipping moving, the balance of trade is going to provide quite a healthy cash flow. And under the

  circumstances, I don’t see me or any of my fellow shipowners complaining if the Crown decides to tack on a few extra duties and taxes on the Navy’s behalf so that it can keep

  trade moving.”




  “I’m not as certain as you seem to be about that cash flow, Ehdwyrd.” Ironhill’s expression was far more somber than Howsmyn’s. “If I were the Group of Four,

  the very first thing I’d do would be to demand that all of Haven’s and Howard’s harbors be closed to our shipping immediately.” He shrugged. “They have to be as aware

  as we are that the Kingdom’s prosperity hinges entirely on our merchant marine. Surely they’re going to do everything they can to cripple it.”




  Gray Harbor frowned, and some of the others went so far as to nod in sober agreement. Howard and Haven, the two main continents of Safehold, contained at least eighty percent of the planetary

  population. The kingdoms, principalities, and territories in which that population lived were the markets upon which Charis’ merchant marine and manufactories had built the kingdom’s

  wealth. If those markets were taken away, Charisian prosperity would be doomed, but Howsmyn only chuckled.




  “The Group of Four can demand whatever they want, Ahlvyno. I doubt they’re going to be stupid enough to issue that particular decree, but, then, they’ve already done some

  spectacularly stupid things, so it’s always possible I’m wrong. In fact, I rather hope I am and that they do try it. Even if they do, though, it’s not going to

  happen.”




  “No?” Ironhill sat back in his chair. “Why?”




  “Why do I wish they would? Or why do I think it’s not going to happen even if they do?”




  “Both.”




  “I wish they would because giving orders you know won’t be obeyed is one of the best ways I know to destroy your own authority. And the reason an order like that

  wouldn’t be obeyed is that no one in Haven or Howard can possibly provide the goods those markets require. I don’t mean just that they can’t provide them as cheaply as we

  can, Ahlvyno, although that’s certainly true, as well. What I mean is that they literally don’t have the capacity to provide them at all. And that even if they had the capacity,

  or developed it as quickly as possible, they still wouldn’t have the ability to transport those goods at anything like the economies of cost we can achieve.” Howsmyn shook his

  head. “That’s one of the minor details the Group of Four left out of their calculations, actually. I’m astonished Duchairn didn’t warn the other three what would happen if

  they succeeded in what they had in mind.”




  “Would it really have been that bad for them, Ehdwyrd?” Gray Harbor asked, and Howsmyn shrugged.




  “It would’ve been bad, Rayjhis. Maybe not as bad as I think it would have been, I suppose, if I’m going to be fair. After all, my perspective is bound to be shaped by my

  own business interests and experience. Still, I think most people—including a lot of people right here in the Kingdom—don’t understand how thoroughly we’ve come to dominate

  the world’s markets. There was a reason Trynair chose King Haarahld’s supposed ambition to control the entire world’s merchant traffic as his pretext for supporting Hektor and

  Nahrmahn against us. He knows there are plenty of people in Dohlar, Desnair, Harchong—even the Republic—who deeply resent our domination of the carrying trade. And quite a few of

  them—the smarter ones, to be honest—resent their own growing dependency on our manufactories, as well.




  “All of that’s true, but their resentment can’t change the reality, and the reality is that better than half—probably closer to two-thirds, actually—of the

  world’s merchant galleons fly the Charisian flag. And another reality is that somewhere around two-thirds of the manufactured goods those galleons transport are made right here in Charis, as

  well. And a third reality is that it takes four times as long and costs five or six times as much to transport the same goods to their ultimate destinations overland as it does to ship them by sea.

  If, of course, it’s even possible to ship them overland in the first place. It’s just a bit difficult to get something from Siddarmark to Tarot by wagon, after all. There’s this

  little thing called the Tarot Channel in the way.”




  One or two of the others looked dubious. Not at his analysis of the manufacture and transport of goods. That was something any Charisian understood on an almost instinctual level. Some of them

  clearly thought Howsmyn’s assumptions were overly optimistic, however. Ironhill appeared to be one of them; Gray Harbor and Cayleb did not, and behind his own outwardly expressionless

  guardsman’s face, Merlin frowned thoughtfully. He wasn’t certain of Howsmyn’s actual numbers. No one on Safehold kept that sort of statistic, so anything Howsmyn said could be no

  more than an informed estimate. On the other hand, he wouldn’t be very surprised to discover that those estimates were, in fact, very close to accurate. No one got as wealthy as Ehdwyrd

  Howsmyn from international trade without a keen grasp of the realities of finance, shipping, and manufacturing.




  And, Merlin reminded himself, Charis was already well along the way towards a purely water-powered Industrial Revolution, despite the Church’s proscriptions against advanced

  technology, even before I put in my own two cents’ worth.




  “Over the past year and a half or so,” Howsmyn continued, very carefully not looking in Merlin’s direction, “our ability to produce goods, especially textiles, quickly

  and at even lower cost has increased dramatically. No one in Haven or Howard is going to be able to match our productivity for a long time to come, and that assumes that nothing

  happens”—he was even more careful not to glance at Merlin—“to further increase our manufactories’ efficiency. And as I say, even if they could produce the goods we can

  produce, trying to transport them overland instead of shipping them by water would add enormously to their expenses. No.” He shook his head. “If the Group of Four had succeeded in

  destroying Charis and our merchant marine, they would have created a huge problem for themselves. It truly would have been a case of killing the wyvern that fetched the golden rabbit.”




  “Even assuming all of that’s true, that doesn’t mean they won’t try to do exactly what Ahlvyno’s just suggested anyway,” Gray Harbor pointed out, dutifully

  playing the role of Shan-wei’s advocate. “They already tried to destroy us, after all, despite all of the dire consequences you’re saying they would have faced as a

  result.”




  “I also admitted that they’ve already done some spectacularly stupid things,” Howsmyn reminded the earl. “And they may try to close their ports to us, as well. But

  if they do, those ports are going to leak like sieves. There are going to be entirely too many people—including quite a few of the vicars’ own bailiffs, for that matter—who want

  and need our goods for it to work. Not even the Church has ever really been able to control smuggling, you know, and trying to do something like that would be much, much harder than chasing a few

  independent smugglers.”




  “You probably have a point, Master Howsmyn,” Archbishop Maikel said. “However, I suspect the Group of Four—and especially Grand Inquisitor Clyntahn—are, indeed,

  likely to make the attempt.”




  “I bow to your greater familiarity with the Council of Vicars’ thinking, Your Eminence,” Howsmyn said. “I stand by my analysis of what will happen if they do,

  however.”




  “Rahnyld of Dohlar’s always wanted to increase his own merchant marine,” Bynzhamyn Raice, Baron Wave Thunder, pointed out.




  The bald, hook-nosed Wave Thunder had been King Haarahld VII’s spymaster. He served Cayleb in the same role, and he seldom spoke up in meetings like this unless it had something to do with

  those duties. When he did open his mouth, though, he was almost always worth listening to, Merlin thought, and this time was no exception. The King of Dohlar was hemmed in on all sides by much more

  powerful neighbors like the Harchong Empire and Republic of Siddarmark. His chances of territorial expansion were effectively nil, which was why he’d attempted for years to emulate the

  maritime prosperity of Charis, instead.




  “That was one of the pretensions which made Rahnyld such an enthusiastic supporter of the Group of Four’s plans, after all,” Wave Thunder continued. “Well, that and those

  loans of his from the Church. Under the circumstances, I’m sure the Church would be willing to forgive even more of his loans and actively subsidize his efforts to build up a merchant fleet

  big enough to cut into our own carrying trade, and the Church has a lot of money. If the Group of Four decides to make a major commitment to helping him, he could launch a lot of

  galleons.”




  “Unless my memory fails me, Bynzhamyn,” Lock Island said, “we’re still at war with Dohlar, and likely to remain so for quite some time. Something about our demand for

  Rahnyld’s head, I believe.”




  Quite a few of the men around the table chuckled at that observation, Merlin noticed.




  “Until and unless that state of war is terminated,” the admiral continued, “any Dohlaran-flagged vessel is a legitimate prize of war. And even if, for some reason, peace should

  disastrously break out between us and Rahnyld, there’ve always been problems with piracy in the waters around Howard. I’d be astonished if some of those ‘pirates’

  didn’t somehow manage to come into possession of some nice little schooners, possibly even with some of the new guns on board.”




  The chuckles were louder this time.




  “We’re getting too far ahead of ourselves,” Cayleb said. He looked at Howsmyn. “I’m inclined to think your analysis is basically sound, Ehdwyrd. That doesn’t

  mean things won’t change, and we’ve seen for ourselves over the last two years just how quickly they can change. Still, I think one of the other points you made is almost

  certainly valid. Navies are expensive, but as long as we have one and our enemies don’t, we don’t need a huge army to go with it, so at least we can avoid that expense. And under

  the circumstances, I think we can count on being able to finance the fleet somehow.”




  “For now, at least, we can, Your Majesty,” Ironhill conceded. “The funds are there for the thirty additional ships Admiral Lock Island has under construction at the moment, at

  any rate. We can’t lay down many more than that until we’ve launched the current vessels to clear the building ways, anyhow. But completing those ships is going to effectively finish

  the total elimination of the treasury surplus your father and grandfather had managed to build up before the current emergency.”




  “I understand.” Cayleb nodded.




  “Which, if Your Majesty will pardon me,” Lock Island said with greater than usual formality, “brings us to the question of just what we do with the ships we already have while

  we wait for the new ones.”




  “You mean besides keeping a lid on other people’s privateers and making certain the Church isn’t able to land an overwhelming army to slaughter our people, burn our cities to

  the ground, and remove all of our heads?” Cayleb inquired mildly.




  “Besides that, of course, Your Majesty.”




  “Bryahn, I’m perfectly well aware that you want to exterminate Prince Nahrmahn.” There was a slight but unmistakable edge of patient exasperation in Cayleb’s tone.

  “For that matter, I’d rather enjoy the process myself. But the truth is that our own navy consists of less than sixty obsolete galleys and only thirty-four galleons, at least until more

  of the new construction comes forward and we get the damaged ships back from the repair yards. That’s going to leave us stretched dangerously thin if we go after Nahrmahn and Hektor

  simultaneously.”




  “Then let’s go after them one at a time,” Lock Island argued with respectful stubbornness. “And since Nahrmahn is the closer, and since we’re already blockading

  Eraystor Bay, let’s start with him.”




  “I think you’re entirely right that we need to go after them one at a time,” Cayleb replied. “Unfortunately, I also think Hektor is the more dangerous of the two. Unless

  I miss my guess”—it was his turn to avoid looking in Merlin’s direction—“he’s already laying down and converting as many galleons of his own as he can. And if

  Black Water’s reports on our new artillery got home to him, he’s going to know how to arm them effectively, as well. He’ll have to start from scratch with the new guns, but I

  trust no one in this room is foolish enough to think Hektor is stupid or that his artisans and mechanics have been stricken with some sort of mysterious incompetence overnight. Nahrmahn

  doesn’t begin to have Hektor’s building capacity and foundries, so if we’re going to go after one of them, we need to start with Corisande, not Emerald. And then there’s

  that little matter of the army we don’t have. Taking islands away from Nahrmahn and sealing off Eraystor is one thing; finding enough troops to put ashore to take the rest of his

  princedom away from him is going to be something else, I’m afraid.”




  Lock Island looked moderately rebellious, and he wasn’t the only one who felt that way, Merlin decided.




  “In Bryahn’s support, Your Majesty,” Wave Thunder said, “don’t forget who it was that tried to have you assassinated.” Cayleb looked at him, and the spymaster

  shrugged. “He tried it before you and your father completely destroyed his navy; now that he doesn’t have one anymore, there has to be even more pressure to consider . . .

  unconventional measures. If we give him long enough, he’s likely to try it again.”




  “Then it’s just going to be up to you and the Guard”—this time Cayleb did glance at Merlin—“to see to it that he fails again, Bynzhamyn.”




  “That may not be quite as simple a matter as we’d all prefer, Your Majesty. In fact, that’s part of what I want to discuss with you later,” Archbishop Maikel said, and

  all eyes turned to him. “Before, Nahrmahn was forced to hire mercenaries, professional assassins, if he wanted you or your father dead,” the archbishop continued. “Today, alas,

  there are far more potential assassins in Charis than ever before. Indeed, protecting you against Nahrmahn’s efforts to murder you may be the least of the Guard’s

  concerns.”




  And that, Merlin thought, is probably an understatement. Unfortunately.




  The majority of Cayleb’s subjects strongly supported their youthful king and his new archbishop in his confrontation with the Church of God Awaiting. They knew precisely what the

  Church—or, at least, the “Group of Four” which actually created and manipulated the Church’s policies—had intended to happen to their kingdom and their families when

  they chose to break Charis’ power once and for all by turning it into a wasteland of slaughtered people and burned towns. They supported the scathing indictment Maikel had sent to Grand Vicar

  Erek in their collective name, for they’d made a clear distinction between God Himself and the corrupt, venal men who controlled the Church.




  But if the majority of Charisians felt that way, a significant minority did not, and almost a quarter of the kingdom’s clergy were outraged and furious at Cayleb’s

  “impious” challenge to the Church’s “rightful, God-given authority.” It would have been nice if Merlin had been able to convince himself that all of those people who

  disapproved were just as corrupt and calculating as the Group of Four themselves. Unfortunately, the overwhelming majority of them weren’t. Their horror at the thought of schism within

  God’s Church was completely genuine, and their outrage at the ruler who’d dared to raise his hand against God’s will sprang from a deep-seated, totally honest faith in the

  teachings of the Church of God Awaiting. Many—most—of them saw it as their sacred duty to resist, by any means they could, the abominations King Cayleb and Archbishop Maikel

  sought to impose upon the kingdom.




  For the first time in living memory, there was an actual, significant, internal threat to the life of a king of Charis, and Staynair’s regretful expression showed that the

  archbishop understood exactly why.




  “I know, Maikel,” Cayleb said. “I know. But we can’t undo what we’ve already done, and even if I thought it was what God wanted, we couldn’t turn back from

  the journey we’ve begun. Which doesn’t mean”—he looked back at Wave Thunder—“that I want any mass arrests. I’ve never been very fond of iron heels, and I

  can’t convince people who hate and fear what they think I’m doing that they’re wrong about my policies or the reasons for them if I start right out trying to crush every voice of

  disagreement.”




  “I’ve never suggested that we ought to, Your Highness. I only—”




  “His Majesty is right, My Lord,” Staynair said quietly, and Wave Thunder looked at him.




  “It’s the question of conscience, of the relationship between each individual human soul and God, which stands at the heart of the Group of Four’s hostility towards us,”

  the archbishop continued in that same firm, quiet voice. “Trynair and Clyntahn, each for reasons of his own, are determined to preserve Mother Church’s total control over the thoughts,

  beliefs, and actions of all of God’s children. They’ve seen fit to dress their ambition in the fine clothes of faith and concern for the salvation of souls, to pretend they’re

  motivated only by priestly duty, and not the obscene wealth and decadent lives they live, when, in fact, their own arrogance and corruption have turned Mother Church herself into a tool of

  oppression and greed.




  “We know that.” He looked around the suddenly quiet council chamber. “We’ve seen it. And we believe we’re called by God to oppose that oppression. To remind Mother

  Church that it’s the souls of God’s people which matter, and not the amount of gold in her coffers, or the personal power and wealth of her vicars and the luxury in which they

  live. But to do that successfully, we must remind all of Mother Church’s children of those same things. We cannot do that by resorting to oppression ourselves.”




  “With all due respect, Your Eminence,” Wave Thunder said into the stillness which seemed only deeper and quieter as thunder rumbled and rolled once more in the distance, “I

  don’t disagree. But, by the same token, we can’t protect the King if we’re not willing to act strongly and publicly against those who would destroy him. And if we lose the King,

  we lose everything.”




  Cayleb stirred, but Wave Thunder faced him stubbornly.




  “At this moment, Your Majesty, that’s true, and you know it. We’ve already lost your father, and Zhan is still a child. If we lose you, who holds the Kingdom together? And if

  this Kingdom stumbles, who will be left to ‘remind’ Mother Church of anything? Right now, on this day, any hope of human freedom dies with you, Your Majesty. For now, at least,

  that statement is the terrifying truth. And it’s also the reason you must let us take the necessary precautions to keep you alive.”




  Cayleb looked around the table, and stark agreement with Wave Thunder looked back at him from every face. Even the archbishop nodded in grave acknowledgment of the baron’s point.




  “I will, Bynzhamyn,” Cayleb replied, after a moment. He glanced at Merlin again, then back at Wave Thunder.




  “I will,” he repeated, “and anyone who actually lends himself to treason against the Crown, to violence against the Crown’s ministers, or against any of the

  Kingdom’s subjects, will be dealt with sternly, regardless of the reasons for his actions. But there will be no preemptive arrests because of what men might do, and no one will be

  punished unless their conspiracies or their crimes are first proven before the King’s Bench in open court. No secret courts, no summary imprisonments or executions. I refuse to become another

  Clyntahn simply to protect myself against him.”




  Wave Thunder’s expression was a long way from anything Merlin would have called satisfied, but at least the baron let the argument drop. For now, at any rate.




  “All right,” Cayleb said more briskly. “I still hear lunch calling, and it’s getting louder, so let’s go ahead and wrap this up. Ahlvyno, please give me a report by

  the end of this five-day on the exact state of the Treasury, allowing for the completion and manning of the galleons we currently have under construction. Take Ehdwyrd at his word and propose a

  reasonable schedule of new duties and taxes, as well, based on the assumption that our trade will at least hold level. Bryahn, I’d like you and Baron Seamount to give me your best estimates

  of what we’re going to need Ahlvyno to somehow figure out how to pay for after we finish the present building program. You’d better get Sir Dustyn involved in that, as well. Ehdwyrd,

  I’d like you and Rhaiyan to give some additional thought to what you were saying earlier about the likely consequences of any effort by the Group of Four to close Haven and Howard to our

  trade. Assume they’re actually going to do it, then come up with the most effective ways for us to undermine any embargo and make sure their efforts don’t succeed. You might also

  consider how we could motivate our merchants and shipping houses to fund presentation galleons for the Navy, as well. As you say, our survival depends upon their prosperity, but their prosperity

  depends upon our survival. I think it’s fair for them to contribute a little more to protecting their shipping than we might expect out of, say, a dragon-breeder from somewhere back in the

  hills. And, Rayjhis, I think you’d better check with Dr. Mahklyn. I’d like the College’s input on some of our estimates on shipping, trade, and taxation, as well.”




  Heads nodded around the table, and Cayleb nodded back.




  “In that case, I think we’re mostly done here. Rayjhis, I’d like you and Archbishop Maikel to remain behind for a moment, if you would.”




  “Of course, Your Majesty,” Gray Harbor murmured, and chairs moved back from the table as the others took their cue and rose.
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  The council chamber door closed behind the others, and Cayleb looked at Merlin.




  “Why don’t you come over and join us, now that it’s safe?” he asked with a smile, and Gray Harbor chuckled.




  “As you command, Your Majesty,” Merlin replied mildly, and crossed to settle himself into the chair Howsmyn had occupied a few minutes before.




  Had anyone else been present, that hypothetical other observer probably would have been more than a bit surprised to see King Cayleb’s bodyguard sitting at the council table along with the

  king’s two most trusted official advisers as if he were their equal in the king’s eyes. After all, it was clearly Captain Athrawes’ responsibility to keep Cayleb alive, and

  not—despite his recent promotion, in keeping with his position as the king’s personal armsman—to advise him on high matters of state.




  Of course, that same hypothetical other observer would be operating on the mistaken assumption that Captain Merlin Athrawes of the Charisian Royal Guard was alive. Well, that he was a human

  being, at least. He might actually be alive after all; Merlin’s internal jury was still out on that particular question.




  Not even Gray Harbor and Staynair knew the complete truth about him. For that matter, Cayleb himself didn’t know the complete truth. The king knew Merlin was considerably more than

  human, but not that he was in fact a PICA—a Personality Integrated Cybernetic Avatar—whose artificial body was home to the electronically recorded personality, memories, emotions,

  hopes, and fears of a young woman named Nimue Alban who had been dead for the last eight or nine centuries.




  But what Gray Harbor and Staynair did know, and what they, along with Cayleb and the handful of others who shared the same knowledge, went to great lengths to keep anyone else from discovering

  was how central Captain Athrawes’ “visions” and bits and pieces of esoteric knowledge had been to Charis’ ability to survive the Group of Four’s massive onslaught.

  Everyone in the kingdom knew Merlin was a seijin, of course—one of the deadly warrior-monk martial artists and sometime spiritual visionaries who came and went (usually apocryphally)

  through the pages of Safeholdian history. Merlin had chosen that particular persona carefully before he ever arrived in Charis, and his reputation as one of the deadliest warriors in the world

  (although, to be strictly accurate, he wasn’t simply one of the deadliest warriors in the world, given his . . . abilities) made him the perfect choice for Cayleb’s personal

  armsman. Which just happened to put him permanently at the king’s elbow, deep at the heart of all of Cayleb’s councils and plans, and yet simultaneously made him almost a piece of the

  furniture. Constantly available for advice or consultation, yet so invisible to outside eyes that no one ever wondered just what he was doing there.




  Now Cayleb looked at him and arched an eyebrow.




  “What did you think of Ehdwyrd’s analysis?” he asked.




  “I think I’m not equipped to argue with him in that particular area of expertise,” Merlin replied. “I doubt anyone in the entire Kingdom is, at least until

  Mahklyn’s passion for recording numbers gives us an objective base of statistics. I’d have to agree with him, though, that it would be extraordinarily difficult for the Group of Four to

  effectively close Howard and Haven to our merchants. How successful their efforts would be in the end if they decided to try anyway, and whether or not Baron Wave Thunder’s concerns about

  subsidies to Rahnyld are realistic, is more than I’m prepared to say, however.”




  Napoleon tried it against England, with his “Continental System,” Merlin reflected. It didn’t work out all that well for him, which is probably a good sign for

  Howsmyn’s theories. Then again, there was a lot more to Earth at that point than just Europe. In this case, it would be as if Napoleon controlled all the major ports of North America, South

  America, and Asia, including Russia, China, and the Ottoman Empire, as well. And, for that matter, the Church’s control goes a lot deeper than Napoleon’s did. Which is only going to get

  worse as the religious aspect of this confrontation gets clearer and clearer to everyone involved.




  “I’m inclined to agree with Ehdwyrd,” Gray Harbor offered. Cayleb and Staynair both looked at him, and the first councilor shrugged. “I don’t doubt the consequences

  here in Charis would be . . . serious if the Group of Four could pull it off. In fact, they could well turn out to be catastrophic. But I’m inclined to think Ehdwyrd’s arguments about

  the availability and cost of our goods would make things almost as bad for the mainland realms, as well. Almost certainly bad enough to lead to major covert resistance to any such decree, in fact.

  For that matter, it could well lead to open resistance in a lot of cases. Unless, of course, the Church goes ahead and declares Holy War. Under those circumstances, things could get a lot

  dicier.”




  “Maikel?” Cayleb turned to his archbishop, and there was rather more concern in the king’s brown eyes than he would have let most people see.




  “My opinion hasn’t changed, Cayleb,” Staynair said with a serenity Merlin envied, even as he wondered how justifiable it was. “Given the way the Group of Four approached

  this entire bungled affair, they’re going to be feeling a lot of internal pressure. Remember, they’ve always had enemies of their own in the Council of Vicars. They haven’t

  forgotten that, at any rate, and some of those enemies have significant power bases of their own. Our little note to the Grand Vicar is going to both weaken them and embolden their enemies, as

  well. Against that backdrop, they’re going to have to move at least a bit cautiously, unless they choose to risk everything on some dramatic, do-or-die gesture of defiance. They’ve

  never done that in the past. Indeed, if they’d had the least notion their attack on the Kingdom could possibly turn into the disaster it has, they would never have undertaken it. Or, at

  least, never so offhandedly and casually. Having already fed one hand to the slash lizard, I believe they’re unlikely to want to raise the stakes any higher than they absolutely must, for a

  time at least.”




  “I hope you’re right about that,” the king said. “I really do hope you’re right about that.”




  So do I, Merlin thought dryly. Which is why I hope you and Maikel were both right about setting forth your position vis-à-vis the Church quite so . . . forthrightly.




  “My hope is the same as yours, Your Majesty.” The archbishop smiled slightly. “Time will tell, of course. And”—his smile broadened and his eyes

  twinkled—“I’m very well aware that the nature of my own concerns lends itself to operating on the basis of faith rather better than yours does.”




  “My own impression is that His Eminence is probably right about the Group of Four’s disinclination to rush into some sort of white-hot religious confrontation, at least in the short

  term,” Merlin said, and saw Cayleb’s almost subliminal grimace. Merlin hadn’t actually advised against Staynair’s letter to the Grand Vicar, but he hadn’t exactly been

  one of its stronger supporters, either.




  “I think that’s inevitably where we’re headed, unfortunately,” he continued now. “Completely ignoring our own correspondence with them, the mere fact that

  we’re no longer obeying their orders would push them into that, and things are going to get extraordinarily ugly when it happens. For now, though, habit, if nothing else, is going to keep

  them trying to ‘game the situation’ the way they’ve always done it in the past. That’s how they got themselves into this mess, of course, but I think it’s going to

  take at least a few more months for it to penetrate just how completely the rules have changed. Which means we should have at least a little time to press our own preparations.”




  “Which brings me to the real reason I asked you and Rayjhis to stay behind, Maikel,” Cayleb said.




  He leaned back in his chair and ran the fingers of his left hand across the emerald sets of the chain he had inherited so recently from his father. He did that a lot, as if the chain were a sort

  of talisman, a comforting link between his father and himself. Merlin was confident that it was an unconscious mannerism on his part, but the seijin felt a familiar pang of personal grief as

  it reminded him of the old king’s death.




  “Bryahn is right about the necessity of dealing with Nahrmahn and Hektor,” the new king continued. “There’s always Gorjah, as well, but Tarot can wait. At least, though,

  we know where we are with Nahrmahn and Hektor. Our options there have the virtue of straightforwardness, you might say. But then there’s Chisholm. Have the two of you given any more thought

  to my proposal?”




  “As a general rule, Your Majesty,” Gray Harbor said dryly, “when the King ‘requests’ that his First Councilor and his Archbishop ‘give some thought’ to

  one of his proposals, they do that.”




  “All right.” Cayleb flashed a smile, although Merlin was well aware that in quite a few Safeholdian kingdoms, that degree of levity and informality from a first councilor might well

  have resulted in the summary replacement of said first councilor. “Since I’m the King, and since you’ve been thinking about it like dutiful servants, what conclusions have you

  reached?”




  “Honestly?” Gray Harbor’s amusement transmuted itself into sobriety, and he raised one hand and waggled it back and forth in a gesture of uncharacteristic uncertainty. “I

  don’t know, Cayleb. In many ways it would be an ideal solution to at least one major chunk of our problems. It would probably reassure several people who are currently concerned about the

  succession, at any rate, and Bynzhamyn is right about just how frightening that entire question is right now. But it would also result in some significant upheavals, and there’s always the

  question of whether or not Sharleyan would even consider it. She’s going to be in enough trouble with the Group of Four when they find out about her navy’s performance against us. And,

  of course,” he showed his teeth in a thin smile of approval, “your decision to return her surrendered vessels with no strings attached is only going to increase the suspicions of

  someone like Clyntahn and Trynair.”




  “Trynair, at least, is likely to recognize exactly why you did it,” Staynair put in. “Clyntahn, on the other hand, is more problematical. He’s more than smart

  enough to understand. The question is whether or not his bigotry and prejudices will let him understand.”




  Staynair’s certainly right about that, Merlin reflected. It would be so much simpler if we knew which Clyntahn is going to turn up at any given moment. Is it likely to be the

  self-indulgent glutton? Or the undeniably brilliant thinker? Or the religious fanatic zealot Grand Inquisitor? Or the cynical schemer of the Group of Four?




  “And Sharleyan and Green Mountain are going to recognize exactly the same thing,” Gray Harbor pointed out. “That’s going to be a factor in how they may react to your . .

  . modest proposal. Turning up the pressure on them may not have put them in the most receptive possible state of mind.”




  “From what I’ve seen of Queen Sharleyan and Baron Green Mountain, I wouldn’t think that would be too much of a problem,” Merlin said. “Both of them understand the

  sorts of constraints we’re facing. I won’t say they’re likely to be delighted by any effort on our part to manipulate them, but they’re certainly going to realize there was

  nothing personal in it.”




  Both Gray Harbor and Staynair nodded in acceptance of his observation. They were well aware that Merlin’s “visions” had allowed him to follow the inner workings and private

  discussions of Queen Sharleyan of Chisholm and her own most trusted advisers in a way no one else could have.




  “Having said that,” Merlin continued, “I don’t have the least idea how she would react to what you have in mind. I don’t think the possibility’s even crossed

  her mind. Why should it have?”




  “That’s certainly a reasonable question,” Gray Harbor said wryly. “On the other hand, there was the way she reacted to your father’s proposal for a more formal

  alliance, Cayleb.”




  “The situation’s changed just a bit since then,” Cayleb replied. “And let’s not forget who Father chose as his ambassador.”




  The youthful monarch’s jaw tightened in briefly remembered pain. Kahlvyn Ahrmahk, the Duke of Tirian and his own cousin, had represented King Haarahld in his effort to secure a defensive

  alliance against Corisande with the Kingdom of Chisholm. Of course, when Haarahld selected Tirian, he hadn’t realized that the cousin he loved like a brother was already plotting against him

  in cooperation with Prince Nahrmahn of Emerald. Nor had Haarahld even begun to suspect that Kahlvyn intended to assassinate both Haarahld and Cayleb.




  “There is that,” Gray Harbor acknowledged in a painfully neutral voice, and his own eyes were dark and shadowed. Kahlvyn Ahrmahk had been Cayleb’s magnificent older cousin, far

  more of an uncle and almost a second father than a mere cousin, but he had been Rayjhis Yowance’s son-in-law, the husband of Gray Harbor’s daughter, and the father of his two

  grandsons.




  And it had been RayjhisYowance’s thrown dagger which had ended the Duke of Tirian’s traitorous life.




  “So, bearing that in mind, who would you choose for your ambassador this time?” Merlin deliberately made his own voice a bit brisker than usual. “I assume you’ve given

  some thought to that?”




  “I have, indeed.” Cayleb smiled. “Given the nature of the proposal—and, ungentlemanly though it may be, the desirability of maintaining enough pressure to . . . encourage

  Sharleyan and Green Mountain—I thought we might send them a truly senior representative. Someone like”—he turned his smile on Gray Harbor—“my esteemed First

  Councilor.”




  “Now, just a minute, Cayleb!” Gray Harbor twitched upright in his chair, shaking his head. “I see where you’re headed, but I couldn’t possibly justify being absent

  long enough for a mission like this! It’s the next best thing to ten thousand sea miles from Tellesberg to Cherayth. That’s better than a month and a half’s voyage just one

  way!”




  “I know.” Cayleb’s smile faded into an entirely serious expression. “Believe me, Rayjhis, I know, and I’ve thought long and hard about it. Unless I miss my guess,

  you’d be gone for at least three or four months, even assuming everything went perfectly. And you’re right, the prospect of having you out of the Kingdom for that long isn’t

  likely to help me sleep soundly. But if we could possibly make this work, it would go an enormous way towards determining whether or not we manage to survive, and you know it. God knows how

  much I’d miss you, but Maikel could substitute for you as First Councilor while you were gone. He knows everything you and I have discussed, and his position would put him above the normal

  political dogfights someone else might have to referee if they tried to temporarily take your place. In fact, he’s the only other suitable candidate for ambassador I’ve been able to

  come up with, and to be totally honest, we can afford to have you out of the Kingdom at this particular moment far more than we can afford to have him out of the

  Archbishopric.”




  Gray Harbor had opened his mouth as if to argue, but he closed it again, his expression thoughtful, with Cayleb’s last sentence. Then, despite manifest reservations, he nodded slowly.




  “I see your reasoning,” he acknowledged, “and you’re right about Maikel covering for me. I don’t think a single king or prince in the entire world has ever asked

  his archbishop to act as a mere first councilor, you understand, but I can see quite a few advantages to the arrangement—especially in our present circumstances. Having the Church and the

  Crown genuinely working in tandem certainly isn’t going to hurt anything, at least! And he does know all of our plans, and Zhefry could handle all of the routine documents and

  procedures under his direction.” The first councilor’s lips twitched. “God knows, he’s been doing that for me for years!”




  “The key points are that we can manage without you if we have to,” Cayleb said, “and that I can’t think of anyone who’d have a better chance than you of convincing

  Sharleyan. And the more I’ve thought about it, the more I think convincing her is probably at least as important as making Hektor of Corisande a foot or two shorter.”




  “And the prospect of getting to help you make Hektor shorter would probably be one of the major attractions of the scheme, as far as she’s concerned,” Gray Harbor agreed.




  “That thought had crossed my mind.” Cayleb gazed at the first councilor for another second or two, then cocked his head. “So, are you ready to go play envoy?”




  




     

  




  . V .




  HMS Destroyer,


  Eraystor Bay,


  Princedom of Emerald




  “Admiral Nylz is here, Sir. Captain Shain is with him.”




  Admiral Sir Domynyk Staynair, the newly created Baron of Rock Point, looked up from his examination of the double-barreled flintlock pistol as his flag lieutenant poked his head respectfully

  through the flag cabin door aboard HMS Destroyer.




  “Thank you, Styvyn,” he said. “Ask them to join me, please.”




  “Of course, Sir.”




  Lieutenant Styvyn Erayksyn bowed very slightly before he withdrew, and Admiral Rock Point smiled. Young Erayksyn was connected to at least two-thirds of the aristocrats of the Kingdom of Charis.

  Indeed, he was far better born than his admiral, despite the recent creation of Rock Point’s own title, although that sort of thing was less uncommon in Charis than in most other Safeholdian

  kingdoms. And, Rock Point supposed, the fact that he himself was the younger brother of the Archbishop of Charis would normally have been more than enough to offset Erayksyn’s bluer blood. Of

  course, in this case, given the . . . irregularities of Maikel’s elevation to his archbishopric, that was a bit more problematical than usual.




  If Erayksyn was remotely aware of the superiority of his birth he gave absolutely no sign of it. It did, however, grant the efficient, intelligent lieutenant a certain undeniable comfort level

  when it came to dealing with superior officers in general.




  The admiral set the pistol aside rather regretfully, settling it back into its fitted velvet nest beside its mate in the hand-rubbed wooden case on his desk as the door closed behind the flag

  lieutenant. That brace of pistols was one of the latest brainstorms from Baron Seamount’s fertile imagination, and Rock Point had always appreciated the baron’s ever-active approach to

  life and to his duties. It was an attitude which would have served him poorly in many navies, but not in the Royal Charisian Navy—or, at least, not in the current Royal Charisian

  Navy—and the new weapon was typical of Seamount’s efforts.




  Before the introduction of the flintlock, firearms like the pistol Rock Point had just been examining would have been impractical, at best. Now, they were completely practical . . . aside from

  the diversion of manufacturing capability they represented, at least. Rock Point suspected that it had been difficult for Seamount to sit on the artisan who’d built the matched set of pistols

  in their box on the desk. Traditionally, presentation weapons were seen as opportunities to show off the maker’s artistic talents, as well as his practical ability. Under those rules, the

  pistols ought to have been finely engraved, and—undoubtedly—inlaid with gold and plaques of ivory. This time, the only decoration lay in the small golden medallions set into the

  pistols’ butts, bearing the crossed cannons and kraken of the coat of arms his monarch had awarded to him with his title.




  I guess Ahlfryd knows me better than most, Rock Point told himself with a fond smile. He knows how little use I have for wasted finery.




  Even more than that, the admiral thought as he closed the box and latched it, Seamount knew how much he treasured functionality and practicality, and the sleek, beautifully blued pistols had

  both of those in abundance. They cocked with a glassy-smooth, satisfying “click,” the triggers broke cleanly and crisply, and the rich scent of gun oil clung to the pistol case like

  subtle perfume. With rifled, side-by-side fifty-caliber barrels, an admiral who no longer possessed two working legs would still hold four men’s lives in his hands, even if his footwork was

  no longer up to the highest standards of swordsmanship.




  “Admiral Nylz and Captain Shain, Sir,” Erayksyn murmured as the cabin door opened once more and he ushered the visitors into Rock Point’s flag cabin.




  “Thank you, Styvyn,” Rock Point said, then smiled at his two subordinates as the flag lieutenant disappeared once more.




  “Kohdy, Captain Shain,” he said then. “Please, sit down.” He waved one hand at the chairs waiting for them. “I’m sorry I wasn’t on deck to greet

  you.”




  “No apologies are necessary, My Lord,” Admiral Kohdy Nylz replied for both of them as they sat down, and Rock Point smiled again, this time a bit more crookedly, as he glanced down

  to where the calf of his right leg used to be.




  “How is your leg, Sir?” Nylz asked, following the direction of his superior’s eyes.




  “Better.” Rock Point looked back up with a small shrug. “They’ve fitted me with my peg, but they’re still tinkering with it. Trying to get the angle right on the

  foot pad, more than anything else.” He raised his truncated leg from the footstool on which it had rested and flexed the knee. “I’m lucky to still have the knee, of course, and

  the stump is healing well, but I’m getting a lot of irritation from the peg itself. I understand”—he shrugged again, this time ironically—“that Earl Mahndyr is having

  some of the same difficulties.”




  “So I’ve heard,” Nylz acknowledged with a slight smile of his own. Rock Point’s shattered lower leg had been amputated after the Battle of Darcos Sound, in which the fire

  of his flagship had already removed the left leg of Gharth Rahlstahn, the Earl of Mahndyr, who had commanded the Emeraldian Navy at the same battle. Rock Point’s flagship in that

  battle, HMS Gale, had been damaged even more severely than her admiral, and would remain in dockyard hands undergoing repair for at least several more five-days yet.




  “All things considered, I’m happier losing a leg than an arm,” Rock Point said. “A sea officer doesn’t spend a lot of time running foot races, anyway.”




  Nylz and Shain chuckled politely, and Rock Point snorted at their dutiful response to his minor jest. Then his expression sobered.




  “So, what’s this about young Hywyt?”




  “I have his written report, Sir,” Nylz said, opening the bulky dispatch case he’d brought with him and extracting a thin sheaf of paper. “It contains all the details, but

  the gist is simple enough. A Church dispatch boat tried to get past him to Eraystor. When it refused to halt, he fired a single shot across its bow, at which point its commander was wise enough to

  haul down his flag and surrender.”




  He makes it sound so simple, Rock Point thought. And, really, I suppose it is. Of course, the consequences aren’t going to be.




  “So there were no casualties?” he asked aloud.




  “No, Sir,” Nylz replied. “Not this time.”




  Rock Point grimaced at the qualifier, but he couldn’t object to it. There was going to be a next time, after all, and eventually some stubborn, stiff-necked, intransigent Church

  courier was going to refuse to strike his flag and there were going to be quite a lot of casualties.




  “Well,” he observed, “it sounds like Hywyt did exactly what he was supposed to do. I’m assuming from what you’ve said, and the way you said it, that you agree with

  that conclusion?”




  “Completely, Sir,” Nylz said firmly.




  “How did his people take it?”




  “Well, overall, Sir.” Nylz twitched his shoulders slightly. “Most of them appear to have taken it pretty much in stride. In fact, some of them seemed disappointed that they

  didn’t get to fire into Father Rahss’ ship after all. I got the impression when Hywyt delivered his personal report to me that at least one of his officers was . . . less excited,

  let’s say, about the possibility, but if Hywyt had ordered them to fire, they would have.”




  “Good,” Rock Point said, and wondered as he did whether or not he truly meant it.




  He turned his chair slightly, listening to the creak of its swivel, so that he could gaze out the broad expanse of Destroyer’s stern windows at the panoramic, sun-dancing blue

  mirror of Eraystor Bay. From where he sat, he could see the northern end of the tadpole shape of Long Island, and the sheltered water between Long Island, Callie’s Island, and South Island

  had been turned into a Charisian anchorage once the fortifications on those islands had surrendered to the Marines.




  In some ways, Rock Point was still a bit bemused by how readily those batteries and fortresses had surrendered when summoned. Colonel Hauwyrd Jynkyn, Rock Point’s senior Marine officer,

  had never been able to assemble more than two or three battalions’ worth of Marines from the fleet’s shipboard detachments. Rock Point had been able to reinforce them with drafts of

  seamen, of course, especially from the surviving galleys, with their manpower-intensive crews. Still, it had been a distinctly motley landing force, even backed up by the heavy artillery ferried

  ashore from the fleet’s galleons.




  It was tempting to feel a degree of contempt for the Emeraldian commanders who’d hauled down their flags when faced by Jynkyn’s summons to surrender. On the other hand, most of the

  fortifications had been badly undermanned themselves, with enough gunners to man the artillery against a naval attack, but insufficient infantry to hold out against a serious assault from the

  landward side. And with the destruction of the Emeraldian Navy, there’d been no way to prevent Rock Point from finding places he could put his troops and artillery ashore without interference

  from the defenders.




  Besides which the totality of Emerald’s naval defeat had devastated the defenders’ morale before the first landing party ever set foot on any of those islands.




  But all of that had been no more than the preliminaries. Most of the Charisian Navy and Marines were undoubtedly focused on finishing off their adversaries in Emerald and the League of

  Corisande, but that was going to take at least a little while, since there was the minor problem of exactly what the kingdom was going to use for an army. Seizing island bases, sealing off major

  ports with blockading squadrons, and annihilating the merchant fleets of their enemies was one thing, and Rock Point had no doubt the Navy and Marines had the resources to manage those tasks.

  Actually invading someplace like Emerald—or, even worse, Corisande—was something else entirely.




  And even if—when—we manage to deal with Nahrmahn and Hektor, it’s still only the beginning, he thought grimly. I wonder how many of our people really

  understand that? Right this minute, they’re still so infuriated by what the Group of Four tried to do to us that I don’t doubt Hywyt’s men were ready to fire into that dispatch

  boat. But what happens later, when they realize—really realize, deep down inside—that our true enemy, our dangerous enemy, isn’t Hektor or Nahrmahn.

  It’s the Church herself.




  No admiral, no general—no kingdom—had ever before faced that reality. Charis did, and a part of Sir Domynyk Staynair felt an icy shiver of dread whenever he thought about the

  dark, trackless future into which he and his kingdom were voyaging.




  “Did Hywyt happen to capture whatever dispatches they were carrying?” he asked, and his eyebrows rose as Nylz gave a harsh crack of laughter.




  “I asked something amusing?” he inquired, and the other admiral shook his head.




  “Not really, My Lord,” he said, although he was still smiling. “It’s just that the Church is going to have to rethink some of its standard procedures, I suspect. It seems

  Father Rahss didn’t have a dispatch bag at all, much less a weighted one. All the documents he was charged to deliver were locked in a strongbox in his cabin. A strongbox which was bolted to

  the deck, as a matter of fact.”




  “Bolted to the deck?” Rock Point blinked, and Nylz nodded.




  “Obviously, the Church hasn’t given any thought to the possibility that any of her couriers might be intercepted. Their procedures for handling their dispatches have been more

  concerned with the documents’ internal security during transit than they have with keeping them out of anyone else’s unauthorized hands. So, instead of carrying them in a weighted bag,

  they lock them up in the captain’s quarters. And”—he shook his head—“it takes two keys to unlock the box. The captain has one; the purser has the other.”




  Rock Point looked at him for a moment, then shook his own head, wondering how long it would take the Church’s thinking to adjust to the new reality and change the way her dispatch boats

  handled her correspondence.




  “I assume Commander Hywyt managed to secure both keys?” he said mildly.




  “Actually, I believe he said something about prybars, Sir,” Captain Shain said, speaking up for the first time and smiling wickedly. “From what he had to say to me while he was

  waiting to see Admiral Nylz, this Father Rahss at least managed to get his key thrown over the side before Wave’s people went aboard. I don’t know if he actually thought that was

  going to stop Hywyt, but apparently he just about died of apoplexy when Hywyt broke the strongbox open. I think he more than half expected lightning to strike Hywyt dead on the spot.”




  “Which, obviously, it didn’t,” Rock Point said dryly. He supposed he was pleased to see Shain’s amusement at the thought, yet he couldn’t help wondering if the rest

  of his officers and men would share the flag captain’s reaction.




  “I’ve brought the captured documents with me, My Lord,” Nylz said, reaching down and patting his dispatch case. “I’ve also had duplicate copies made, just in case.

  Unfortunately, they appear to be in some sort of cipher.”




  “I suppose that’s not too surprising,” Rock Point said. “Irritating, but not surprising.” He shrugged. “We’ll just have to send them back to Tellesberg.

  Perhaps Baron Wave Thunder and his people will be able to decipher them.”




  And if they can’t, I’m sure Seijin Merlin can, he reflected.




  “Yes, My Lord.”




  “Please pass my compliments to Commander Hywyt for a job well done. He and his people seem to have developed a knack for being in the right place at the right time when there’s prize

  money to be won, don’t they?”




  “So far, at least,” Nylz agreed. “I am getting a few requests to let someone else have a crack at Wave’s station, though.”




  “It’s not her station, Sir,” Shain snorted. “It’s her speed. Well, that and the fact that Hywyt really does have a knack for this sort of work.”




  “He’d better enjoy it while he can,” Rock Point said. Nylz raised an eyebrow, and Rock Point smiled. “I just received dispatches of my own from Earl Lock Island. Among

  other things, he’s asked me to nominate commanding officers for some of the new galleons, and it sounds to me as if young Hywyt might be the sort of captain we’re looking

  for.”




  




     

  




  . VI .




  Royal Palace,


  City of Eraystor,


  Princedom of Emerald




  Prince Nahrmahn of Emerald was not a happy man.




  There were many reasons for that, starting with what had happened to his navy, followed by the fact that he no longer had control even of Eraystor Bay, beyond the reach of the waterfront’s

  defensive batteries. And by the fact that he could hardly expect King Cayleb to overlook his own attempted assassination or the part one Prince Nahrmahn had played in arranging it. Then there was

  the way in which he and his entire princedom had been forced to become the junior partners—almost the vassals—of Hektor of Corisande under the Group of Four’s master plan for the

  destruction of Charis.




  And, of course, there’d been this morning’s delightful interview with Bishop Executor Wyllys.




  He stood gazing out the palace window at the vast blue expanse of the bay. Emerald’s merchant marine had never been very large, compared to that of Charis, or even Corisande, but these

  days the waterfront wharves were crowded with merchant ships which dared not put to sea, and more of them lay to anchors and buoys farther out. The naval yard’s anchorages and slips, on the

  other hand, were virtually empty. Nine galleys—the total surviving strength of Nahrmahn’s navy—huddled pathetically together, as if for some sort of mutual comfort.




  There were two additional galleys anchored off to one side, and Nahrmahn glowered at the big, twin-masted ships. They were the only prizes the Duke of Black Water’s fleet had managed to

  capture before Haarahld and Cayleb of Charis annihilated his own ships in return. They’d just happened to be here in Eraystor when the hammer came down on Black Water, although Nahrmahn

  didn’t expect any of his erstwhile “allies” to believe in the coincidence which had “fortuitously” left him in possession.




  Nahrmahn had gone down to examine the captured ships personally the day they’d arrived. He was no experienced naval officer himself, but even he’d been able to follow the

  explanations about the peculiar Charisian artillery mountings and the reasons for the new weapons’ effectiveness. Not that understanding made him feel any better, especially when he reflected

  upon the fact that as the geographically closest member of the alliance against Charis, he was virtually certain to be the first recipient of King Cayleb’s attention. As, indeed, the seizure

  of his capital city’s outlying island defenses only emphasized.




  He turned as the chamber door opened and Trahvys Ohlsyn, the Earl of Pine Hollow, and Commodore Hainz Zhaztro came through it.




  Pine Hollow was Nahrmahn’s cousin, as well as his first councilor, and one of the relatively few courtiers whose loyalty the prince truly trusted. Zhaztro, on the other hand, was the

  senior—in fact, the only—Emeraldian squadron commander to have returned from the Battle of Darcos Sound. There were those, Nahrmahn knew, who cherished suspicions about

  Zhaztro—about his courage, as well as his loyalty—simply because he was the most senior officer to come home again. Nahrmahn himself, somewhat to the surprise of many, did not.

  The fact that Zhaztro’s flagship had suffered over thirty percent casualties and was so badly damaged that she’d gradually settled to the bottom after she’d managed to claw her

  way back to the naval yard was all the recommendation the commodore had needed as far as Nahrmahn was concerned.




  “You wanted to see both of us, My Prince?” Pine Hollow said with a bow, and Nahrmahn nodded.




  “Yes,” he said with uncharacteristic shortness, and waved for the two of them to join him by the window.




  Pine Hollow and Zhaztro obeyed the beckoned command, and the first councilor wondered if the naval officer realized how atypical Nahrmahn’s attitude had been for the past several

  five-days. Unless Pine Hollow was mistaken, his short, round prince was actually losing weight. Some people probably wouldn’t have been particularly surprised to find a prince in

  Nahrmahn’s position doing that, but Pine Hollow had known his cousin from childhood, and he couldn’t remember anything that had ever managed to put Nahrmahn off his feed. Nor did

  the prince fit the image of a depressed man sinking listlessly into despair. As a matter of fact, Nahrmahn actually seemed more focused, more energetic, than Pine Hollow had ever before seen

  him.




  “I’ve just finished entertaining Bishop Executor Wyllys,” the prince told his two subordinates as he looked back out the window. “He was here to express his . . .

  unhappiness over what happened to his dispatch boat yesterday.”




  Pine Hollow glanced at Zhaztro, but the commodore only gazed calmly and attentively at Nahrmahn. The naval officer’s phlegmatic personality was part of what had commended him so strongly

  to Nahrmahn, the first councilor suspected.




  “I explained to His Eminence,” Nahrmahn continued, “that this sort of thing happens when someone else’s navy is in control of one’s home waters. He responded to

  that by telling me that it had never before happened to one of Mother Church’s vessels, a fact of which”—he turned to smile thinly at the others—“it may astound

  you to learn, I was already aware.”




  Despite himself, Pine Hollow felt his eyes widen at Nahrmahn’s desert-dry tone.




  “The question I have for you, Commodore,” the prince said, “is whether or not there’s any way you can think of that we could somehow guarantee the security of future

  Church dispatch vessels arriving here at Eraystor?”




  “Honestly? No, Your Highness,” Zhaztro said without hesitation. “Up until yesterday, I would have said there was at least an even chance the Charisians would allow

  Church-flagged couriers to pass through the blockade unhindered. In fact, I would have said the chances were considerably better than even, frankly.” He shrugged very slightly.

  “Apparently, I would have been wrong. And given their presence here in the bay, and their obvious willingness to risk the Church’s anger, I don’t see any way we can prevent them

  from doing exactly the same thing over again anytime they want to.”
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